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    1. Part 1: Demon Child Origins

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 1: Demon Child Origins

      Disclaimer: I do not own Naruto or Fairy Tail. They are owned by Masashi Kishimoto and Hiro Mashima respectively. Please support the official release.

      “Talking/Thinking’

      Attack

      “Demon Talking/ Thinking’

    
    

    
      *Drip*Drip*Drip*

      That was the sound he had grown accustomed to. The only constant thing in his short life that never changed.

      Every day, coming back to this small, damp cell. After every mission or session the masked men took him to, if those were even a good enough cover-up to give them.

      He had only been alive for three years. Naturally, his mind was not fully developed yet and he only remembered bits and pieces.

      And it was a living hell.

      Whenever he was out of his cell, he knew that it was time for another ‘mission’. Thrown out with some strange other men on the small field, clad in only stain covered rags, he knew what happened next like a ritual. He would feel a strange, horrible pain pierce throughout his whole body, causing him to scream; hoping that it would stop soon after. Then a burning sensation would move through his body, increasing the pain a dozen times more. And then, it all went black.

      When he would wake up, he would already be back in his cell. But there were new rips and stains on his clothes from what he had done on those ‘missions’. What did the masked men call this stuff again? Blood?

      Every time he awoke his body was in agony and there were new wounds all over him. But after a few moments, they would vanish from sight. What made them leave? Do even his wounds run away from him? He must not be liked very much because all the masked men yell at him when he doesn’t respond to their words.

      Even though he was locked away in this cell, he had still gained some knowledge. He would repeat the words and sentences that the men he met would say to him. Like ‘Fuck’ or ‘Shit’, or ‘P-Please god. No’.

      And if he was hungry, then men would bring him food and place it on the floor in front of him. But he had to get it fast or else the rats would take it or the water would ruin it. And when he was thirsty, he would either drink the water that dripped from the ceiling or the glass the men would give him.

      He would lay on the floor, not reacting, not moving to anything that passed by his cell. The shadows of the men would roll over him as they walked by, illuminated by the small torches on the walls and mutter about how he would be used for another mission.

      His cell door opened up and two masked men in grey armor and metal arm-guards picked him up. They grabbed under his arms and dragged him along.

      “Danzō-sama told us to bring the demon for another execution.” The man on his right stated to his counterpart.

      “But it is just another captured Jōnin, right? We can handle things like this ourselves. We don’t need to bring this thing out every time we find one of them. Why does Danzō-sama always use the monster to kill those we capture?” The left man questioned, voicing his curiosity.

      “He wants to use as many opportunities as he can find to control this thing better. And he said that he ‘doesn’t want any evidence of struggle’ to ruin our base.” As they came closer to a locked door, they left him standing there on his feet. And like a mirage, they suddenly disappeared in a rain of leaves.

      Monster, demon, that thing, and it. That was what they called him whenever he was brought to this door or left outside. But despite all those names, that wasn’t what he was called. What was he really called again? That man with the wrapped face said it sometimes?

      Oh, right. Naruto. Naruto Uzumaki was his real name.

      His name, his life and his loneliness was all that he had. This red stuff, the rats, and the men in masks were all that he knew. That, and the water that dripped from the walls.

      ‘Drip, drip, drip’.

    
    

    
      A tall man stood with a cane in his hand, one arm wrapped with bandages while the other was free from its sleeve. He was wearing a black and grey robe that covered his right arm and went down to his feet. The right side of his face was covered in bandages that wrapped around his forehead. And on his wrinkled chin was an X-shaped scar.

      He stood on a leveled stand which circled over a small training field they had in Root. Covered in uprooted dirt and grass with two doors on adjacent walls facing each other. It was used for the new recruits and trainees to test their abilities in ninjutsu, taijutsu, and genjutsu. It was leveled so that the more experienced ninja and elders could look down and see the new recruits’ efforts.

      But lately, over the last year, it had not been used to train the new recruits. Alternatively, they were brought out into the woods or trained out there in the battlefield. Instead, this place was used to gain any last minute information captured spies had before they were silenced. In his experience, people in their last moments tend to reveal everything they could to survive.

      Lately, more and more foreign ninja had appeared in the village. Some would sneak in from Kumogakure, and others would come from Kirigakure. He had found no evidence of insurgents from Sunagakure, yet. They had to have all their forces in the village, lest their Jinchūriki lost his temper and start a massacre.

      It had appeared that each hidden village was sending a team of ninja to infiltrate the land. It had started when the Fourth Mizukage sent a team to check for weak points in the security of the village. There was something wrong with that boy. He was the Jinchūriki of the Sanbi, and lately he was holding the state of the village like it was a yo-yo. Sending that crazed shark man to kill his own team so that there was no evidence of their work to be found. That was the last resort in a situation like that, especially when the whole team was still capable of fighting. It was unsettling, like the decisions he was making were not his own.

      Then a team from Kumogakure was sent to charge and attack any ninja they could find. Of course, lighting village ninja were never very subtle. They always preferred to attack rather than to sneak. Perhaps they were only ninja because of the ninjutsu they practiced. The only times he remembered Kumogakure sneaking around was the Hyūga incident only a few weeks ago, and the incident with the Jinchūriki girl almost twenty years earlier. These were both attempts to increase their military and strategic abilities for the better. It wasn’t enough that they had a Raikage that could take down armies. Or the most attuned Jinchūriki out of all the Elemental Nations.

      And now Iwagakure was joining in the fray. Sending a team for reconnaissance on the noble families and the Jinchūriki. Danzō never understood the methods of Ōnoki. He would always watch the chaos from the outside, never directly joining the battle. He just let his men do their job and never interfered. Which he should have, with the growing rumors of a blond youngster blowing up buildings for the hell of it. Always using explosive clay and yelling out ‘Katsu’. He would never allow the people of Konoha to revolt or betray him like that.

      And he had a great plan for any ninja or civilian that was against him. He had taken the Jinchūriki boy into his ranks and made him a weapon. Due to the boy being no more than a toddler, he couldn’t expect any conscious contact or agreement with the fox demon, so the members of Roots’ research team came up with a solution. The discovery that the demon’s chakra activates when the boy experiences pain. If they could make a seal that caused agonizing pain to go through the boy’s body and control him through that pain, they had a walking weapon in their hands.

      It took a few tries to get the fox’s chakra moving, but when the boy was covered in the vile energy, it proved to work. The first time the cloak appeared, the boy dove at his controller through pure instinct. Danzō only raised his fingers in a seal and the boy stopped, a bloodcurdling scream of pain from his throat. When he did, a kanji appeared on his stomach at the center of the seal. The boy would not attack anyone Danzō did not see fit to kill. And when he was done, he would lower his hand and the boy would stop. The chakra would dissipate and then he would fall unconscious. It was useful to tie up loose ends when you were tired of doing the work.

      An Anbu ninja appeared behind Danzō, kneeling before his master. “Danzō-sama, they are both ready. Should we release them?” The masked ninja asked his leader.

      ‘Ah, speaking of tying up loose ends.’

    
    

    
      “Yes, let the Iwa-Ninja out first and keep Naruto-kun locked, I wish to see if we can gain any more answers.” The robed ninja elder said to the younger shinobi. The Anbu nodded and made a motion with his hand. One door opened in the area beneath them, and a man was thrown out.

      He appeared beaten and battered, tortured for any information that he had. But like a true jōnin, he had kept his mouth shut. He stood up and looked around, noticing that several new ninja had appeared around the clearing.

      The man was dressed in a red outfit with a brown flak jacket. Around his head was a standard forehead protector of the ninja villages. Etched into the metal was the image of dented rocks overlapping, the mark of an Iwa-ninja. His weapon pack was gone, taken when he was brought in.

      The man looked up at those surrounding him and yelled, “Where are we, you fuckers? What am I doing here?”

      The robed man tapped his cane on the floor, causing an echo that followed eith silence. He looked down at the Iwa-ninja with a narrowed eye, “You have infiltrated my village and killed my men. You have refused to give us the reason why you are here? I will give you one last chance to tell us your intentions. Who sent you?” The robed man finished as he lowered his tone, his voice not losing its calm edge.

      The Iwa-nin scoffed at the elder man. “Heh, you’re a fool to think I will talk! Come on, send down all your men! I’ll kill them all!” The man exclaimed as he stood in a defensive stance.

      Danzō looked at the young man, then turned his head and gave a nod to his follower.

      The Root ninja appeared in the arena, opposite the foreign ninja. The intruder changed his stance to follow the new arrival. But before they could start fighting, the Konoha Anbu opened the door behind him and shunshined away.

      The insurgent only looked puzzled, like he was expecting more. Was he supposed to leave through there? Were they letting him go?

      Just as he was about to question their motives, a presence made itself known. Expecting an animal or enemy ninja to appear, he did not expect a child to come into the light.

      The boy in question was small, possibly only 3 or 4 years old. His pale blond hair was unruly and unkempt. His arms and legs were thin, like bones with skin. His stomach and cheeks were coming in, showing he was malnourished. And on each cheek were three scar-like whiskers, defining his face. He wore torn cloth-like rags, remnants of a shirt and pants he wore. The sandals he wore were stained, dark red from dried blood.

      But his most defining characteristic were his empty, blue eyes. Like pools of water, but dirtied and unclear. Faded eyes that conveyed no emotions, no life.

      If he was not standing on his feet, he could have been mistaken for a corpse.

      The boy lifted his head, seeing the new man that stood before him. The man cringed when he saw his eyes, like they were looking into his soul.

      “You…” The child said in a dried, cracked little voice. Tilting his head, the boy continued to stare at the man. “You… new… kill?”

    
    

    
      Danzō stared down as the two met face to face. A faint smile appeared on his scarred face.

      Now, it was time to show what his weapon could do.

      He held up his left hand, brought it into a half-tiger seal and pumped it with his chakra.

      “Grah!” The little boy yelled in agonizing pain, falling to his knees. The Iwa-nin looked in sheer fright at what was happening to the child. His hair was changing, becoming spikier and sharp. His whiskers becoming rougher and more scar-like. His nails grew, digging into his head as he held it in pain.

      Through the rags, the Iwa-nin saw a pattern appear on his stomach. A sun like formation made of runes and kanji phasing onto his stomach. And in the center on the formation was the character for control. The kanji used by Danzō to make him his own personal play toy.

      The boy fell to his hands and knees, gasping for breath. He lifted his head towards the man, revealing crimson eyes and slit pupils that made him appear feral.

      The ninja froze in fear. This was what the red cloud had sent him to find. Locating and identifying the Jinchūriki of the Kyūbi was his mission. Given to him and his team by the men of the red cloud. If they could find its location, they were promised high positions in the new world.

      They had expected a noble of Konoha, with security that made the Daimyō green with envy. But instead, it was just a broken child hidden in the shadows.

      The possessed boy dived at the man, aiming to rip him apart. The ninja evaded the strikes and jumped over the demon. The boy turned around and went for a second attempt as the Iwa-Nin landed on the floor. His hands moved through a flurry of seals as he screamed his technique, “Earth Style: Pierced Hell Spike Yard!”

      Everywhere in front of him was covered in rock spikes. The boy, mid-jump, was screwed in his stomach. He hung there, limp, as blood flowed down the spike.

      The ninja smirked and laughed. He had killed Konoha’s secret weapon. Now this village was nothing but a sitting duck. He turned around, prepared to kill the robed man above him, but stopped when he felt a sensation in his chest.

      He looked down and saw a diminutive clawed hand, clean through his chest. He turned his head, blood pooling down his chin in the process. Behind him was the previously believed dead boy, blood leaking from his stomach. He looked furious, his rage evident in his twisted, exhausted face.

      “Grrrrraaaaaaahhhhhhhhh!” He ripped his hand out sideways of the man chest, leaving a giant orifice through his lungs and ribs. Blood jetted out of the wound and he fell to his knees, dying instantly. The blood made a puddle that stained the boy’s feet and sandals.

      The boy took deep breaths, blood spilling out of him. Danzō smiled at his subject’s result. He brought his hands down and stopped the flow of chakra.

      “Gaaaaah!” The vile energy dissipated from the boy’s body, causing him to pass out in his own blood. The elder nodded his head towards his subordinates and they followed his order. One Anbu grabbed the boy and lifted him up, another taking the new corpse to add to the pile.

      The gathered ninja dispersed, the demonstration finished, the show was done.

    
    

    
      Another ninja, very young in comparison, appeared in a kneeling position behind Danzō. “Danzō-sama, should we take Naruto to the medics? If we leave that wound as it is, he may die.” The man sounded worried for the poor boy.

      “No,” Danzō said with a commanding voice. “We do not need to worry about Naruto-kun’s medical state. It will take care of itself.”

      Danzō walked past the kneeling young man, “Our concerns rest with finding the reason all these intrusions are happening. Every major village is sending their forces to—”

      “Sir, if we don’t heal him, he may die.” The masked man stood up to address the elder. But as he turned around, the elder was leaking killer intent over his entire form.

      “No, he will not. Those are not the first injuries he has suffered, and they will not be his last. His injuries are taken care of by the fox; it will not let its container die.” The elder turned back around. “That boy has proved more than amazing in the field. He has killed every insurgent team we have intercepted. His presence has fortified itself as a horrifying force in the world. We have even stopped the idea of an Uchiha rebellion.”

      “But sir, he is only a boy. There has to be a better solution for our power struggles. Naruto does not have to be that solution.” The masked man tried to reason with the old man.

      “We are ninja, lad. We will use any and all methods to survive and keep our people alive. Even our children have a duty to help our village.” Danzō started to walk away. “I will do anything I must to help Konoha strive.”

      The masked man looked down. “Oh by the way,” Danzō turned his head to address the young man, “What is your name? You don’t call him monster or demon, so are you familiar with him?”

      The masked man looked up at the elder. He brought his hand up and took his animal mask off his face. It revealed a young man with gravity-defying grey hair. His lower face was covered by a face mask, and his left eye had a vertical scar. His left eye was different from his other, red with three tomoe circling around the pupil.

      “My name is Kakashi Hatake, Danzō-sama. I requested to join your ranks as chance to learn your style. Please show me how, Danzō-sama.” This was both a truth and a lie. He was here for one reason, and one reason only.

      Find a way to save Naruto.

      “Oh. Copy-Ninja Kakashi-kun. It is an honor to have you in our humble ranks.”

    
    

    
      Naruto was on the floor of his cell, close to losing consciousness. The hole in his stomach was slowly closing, cutting off the flow of blood. His eyes became heavy and he could not stay awake.

      But almost instantaneously, he found that he was no longer in his cell. He was lying in a foot tall pool of water. The walls were further across and the bars were no longer there. Pipes spread and twisted together on the wall, leading to something Down the black abyss.

      Naruto lifted himself up, looking from left and right to find something notable. He got to his feet and started to walk in one direction. He had walked for what had seemed like hours.

      Then, after awhile, he finally reached something. Bars that raised all the way to the ceiling, and spread over the wall. He walked to the bars and went to touch them, and then…

      “GGGGGRRRRRRRRRRAAAAAAAAAAAAA HHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The boy fell to his bottom in surprise, wondering what could have caused the bestial roar. Before he looked up in surprise at what was behind the bars.

      Behind the bars was a fox of titanic size. Its had orange-red fur and was lying on its belly. On the kitsune’s back was 9 flailing, massive tails that caused the water to ripple.

      The creature bared its teeth and gums at the three year-old boy. A growl echoed out through the hall.

      “Human, what are you doing here?” The fox looked at the boy, flaring its killer intent at him. “If you do not open this cage now, THEN I WILL DESTROY YOU WITH MY OWN PAWS!” The fox exclaimed in fury and anger.

      “Who… be… you… thing?” The boy looked at the fox with his lifeless eyes. He was unaffected by the beast’s horrifying power.

      “ME? I AM THE GREAT KYŪBI-SAMA! I AM THE DEMON WHO CRUSHES MOUNTAINS AND LEVELS SEAS WITH THE MOVEMENT OF MY TAILS!” The fox yelled, pride brimming in its voice.

      The boy only stared at the fox, his mouth open in a small, comedic fashion. As if he was as amazed as he could be looking at the creature in front of him.

      “Kyūbi-sama… what… are… doing… here? Where… this… is?” He said in a disjointed, grammatically incorrect fashion. He had hoped that the fox could shine some light on the subject.

      “Boy, address me as that always. I am your superior in every way, so listen closely.” The fox lowered itself to almost eye level with the boy. “You have been using my chakra almost every day for what those men want. And although I have no quarrel with the killings, you have no right to use my power for these pathetic humans needs.”

      “Cat-tra?” The boy asked, tilting his head I confusion.

      “No foolish meat-bag, I said chakra.”

      “Oh… sorry. I… heard… bad.”

      “Why do you talk like that child? Do you not know how to speak?”

      “Sorry… Kyūbi-sama. I… learn… from… masks.”

      The fox narrowed his eyes. ‘So this child learned from his captors. He doesn’t know anything else about this world, huh?’ The fox wondered if he could teach this child to rule for his sake. And in his experience, the best way to teach was through fear. Then he decided to plant a threat into the boy’s head. “Child, you should run, no one can stand before my greatness for too long. Before they are driven to madness or I kill them. So watch your step, or you may die.” The fox ended his speech with a devilish smirk.

      The boy only stared at the fox in wonder. Then he walked through the bars and up to the fox’s paws. The fox looked down in shock at the boy’s actions. He looked down and saw the boy just stare back at him. And then saw it for the first time.

      The lifelessness that was held in his eyes. Like a dead soul in a moving body. That was not the look the child of Kushina and Minato should have.

      He could not believe that the humans had done this to a child. “Why do you not run? I am evil incarnate, the demon of the Elemental Nations. I could kill you in an instant.” He expected the child to come to his senses and run away in terror.

      But the child continued to stare, and after several tense moments, he answered. “If… you… kill… then… you… would… when… came.” The fox was shocked to a new level at the nerve this child had shown to him. He turned in his cage and faced away from the child.

      “Leave boy, I am feeling merciful. Run now, before I slaughter you.” The boy only stood for a few moments before running out of the bars. He turned around and bowed.

      “Goodbye… Kyūbi-sama… See… soon… you?”

      “Yes, I will bring you back here to teach you how to talk to me properly.” As the child was about to run off, he said one last thing. “And don’t call me Kyūbi-sama, that won’t do until you learn the proper respect in my presence. Just Kyūbi will do for now.”

    
    

    
      Hiruzen Sarutobi stood overlooking all of Konoha. This was such a peaceful village, despite all the turmoil around the world. But it was not the result of his work. Could he even call himself the Hokage anymore?

      He was a puppet, a shadow of his former self. The night Minato died, he had been prepared to take that child under his care. But the council had decided against keeping the child safe.

      In their eyes, he was nothing more than the fox that attacked their home. He had hoped that he could appeal to the other elders of the village, but no such luck. Homura and Koharu had both agreed that he should be placed in more capable hands.

      And in came Danzō.

      His old friend had told the council members of his plan to use Naruto as a weapon. Hiruzen was against it, saying that it was inhumane. But the council had won, even bringing in the Daimyo for the decision.

      And as such, the village had prospered. No one would challenge a super power that had a monster at their fingertips. The other countries Jinchūriki never complied with the wishes of the people. So as a result they took the choice of free will from the boy before he could have any.

      It had horrified him that he just let this happen. He felt like a puppet that Danzō used to keep up appearances.

      The only influence he could make anymore was convincing Kakashi of his plan to try and liberate Naruto from Danzō’s control. But even that was a long-shot to make.

      Ah, he just wished for simple times again. When children could laugh, and play all together. But no matter the leader, the need for fighting and power grabbing was just too strong.

      He wished he could go the way Jiraiya and Minato had with their ideals. That we should aim for no killing, and peace between the people.

      But no matter how many times he thought of it, he could only imagine a war coming forth.

      Danzō had kept sending the bodies as a message to their respective villages. The Kages would storm in anger, saying they never sent their men to infiltrate. That they were the ones that had crossed the border and killing other soldiers. And all this hatred had led to a gridlock between the villages.

      They were waiting for war; they only had to wait for the first shot to be made.

      …

      Hiruzen looked back to his younger days. Being taught by the Shodai and Nidaime Hokages. The fun and hope he had experienced back then.

      But when the Nidaime had lost his life to the Gin & Kin brothers of Kumo, he remembered what the Shodai did next.

      He had spent years of time working on a brand new Jutsu. A genius ninja and leader, nothing was impossible for that man. He had said that, ‘If there is no peace in this world, then maybe we can find some in another.’ It was a fool’s dream, even for someone like Hashirama.

      To travel to different dimensions, and create new societies. Hiruzen believed that his sensei was only living out his last days in wonder and fantasy. Until one day, they worked, and a portal was opened.

      Only the top class of Konoha could even be allowed to know this secret. When enough time had passed for preparation, an expedition had been formed. Hashirama was the leader, being the strongest of the bunch.

      His daughter followed him into the new world, proms isn’t to bring him back no matter what. She even asked that Hiruzen take care of Tsunade and Nawaki while she was gone. Along with them, they brought skilled ninja, scientists, and medics to accompany in case something went wrong.

      After 1 week, they had no Intel from the expedition except for 1 word they sent back.

      They had been presumed KIA, and any knowledge of the portal Jutsu was destroyed.

      Each day, Hiruzen wondered what was on the other side. Were there enemies even they could not defeat? Or was life so good, that they had left the nations for a new utopia.

      Was it better than the situations playing out in front of him now?

      He would go back at times, and look at the message sent back to them through the Jutsu:

      FIORE

    
    

    
      Done

      Okay, that was a long build up for not a lot of pay off. But that was just how I saw this chapter play out. As I was writing, I realized how long this was and just had to cut off at some point.

      I will try to release the second chapter quickly. It will end all the ninja business before we start the actual Fairy Tail journey.

      The pairing will be NarutoxErza… Yeah, I know, most used pairing in this section. But damn it all, I just love the idea of these two together.

      I will probably add lemons and Omakes into the story, but further in. Along with polls on ideas and paths I should take further down the road.

      Okay, I hope this goes well, because this idea has been haunting me for quite a while now.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    2. End of An Era

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 2: The End of an Era

      Disclaimer: I do not own Naruto or Fairy Tail. They are owned by Masashi Kishimoto and Hiro Mashima respectively. Please support the official release.

      I felt like I made this chapter too long and didn’t give enough time to the content. I had wanted to leave all the Ninja land elements behind in this chapter so I went off and did all I could. Some people may not like it, but I thought this was the best way. Oh well.

      “Talking/thinking’

      Attack

      “Demon Talking/Thinking’

    
    

    
      The cave gave off an eerie atmosphere to those that saw it. Darkness covered the interior, stalactites and spires appearing all over the floor and ceiling.

      Several men all walked into the center of the clearing. Usually, they only sent clones, informants, or holograms in their place. But due to the circumstances, they thought it better to meet in person.

      A man with several piercings all over his face and orange hair walked up. He was dressed in a long, black cloak with a red interior. And spread around the cloak was the figures of red clouds. And atop this man’s head was a forehead protector with the figures of four parallel lines falling down. And intersecting the lines was a long scratch. He opened his eyes, revealing eyes with light purple irises and sclera and a ripple pattern appearing from the center.

      This man was Pain. He was the leader of the Akatsuki.

      Or so it is believed.

      A woman with blue hair, lavender eye shadow, and a piercing under her lip walked out. She wore a headband similar to the man to her left. And atop her head was an origami flower with a more faded shade of blue. She had the look of a woman who was willing to take any life for their cause.

      She was Konan. Angel of the Land of Rain

      “So, are we all in assembly?” The pierced man announced in a powerful, emotionless voice. From the shadows, several men walked into the light.

      “Neh, Leader-San,” a large man said to his boss. This man had a blue-tint to his skin, and long blue hair like a shark fin. Gill-like marks, making bags under his eyes and sharp, pointed teeth. On his head was a metal band with four waving lines, a scratch through the middle. And on his back was a massive sword wrapped in bandages. “Is it almost time for the big party we’ve set up for? You know I can get impatient if I have to wait too long for the fun.”

      This man was Kisame Hoshigaki. Monster of the Hidden Mist.

      “There is no need for worry Kisame. It will almost be time for our greatest gathering.” The leader of the group assured the crazy shark.

      “Are you sure it is time for that yet?” The leader turned to the one who had addressed him. The man in question was a tall man with dark skin, with a white hood and black mask. His eyes were his only visible characteristics, green irises and red sclera with no pupils. He wore the metal of the crashing waterfall, with a slash through the middle. “We haven’t collected the right funds and don’t have enough support to sustain our conquest over the other nations. I don’t want to lose all my money because you were premature and impatient.”

      This man was Kakuzu. The Zombie Broker of the Underworld.

      “Kakuzu,” Konan stepped between Pain and the masked member. “…watch your tone.”

      “I am worried though.” A new member had made himself known by the others. This was a young man, short in his stature. He appeared to only look about in his teens, with shaggy red hair. He was uncomfortable, wishing to be in his Hiruko covering. But he was asked to appear in his Scorpion form instead. “We seem to be rushing ahead of schedule. Is there a reason for that?”

      This boy-like man was Sasori. Sasori of the Red Sand.

      “Yes Sasori-San. But there must be a very logical reason for our rush.” A thin man walked next to Sasori. He was a pale-skinned man with long black hair. He had thin cheeks and a low nose. His pupils were slit and eyes covered by purple markings. Giving him the appearance of a snake. “We have used our connections to fool the members of the village nations into instigating a war with each other. We asked old acquaintances of Kakuzu-San to pose as members of Iwagakure to infiltrate Konohagakure. Sasori-San used his spies in the upper tier of the council in Sunagakure to stir up the idea of infiltration. And I used my mind control techniques and Impure World Resurrection to have men pose as Kumogakure-nin and attack. It was unfortunate that I lost so many specimens, but it was necessary for our cause.”

      This man was Orochimaru. Orochimaru of the Sannin.

      “Although, I do wonder for some of our plans. Did you send out Kirigakure-nin to instigate a rivalry between the villages, Kisame-kun?” The reptilian like man asked the shark. Anything he could do to further his info library and expand his horizons.

      “No, I have no comrades left from the village. Did you persuade them, Leader-San?” The shark said with a toothy grin.

      “It was not I, but I do know who it was.” The pierced man declared to his followers. As he was about to continue, the tanned-masked man walked forward to address Pain.

      “Do you mind telling us what we are doing exactly? Is there someone behind the scenes, or a you just vain in everything you say?” Kakuzu cracked his hands as black wires started to wave from his forearms. “If there is, please tell us. I don’t like to be kept in the dark.”

      Konan flared intent at the ancient man, paper peeling off her hands and face. Sasori smirked as his ninja puppets hovered behind him, lifted by illuminated wire. Kisame smiled and lifted his sword off his back, crashing it into the ground before him. Orochimaru kept a small smile on his face as his long tongue danced out of his mouth. Pain was stoic during this whole confrontation.

      “Mah, mah everyone. Please calm down. It ain’t nice to have to a disagreement between friends.” ‘You idiot, they aren’t friends, they are working together for the goal. If you would stop eating every shit covered corpse we find, you may have known that.’ “Okay that was a low blow. And we both eat the poopy corpses, you know that.” Every member looked toward the new arrival. A man that had a Venus fly-trap appearance, one half white, one half black. The white half had a carefree look on his face with yellow pupils and a mouth. The black half with a serious aura to him, yellow eyes the only thing that stood out in his face.

      The creature was Zetsu. Personal spy to the Akatsuki.

      “Zetsu, have you brought him, they are growing impatient.” Pain said to the half-breed. They needed the core player to bring this all together.

      “Yes he is here.” “He said he wanted to get ready and make sure everything was set as we have this meeting.” The two halves finished their explanation before turning to show a man with long black hair and a mask with a flame pattern.

      The members stared at the new player. Who was this man? And how had he gained the attention of the leader and spy?

      “Hello, ladies and gentlemen,” the masked man said in a rather deep voice. “You all have helped prepare the new plans for our goal. You all seem impatient with the idea of changes. So I think you should hear our plans for the future.”

    
    

    
      Naruto sat up against the wall of his cell. His breathing steady and mind calm. Over the last two years, he had grown more accustomed to living in this damp cell. He no longer watched the world pass by his bars, but moved around and sat up after coming from assassinations. This new living had caused him to gain more life in his face. No longer did he appear dead at first sight.

      But even with these changes, his eyes were still empty. Some of the Anbu, he finally knew their name, noticed the changes and tried to break him again. But he only ignored their words and actions. And after a while, they just stopped showing up to hurt him.

      He was taller after turning five. But he was still short for his age. And he no longer seemed malnourished. Grabbing his food before it was ruined and eating what he could. He even noticed that there was more food than usual over the past year.

      What had caused all these changes were the meetings with the creature in his stomach. Over the last two years, Kyūbi still did not like him but had warmed up. He gave him teachings on ways to live and how people act. He was even helping him learn to speak correctly.

      As he walked through his sewer, he saw the customary bars that held the fox. He tried to take the seal off the bars to open the cage, but every time he came close he would stop. Like something horrible would happen if he did.

      He walked up to the sleeping fox and yelled the greeting he taught him. “Fuck off, Kyūbi!” He said with a slight smile. The fox opened his eyes and looked at the boy with contempt.

      “What the hell did I tell you boy? That is not how you address me.”

      “Sorry Kyūbi, but every time I talked to you, you yelled that at me. I thought that was how we greet.” The boy said with no change in his facial expression. He had caused the titanic fox to sweat-drop.

      “Yes, well I am the great Kyūbi, you are just a foolish shit that bothers me every day.” The fox raised to its feet and begun to shrink. He was smaller than his usual frame, but still larger than most of the Anbu. The Kyūbi had discovered that it was easier to just change its size then it was to keep pressing its face to the ground. Plus, it would make it easier to teach the child if it didn’t have to try and find him in his shadow.

      “What are we doing today? Are we continuing with the paper that goes boom and stuff?” The boy said with a tilted head. The fox was teaching him to create paper that exploded. Saying that it would be useful for their escape.

      “Yes, it is time for you to make one as a test.” The Kyūbi smirked at the idea of freedom from another cell. Once this boy had escaped, he would force him to unlock the seal. Every time the boy would try, the control seal placed by the insolent old human would warn him not to. So once they were in the clear, he would scare the child into it and be freed.

      Maybe when he was out, he would eat the boy. Ah, that would be a treat.

      On the outside, Naruto opened his eyes and took a piece of his rag off. Then he bit his thumb and blood dripped out. He followed the fox’s direction and made runes on the cloth. He had made many attempts at making the right symbols correctly, but had difficulties getting kanji right. And taking so many attempts, he lost a lot of blood and passed out. When he awoke, the fox had just said ‘moron’, that was a fun day. Making the precise kanji and lines on the rag. If he could add the chakra right, then it would be a bomb at his wish.

      When he was finished, he held the rag in front of him. The cloth drenched in dark red, all it needed was the chakra. Kyūbi had taught him how to bring out chakra over the sessions they had. He also said that in all his lifetime, he had never seen someone so bad at working chakra.

      Naruto did not know what he meant when he said that, so he thought it was a compliment. Poor kid.

      Naruto brought his hands together and tried to charge the note. If he could place some chakra into it, then it could be used as a bomb later on. Naruto concentrated for what seemed like hours to him with no results. “No, it’s not enough to power the note, let alone set it off. You have to bring out more. Keep the flow steady and strong.”

      Naruto gritted his teeth and pulled out as much power as he could. It seemed hopeless until he felt a warm sensation move through his body and to his hands. He opened his eyes and saw the rag move.

      Naruto was so excited; he kept pouring as much chakra as he could. The Kyūbi smirked from inside his cage. ‘Heh, almost there. If he can keep enough of these hidden, then it will be time for us to break free’. The fox then thought of what he would do. He would bite off the heads of the council first. Then he would set off a Bijudama at the center of the village.

      As Kyūbi was too distracted with the thought of carnage and destruction that he did not realize it before it was too late. “No you idiot! That’s too much, stop!”

      Naruto stopped his charge and noticed that the note was lighted. All the chakra had built up and over flowed, causing it to start burning.

      Naruto’s eyes widened and tried to throw the note. But as it left his hands, it was too late.

    
    

    
      Each member looked at the masked man with expectation. Thinking that anyone dressed like that was going to spout out nonsense of conquest and end of days. But at first sight, this man seemed calm and in control. Like he wasn’t standing in a room with several of the most wanted men and women in all the Elemental Nations.

      He seemed in control, even though they had never seen this man before. Like he had everything in the palm of his hand.

      Oh, if they only knew.

      “Now, since you all have been so kind enough, I have decided that I will answer any questions you have before we continue. I know this may seem difficult to understand, but I may have the answers you seek.” The man said with no changes in tone or body. Showing no fear to talking to S-class criminals like children.

      “Yes…” Kakuzu said as he raised his hand toward the masked man. “Does this hurt?” As he finished talking, several black threads tore through his arm and towards the man. Just as everyone was prepared to see it rain blood, the thread passed through his body, untouched.

      Everyone’s eyes but Pain’s and Konan’s widen in surprise. This man was not a hologram sent from a disclosed site. Nor was it a bunshin, because it didn’t implode on contact. Whatever this man was, attacks didn’t work.

      The masked man wiped a speck of imaginary dust off his clothes. “Okay, now that we have passed formalities, I can start. We won’t have any more problems, will we?” The fully masked man asked the semi-masked man.

      Kakuzu nodded his head in agreement. He was ready to kill this strange man who seemed like he was superior. But Kakuzu was truly surprised by the man’s actions. Even Hashirama Senju did not have a technique like that. This man was interesting; maybe he had finally found someone who wouldn’t die at their first meeting.

      “Now, my name is Tobi. If you wish to call me something else go ahead, names mean nothing to me anymore. Over the past four years, this organization has sent off members of each major power to attack each other. We are instigating a war between the Five Great Villages. Originally, we were just biding time. Waiting for the perfect chance to present itself and make our move.” The masked man shifted his gaze down, “But that is no longer the case.”

      Sasori lifted his head on interest. “What exactly would that be? There must be a reason for us creating a war.” He turned his sight onto the leader of their group. “Didn’t you have a thing against starting wars?”

      The pierced man kept his look forward but still answered, “War has taken everything, and will bring new to reason. With the end of this next war, will be the beginning of a world of peace.”

      “What have changed are the circumstances,” the masked man pulled out two pictures from his sleeve and held them for all to see. Orochimaru narrowed his eyes, as he knew who one of these people was. One was a picture of a bandaged man with an x-scar, guarded by Anbu. The other was of a blond boy being carried by another masked assassin. “This is a picture of a village elder of Konoha and leader of Root. His name is Danzō, and he has only one goal; the complete control and prosperity of Konoha.”

      He placed one picture in front of the other, showing the boy. “And this is his ticket to doing so. This boy is his secret weapon. The one he has been using over 4 years to bring absolute fear into the eyes of those who wish the village harm.”

      “And how does this boy do so, exactly?” Kisame questioned, as his interest in where this was all going continued to rise.

      “Simple, he is the Jinchūriki of the Kyūbi no Kitsune.” The members who did not know this man were shocked at what he had said. “He is using this boy as a weapon to strike fear into people.”

      “He is used assassination attempts, group destruction plans. He is even being used to bring control to his village. I had planned on adding myself into a little argument between the Uchiha and council, but this boy had stopped all plans of a revolution.” Despite how he was acting, he was truly disappointed; he wanted that Itachi boy on his side in the future. Oh well.

      “So what does this mean exactly?” Kakuzu asked.

      “Yes, so he has a personal toy, so what.” Sasori scoffed.

      “Each village has some control of a Biju, so why do we need to be involved?” Orochimaru wondered.

      “I know that the ‘Mizukage’ and Raikage’s brother have control of their Biju just fine.” Kisame told the masked man. “So is this truly a need for our talents?”

      “The problem is exactly that.” The masked man assured. “Now that the villages were in knowledge of how Konoha was using their Jinchūriki, they had to begin planning on how to use their Biju efficiently as well. This would mean that the containers life expectance was running short and our window was closing. The more danger they are in, the more the beasts will rage and kill the host. If even one Biju were to run off, our real plan would be ruined.”

      Every member took interest in what he had just said. Orochimaru stepped forth and asked what most of them were thinking. “What is this ‘real’ plan?”

      The masked man brought his hand to his face and grabbed the cover. He brought the mask down and exposed his face. One side of his face was badly scarred, old injuries due to how much they had faded. The other half completely fine, like he had been sewn together with a perfectly good replica. But his most defining point was the Sharigan eyes he had staring at the members. “It is the completion of the Moon-Eye Plan.”

      Most of them were in wonder at what he had said. Most except Kisame, who was laughing at the inside joke. “Kahahahaha, it was you. That explains how the Kirigakure ninja got involved. You’ve been using that Mizukage to send puppets out to further the war plans.”

      The others were looking between themselves to understand what was happening. But then the Uchiha made himself heard, and continued the explanation. “We will cause a war between the five great nations. During which, to gain the upper hand, each village that joins will bring their Biju to the front lines to win the war. When they do, we will have eight of the nine beasts in one location, exhausted and beaten.” He knew that none of the villages would pass up the chance to use their ultimate weapons to gain control of the state of war.

      The other members continued to listen, the pieces of the plan coming together in their heads.

      “With all five nations crumbled, we will have no one standing in our way. We will gather the Jinchūriki and their nine beasts and use their power to give us infinite strength. Then I will pass a genjutsu on the moon that all the people will see. And they will be under our control. No fighting, no war, only peace in this god forsaken world.”

      Everyone was amazed that someone would come up with a plan to kill off hundreds of thousands of people to gain control. It was sick to even think that someone imagined that outcome. And they already knew their answer when the scarred man asked, “Well, will you join me?”

      Every member looked to each other. And then looked towards the three standing before them. The pierced, orange haired man was ready for any task. The blue haired woman was reluctant with the idea, but ready to follow through. And the scarred Uchiha only stood there, waiting for an answer.

      Every other member had a smile on their face. With ideas and plans of their own brewing in their head. This would leave them open to do what they always wanted. Money to waste and gather. Bodies to make eternal art of. Blood-line to keep immortal and strong. And battles to their hearts content.

      “When does this all happen?” Kisame asked for the group.

      “We used our influence and spies to have set up a single date and location for our final battle. The Valley of the End, on the Tenth of October. That will be our judgment day.”

    
    

    
      “In one week’s time, that will be the day the nations will meet to fight. The Fourth Great Ninja War will begin at the valley on that day.” Danzō said at the front of war meeting council. Every able bodied ninja, Anbu, police corps, and mercenary of the Land of Fire was meeting together to strategize. Even the two remaining Sannin had arrived. Tsunade and Jaraiya had been asked by their old Sensei to join in the fray once more.

      He had taken charge of the situation due to Hiruzen’s inability to adapt to the consequences of war. The villages had declared war on each other after several years of infighting and accusations. Usually this would not be enough to start a war, but members of each village were being killed and sent back in pieces. It was their own way of insulting each other for their failed attempts.

      But that was not all. Each village had sent their Jinchūriki to kill and fight, copying their tactic and solution to even the odds. Hiruzen was swamped with guilt that his village may have just started a war because they wanted power from a single child. And even now, they had planned on using Naruto to solve this war for them.

      Danzō addressed the people in front of him. “We will emerge victorious from the fight. We will gain the recognition and control we have sought for so long. We will prove what it means to be ninjas of the leaf.”

      The whole clearing cheered. Most had not known what war was like, expecting it to be one long battle. But the veterans of the third war were prepared, ready to experience a second helping of hell.

      “Dismissed!” Danzō order and all ninja vanished, leaving only him and a crestfallen Hiruzen.

      The old ninja looked to his friend with a blank look. He had stood there for some time before choosing to break the silence.

      “You aren’t usually this upset. Even in the times when we were ready for war.” The hawk addressed his oldest friend. “What is wrong Hiruzen?”

      “What is wrong? What is wrong Danzō is that we are purposefully starting a massive scale war with the other villages. That we are willing to send off our men to die just so that we can continue to prosper. This is not what we should be aiming for!” The wrinkled man yelled with his head in his hands.

      “We have always been prepared for these circumstances. That is what it means to be a ninja. That we give our lives and beings to the village and our people.”

      “But we our using our people to fight our battles. We are using women and children. We have a child on the front lines leading this fight god damnit!”

      “And that child is a proud member of this village. His parents and ancestors fought for what is right. I just tried to continue the path early.”

      “You used him for your own gains Danzō.” Hiruzen looked into his friend’s eyes. “Don’t bring Minato-kun’s and Kushina-kun’s heritage into the argument. They are not a reason to send a boy to die on the battlefield as he turns 6.”

      “If this meant so much to you Hiruzen, you would have stopped me when I took him 4 years ago. You didn’t because you knew my cause was right, even if the execution was wrong. We both want the same thing; we are just willing to take different paths to reach the goal.”

      Hiruzen sat down and breathed in. He looked into the emptiness, just thinking of what to do. “My grandson has started to try and walk on his own feet.” Hiruzen changed the subject of the argument. “He keeps falling down but tries again as soon as he can.”

      Danzō walked by him, “Konohamaru-kun seems like he will make a strong ninja someday.” The old man tried to reassure his friend.

      Hiruzen had a sad smile on his face. “I can’t help but think that maybe I can help this child better than I did for Naruto-kun. So I have decided that after this war, I will resign as the current Hokage in power.” Danzō looked at his friend in mild surprise; he had loved the Hokage job more than anything else he had ever done.

      “I can’t help but think I will never lead that boy guiding him as an authority. Because every time I see myself, I see a shell of my former self. And I can’t look at that anymore.”

      Danzō nodded his head, understanding that this was a choice already made, not a decision that could change.

      Then a Root Anbu appeared before Danzō kneeling. “Danzō-sama!” The armored man said in a rushed tone. “You need to come quickly; we believe that the demon child tried to escape.”

      Danzō stared at the kneeling man, and then turned his head to his old friend. The Sandaime could not do anything, knowing he had no power at this point to change anything. Danzō turned back and nodded his head, vanishing along with the Anbu. Leaving Hiruzen Sarutobi to pray for the child’s safety.

    
    

    
      When Danzō entered the narrow hallway, he saw that many of his men had gathered around a single blown cell way. Danzō made his presence known, causing every Anbu member to stand at attention and let their leader through.

      When he arrived at the front, he found Naruto lying on the ground, simmering. He placed his foot under the boy’s chest and flipped him over. His chest was badly burnt and his fingertips missing. His arms were close to charcoal black. The boy had passed out from shock and pain, so he placed his hand up and worked the seal.

      Naruto’s body then jerked in pain as he woke up. He stopped and breathed in heavy breathes. He re-adjusted himself so he had his back on the wall facing Danzō.

      “Naruto-kun, what are you doing, causing an explosion like this?” He asked the boy in a low tone, already guessing the answer.

      For the first time, the men around him heard the boy say something other than screams if pain. “I was making a bomb to get out.” He lifted his head to look at the bandaged elder. “It was an escap-escop…”

      “Escape attempt?”

      “Yeah that.” Naruto answered for the bandaged man who helped him finish his sentence. Even with Kyūbi’s help, he had a hard time learning some words. Speaking of Kyūbi, he was making a glare at the man that could not see him. This human was talking down to him, even if not directly

      “Naruto-kun, when you escape from here, where will you go?” He asked the little charred blond boy. He tilted his head as his answer. Neither he nor Kyūbi had thought that far. Well he didn’t, he didn’t know for certain about Kyūbi.

      “You have nowhere to go if you left. You would be wanted by this village and every other village. You have become an international criminal, hunted by each nation. And you have no family, friends, or precious people to call your home.”

      He lowered himself to the boy’s eye level. “Face it, if it was not for me, you would not even have a reason to live. You would just be a lifeless child, with a demon inside of you. Shunned and hated by all that see you, no one to go to. That is a far worse experience then death, let alone this.”

      He stood back and walked a few feet away. “So don’t try to run again, because even if we treat you like this, we are the only ones who will acknowledge you.” He then continued his walk and ordered the gathered men to disperse.

      “I leave the cleanup to you, and the water works if they come.” He addressed one Anbu in the crowd to stay, and then faded away in the darkness.

      The Anbu looked toward the wall to see the child with his eyes covered by his ragged hair. He walked up to the child and bent down before him, absently noticing that the burn marks and fingertips were fading back thanks to the fox.

      “Hey, are you all right?” He asked the child. The boy lifted his head to show sad eyes. The first real expression the boy had ever shown, and it was one of pain and sorrow. But, no tears came from his eyes.

      “No. He is right. I have nothing but this cell and life. I didn’t like everything he said. I feel mad an-and something else I don’t know.” The boy said in an upset voice. “Who are you mister? You don’t hit me when you walked up.”

      The Anbu unhooked his mask and showed Naruto his face. One tired eye, and the other scarred and red with figures in it. “My name is Kakashi, Naruto. Kakashi Hatake. And I have been waiting to find a way out of this for you.”

      The boy tilted his head in curiosity. “Me? Why Kakashi-khan?” He still couldn’t get the hang of what keigo was or how to use it. Getting it mixed up with his honorifics. Kyūbi sighed.

      “Because I can’t sit here anymore watching what is happening.” Over the past two years, Kakashi was making his life easier to stand in the hell hole. He had stopped any Root that thought of beating him up. And added extra helpings to his food so he didn’t starve. The only reason he didn’t escape with Naruto the first chance he got was because he was so heavily guarded there was no openings.

      That is, until the war started. If he could find a way to counter the control seal Danzō had on him, then he could free Naruto. He could let him live in a different country, not affected by the war. He owed his sensei that his son would at least live happily.

      “Why do you care Kakashi-donoma?”

      “Uh, Kakashi is just fine Naruto. Don’t hurt yourself with trying to find a good suffix.” Kakashi said with a sweat drop down the back of his head.

      “Well, why would you help me Kakashi?”

      “Because I know you deserve more than this.” The man said with a hint of empathy for the child. “And I would do anything to help you live a better life than this.”

      Naruto looked at the man in wonder. No one had every shown worry or tried to help him. He felt a warm feeling in his chest, something he had never experienced before. Kyūbi stared at the man through Naruto’s eyes. ‘My emotion field says that he isn’t lying. He truly wants to help the boy. I feel like I have seen this man before.’

      “B-but you don’t know me.”

      “That may be true, but I know that you can have a better life. And I will make sure the people I see precious to me love happily.”

      “Pre-precious? What does that mean?”

      “It means that it is something you can’t go on without. That you will do everything you can to make sure that it is safe. That is what precious people are.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened. He had never heard anyone say something like that to him. Naruto lowered his eyes so they could not be seen. “So if you want to protect something, they are precious?”

      “Yes. That is what it means.” Kakashi lifted his face to look at Naruto, and was shocked at what he saw. The boy was smiling, for the first time in his whole life, that boy looked happy. His mouth in a wide grin and his eyes full of warmth.

      “So, if I wanted to protect you, you would be precious to me? Then I’m not alone after all. Because there is someone else I want to help.”

      Kakashi looked puzzled. “Who?”

      The boy brought his hand to his seal. “I want to protect Kyūbi as well.” Both Kyūbi’s and Kakshi’s eyes widened. “He has helped me so much. I want to make sure he is happy as well.”

      Kakashi looked at Naruto surprised, and then softened his eyes. This boy should be free. He took out a blanket and placed it on Naruto and patted his head, earning a smile from the young boy. He told him to get some sleep after a bad day.

      Kakashi rounded a corner and looked ahead of him. His eyes were blazing with determination. ‘I will save Naruto from this life. So he can have a better chance. I promise on my Ninja way.’

    
    

    
      Naruto settled in the ground and closed his eyes. When he woke up he was in front of Kyūbi in his smaller form. Naruto walked up to Kyūbi and asked, “What’s wrong Kyūbi? You seem sad.” The boy asked in innocence.

      The fox lifted his head to look at the boy. His eyes appeared sorrowful, a far cry from his usual anger. “Why would you say that?”

      “Huh?” Naruto looked at him in curiosity. “Wha?”

      “What you said to the mask. Why would want to help me?” His teeth flared and his eyes were full of anger. “You have nothing to gain from helping me. So why are you lying?”

      “I’m not.” The boy looked up at the large fox. ‘You have helped me so much, so I want you to be happy as well.’ He then gave the fox a happy smile. “You are someone I hold precious. And I want you to be happy as well.”

      The fox looked down at the child. No one had given him a chance since the old man years ago. He thought that he was just going to have to let this cycle of moving from empty container to empty container go on forever. But maybe that wasn’t the case.

      The fox turned around, no longer faxing the young boy. “Leave. Now”

      “Okay.” The boy agreed and walked off. “See you later Kyūbi.”

      “Wait.” The fox’s voice broke the silence. Causing the young child to stop and turn around. “It’s not Kyūbi. That was just something that I have come to agree to.”

      “Oh. Well what is your name?”

      “Kurama.”

      The little boy smiled and continued walking out. “I like that. Okay, I will see you later Kurama.”

      The fox just stared off into the darkness of his cell. Maybe it was time to try and make up for some sins. He would never be truly cleared, but he could try. He looked at his hands and started to practice seals. His upper body was closely similar to human bodies, and that allowed him to make seals. He had only seen it once, but he had already committed it to memory.

    
    

    
      “Is it supposed to be this terrifying? I knew it was scary just being in the village during the last war. ithought that it would be easier with everyone together.” A young man in a newly made Anbu uniform said to the older ninja next to him. He was experienced and strong, but still had the feeling of war wash over him.

      “It is alright Itachi-kun. Our youth will allow us to whether any storm or fear, as long as we head into the blazing sunlight. Hahahaha.” This man had a bowl-shaped haircut and huge eyebrows. Beneath his flak jacket was a green spandex jumpsuit.

      A new man walked up to them in the massive march of soldiers to the battle field. He was rough looking, with a shaggy beard and cigarette in his mouth. “Guy, stop freaking out the new meat. I don’t think youth will be able to help out in this situation.” He said as he brought a light to his cigarette. As he set the drag, a delicate hand grabbed the stick and threw it away.

      “Asuma, if you are so worried about the war, stop smoking and buck up. All that time at the capital with the Daimyo must have made you soft.” The woman in question was a beautiful, black haired woman. With blood red eyes with an additional ring in them. She wore make-up and wore the standard flak jacket. She didn’t usually wear this outfit, but due to the war march, she had to wear this as the battle started.

      “Ah, come on Kurenai. That’s just mean.”

      “Um, Kurenai-San, is this the time for us to be fooling around?” Itachi asked the experienced ninja about what to do.

      “No, but this might be the only time we have to stay calm. So enjoy it while you can.” A new man made himself heard by the younger group.

      They all turned to see two people walking by them. One was a tall, aged man with long, spiky white hair. Down his face were two red lines from his eyes, and a wart on his nose. He wore the forehead protector of the leaf, but in a green kimono and red haori.

      Alongside him was a shorter woman with straight, blond hair. She had a purple-rhombus shape on forehead, her protector hanging around her neck. She wore the standard uniform with flak jacket, her well-endowed chest pushing the jacket up.

      Next to her was a young woman with long black hair and black eyes. She as well was dressed in the standard uniform, although her sleeves appeared several sizes too big.

      “If we wanted to relax, we should camp and gamble. I feel like I could win a few rounds of poker as we speak.”

      “Nah, Tsunade. If we played right now, all we could take from you would be your rations and weapons.” The tall, white haired man said. Until he turned to look at her, taking many heavy breathes. “Unless you want to play strip poker, which in case I’m all in.”

      The blond women grabbed the man and proceeded to pummel him into a fine paste. Causing several ninja in the vicinity to step back for safety.

      “Please Tsunade-sama stop! You will kill Jiraiya-sama I you continued.” The black haired women asked her master.

      Tsunade let the limp body hit the ground and walked off. She looked to her charge, “Shizune, you have to stop being so lenient. Otherwise his kind will never learn.”

      The young ninja group blanked at the carefree attitude the Sannin had while they marched to war. Before any of them could question the motive, Guy made a dramatic pose. “Ah, up ahead I see my eternal rival coasting through the crowd. I am sorry my friends but I am off. I will return so that we may enjoy more merry times of youth!” And the spandex man ran through the crowd toward a grey haired young man.

      The group left behind could only sweat drop at the man’s eccentric behavior. Asuma looked toward the older ninja, ready to ask a question plaguing his mind. “Hey, does this seem right? I mean we are going to war and we aren’t even trying to have negotiations. This isn’t like the old man.” He referenced to the aged Hokage that was at the front of the march. Dressed in his black war gear, he appeared as he did when he was ready to fight a strong opponent. Alongside him, Danzō walking at a steady pace with cane in hand.

      Following the leaders of the Konoha army were several Anbu carrying a sealed crate. Making sure that it was safe until their arrival.

      “Yeah actually, your right.” Jiraiya agreed with the young Sarutobi. “Jiji is usually so upbeat, but when he asked us to come, he sounded angry and regretful. Like he was forced into this decision.”

      “You don’t think Danzō had something to do with sensei acting like this do you?” Tsunade questioned her old friend.

      “Well, they never have been on good terms. Only someone like him could cause Hokage-sama to act like that.” Shizune added her two cents to the conversation.

      “But how does he plan for us to fight in this war? We may have a great military power, but it is foolish to fight against villages that bring their Biju into the fray.” Kurenai said with a hint of worry laced in her voice.

      “Over the years, father has told me that many of Konoha’s enemies are taken care of before they start.” All the older ninja looked at the newly promoted Uchiha. ‘That he has been using some kind of weapon to place himself as a figure of power.’ Itachi looked between all the Uchiha, Hyūga, and normal ninja in the march. “A weapon that even our village has come to fear.”

      “Do you think that crate they have with them is that weapon?”

      “I don’t know Jiraiya-sama, but whatever is in that crate, has given them confidence to take on every power in the world.”

    
    

    
      Guy ran through the crowd, weaving through the soldiers preparing for war, toward his target. He jumped on the air and landed next to a young grey haired individual. “Ah Kakashi, it is so good to see my rival after so long. With your status now in the Anbu, I have searched for a new rival to challenge as the sun rises. But none I meet can compare to your grace and tenacity.” He finished his speech with a cheesy grin and a thumb up.

      Kakashi continued forward, causing Guy tomwonder what had happened to his rival. When Kakashi lifted his head to address to lively man. “Guy, this war will not be pretty. We will be using our best moves and skills from the get go. And I am sure that it will not end well for me in the long run.”

      “What do you mean, Kakashi?” Guy questioned the strange look his old friend had.

      “I mean that there is something I have to do in the middle of the battle. And when I am done, I will probably be seen as a traitor and criminal.” Guy’s eyes widened at the lax tone Kakashi used to describe the situation.

      “Then don’t do it. Whatever it is, there must be another solution.” Guy tried to reason.

      “There are a lot of ideas I ran through my head to keep me safe.” Kakashi replied with a low tone to his voice. He then looked ahead as the valley came into view. “But this isn’t about me, this about saving someone else.”

      “What do you mean ‘someone else’?”

      “When the battle starts, you will understand what I have to do.” Kakashi replied to his old rival. Kakashi kept the determined look as he thought of the results. He would be free after his sixth birthday. And he kept that thought as he came to a halt.

      The entire army stopped as they had come to Hashirama’s head. They had arrived at the battle field. And so had the other armies.

    
    

    
      Directly across from the Konoha army was the Kumo army.

      A massive dark skinned man stood in front of his soldiers. He had white hair combed back with a small beard and detached mustache. He wore an open, white haori that showed off an extremely muscular body, made for harsh fighting. Around his neck was was a curved, four point hat with the kanji for lightning. On both his forearms were gold brackets that went to the joints.

      “Yosh!” The giant man yelled in a grand voice. He turned around to address his forces, men and women dressed in black shirts and white flak jackets over the left shoulder. ‘Alright men, these fools have underestimated. They have sent us bits and pieces of our men back to us. They have killed our comrades and insulted our people. Tried to break ou village and take our secrets. But no more!’ He raised his arm in a closed fist. “Now we show them who is the strongest!”

      “HAI!” The army cheered with fist raised.

      One man in the crowd did not raise to the air but scratched his head. He was dark skinned, with a bulbous nose and blonde hair that covered his left eye. With a short sword on his back, and the characters for Water and Lightning on his shoulders. He yawned and addressed the group around him.

      “Man, I don’t know how he does it. Our special ops troops, Yugito-San, and Bee-San go on a boat to avoid detection. He leads us through the tress hundreds of miles to the designation. And he still has so much energy.” He complained to his blond partner beside him.

      “Well this war is something we have been preparing for weeks.” C explained to Darui. ‘He had to make sure that he can motivate all of us. This war depends on him.’ C then quirked an eyebrow. “Well, him and those two”

      Beside the massive Raikage were a man and woman on each side.

      On his right, a woman with long blond hair. A forehead protector partially hidden by her hair. Wearing a short-sleeved black and purple blouse and black pants. “I have to say, this is very nerve-racking. But I plan to show these other villages how Kumo-Jinchūriki do it. Right Bee?” She said to the man opposite the Raikage.

      Said man was tall, muscular, and dark-skinned, like many of the other soldiers. He had the ‘iron’ kanji tattooed on his right shoulder. A pair of bullhorns underneath his left eye, which was covered by sunglasses. Adorning his back were seven-sheathed blades.

      The man placed his hands in front of him in a lazy fashion. “~Yo bitches, stand by, I’m about to make ya flea. I’m a punch ya pussy ass from the valley to the sea. If ya think you can play me, you got a shitty ability. I’m the one, the only, Motha-Fuckin Killer B~” the man ended his bad rap striking a pose.

      Which led to the Raikage bitch slapping him across the forces. All the soldiers only sighed at the brothers’ attitude.

    
    

    
      Between these two armies, was the Kiri army.

      After traveling by the sea and through the neighboring countries, they had finally arrived at the sacred fighting land. When they arrived, they had seen that the land was smaller then they first thought. It then became evident that this was the starting point, but the adjacent lands were all in the crossfire.

      At the front of the army was Yagura, the Fourth Mizukage. On his back was a large staff with uneven flower petals and a hook at the end. Behind him were his forces wearing black pant and shirts, in grey flak jackets.

      Out of the forces walked up a beautiful, auburn haired woman. Her face framed by two bangs. She went to the Mizukage to grab his attention. “Mizukage-sama, all of our forces are ready to fight.”

      “Good,” the young looking man said over his shoulder, “that will be all. Join the rest in the wait.”

      The slender woman nodded her head and began the trek next to a man with an eyepatch. She stopped and regarded the Mage once more, “Mizukage-sama, are you sure this is the correct course to take? Our military power isn’t even close to adequate enough to fight this battle.”

      “We will stand in this battle.” Yagura said without any hesitation.

      “But without the seven-swordmen, we don’t have enough power to fight back. Even with two Biju, our forces will be slaught—”

      “Terumi!” He said with a powerful tone, causing the women to stop her questioning. He turned around to look at her, “This is a fight we will stand in. We may not have the numbers, but our forces have more then enough strength to make up for it. You are dismissed.”

      The woman bowed her head before she heard one last command. “Send up the other would you. We need our main forces here.”

      Moments later, a young man joined Yagura on his perch. He wore the standard outfit of kiri, but had long brown hair that cover his left eye. He walked up to the Mizukage and asked, “Do you think we will survive this fight?”

      “We will,” Yagura assured. “We will show the world why our village is called the Bloody Mist.”

      Unbeknownst to the rest of the army, as Yagura looked forward, the image of a sharingan shadowed over his eyes.

    
    

    
      On the opposite side of the valley, stood the Iwa-army.

      The army stood in red suits and brown jackets. In front of the forces was a small man with a big red nose in a green and yellow jacket. He had his Kage hat wrapped around his neck. He was currently hunched over in pain, clutching his aching back.

      “Owwwwww. I knew we shouldn’t have passed through Takigukare. I should have just flown my way here.”

      “Ah, come on old man.” A large man with a beard told the short elder. “If you had flown, everyone else would get jealous. We had to stay together in the walk.”

      “Oh shut up Kitsuchi. Just help me with my back.” The old man complained to his son. The man grabbed the old man by the head and legs and pulled. Earning a painful scream from the Tsuchikage and a pop from his spine.

      “AW! Not like that!” He said as he felt his back in place again. He re-adjusted himself and started to float, to talk to the tall man better. “Is everyone prepared?”

      “More or less. They’re ready to show what they got.” Ōnoki smirked at what his lieutenant had said. He remembered what his master always told him, ‘the spoils of war went to the winners’. And if he was right, they were about to be loaded. Kitsuchi regained the old man’s attention, “Gramps, they are ready by the way.”

      Ōnoki looked behind him at the new arrivals. One was an older looking man with red hair with a mustache and beard. He wore a large headpiece with a black armor piece that ran across his.

      The other was a tower of a man. Dressed from head to toe in red armor with a straw hat. He had a strong but uninterested look on his face. As he stared out into the upcoming war zone.

      “Rōshi, Han, I’m so glad that both of you could come. We will need you.”

      “Whatever old man,” Rōshi said with slight disdain, “Just make sure you leave us alone when this is over.” Beside him, Han only made an affirmative grunt.

    
    

    
      “Uh, uh, uh.” The little boy whimpered. He was hunched over, clutching his head as the voice kept whispering to him. “Mother, please, make it stop.” The little boy had red hair and black shadows around his eyes. On his head was the character for ‘Love’.

      In front of him stood a man who looked like and older version of the boy. He was dressed in a black ninja outfit under a white haori with green highlights and a hat.

      Behind him, a man who had his head wrapped and half his face under a sheet, appeared. “Kazekage-sama, we have the gold dust ready if anything goes wrong.” He said as he looked aside at the troubled boy. “Chiyo-sama also has the sealing process prepared if we decided to capture any others like him.”

      He nodded his head. This was the chance to reclaim Suna’s former glory. He turned to his son, “Gaara.” The boy lifted his head to show eyes that showed a tortured, crazy soul.

      “Those men are here to kill you.” The boy then started to pull himself in, trying to make himself smaller. ‘All those men have come to kill you, and we won’t stop them.’ He looked down at his son. “What will you do?”

      Gaara stopped shaking, letting his hands fall from his hair. He lifted his head to show eyes that were not human. They had turned black, with a four-point star and for dots around it.

      He laughed as sand started to form claws around his arms. “Kaa-sama. Kaa-sama.”

    
    

    
      The valley was covered with ninja on the edges, ready to fight at the call.

      Danzō stepped forward. ‘We started this, we may as well finish’. He motioned for the Anbu to bring the sealed casket.

      “What is that thing?” Jiraiya asked no one in particular. Just stating a thought in his head.

      Hand signs went through fast as the covering fizzled away. The guards grabbed the sides of the package and pushed forward. From there, a tired and weak blond boy slid out.

      The ninjas around them all had surprised looks on their faces. If they were suspecting something from the basket, it wasn’t a boy that was having trouble standing up.

      “What the hell!”

      “Why is a kid here!”

      “Hey, haven’t we seen him before?”

      “Kakashi, is this what you were talking about?”

      Jiraiya looked in horror at the sight. “Mi-Minato?” At second glance, he saw him better. “N-N-Naruto?”

      “Sensei, what the hell is this?” Tsunade asked her former teacher, who could only mash his teeth so hard he started to bleed. “Sensei!”

      “Now,” Danzō brought up his hands, “It begins.”

      The little boy’s body jerked as red bubbles grew all over him. And as soon as he was covered, his skin started to peel off. ‘Now, it will end.’ Finally, in front of them was not the boy, but a black, 9-tailed feral monster.

      “HHHHAAAAAAAAAAAAA!” The little Kyūbi sprinted forward, leaving a crater and dust in its place. It jumped into the valley and ran on all fours.

      “CHARGE!” All five forces jumped into the clearing. The Nibi and Hachibi coming into existence, taking a large portion of the clearing for themselves. Jutsu and weapons were thrown from each direction.

      Fires and blasts going off into echoes. The previous silence was dead.

    
    

    
      From a high point, several men watched the battle that had been raging on for twelve hours.

      The valley was no more, just another destroyed patch of land.

      Right from the start, the heavy hitters were throwing out their best moves. Ōnoki used his Dust release to fight against the freed tail beast. Damaging the hulking monster like they were nothing. But as he was distracted, he didn’t see the bubble technique that hit him hard. He was still flying, but he had to keep taking breaks to catch his breath.

      A was using his Lightning Release Armor to destroy any defense he came upon. He defeated every ninja in his way, until he hit a snag. A woman he identified as Tsunade of Konoha had stopped his charge. They had planned to just cross fists and move along. That was four hours ago, and they were still at it strong.

      But every side was experiencing casualties from the Jinchūriki and Biju. Almost instantly, the monsters and their containers had met to fight in the field. The Kyūbi rushing around the Hachibi, dodging its attacks due to its smaller frame.

      So each of the Jinchūriki entered their second stage. The fight being determined by will and ability. Except for Gaara and the Ichibi, they had just kept their full released form and shot off Wind Bullets in every direction.

      After sometime, every ninja was coming to their end. More then half of the fighting forces were dead now. The only ones who were still fighting were the best of the best. Everyone else either passed out, or died.

      “It looks like it is time for us to make our move. To change the world for the greater, through this final war.” A red-haired man in a mechanized contraption said.

      “Heh heh, well this is interesting.” Orochimaru said as he licked his lips. “So many old faces, so little time.”

      “I know what you mean. Neh, Tobi, have you been manipulating the ‘Mizukage’ through all this?” Kisame had been watching his old leader use his best moves to fight off those around him. He then had a smaller grin on his face. “Wish you could do better with the orders, most of the Kiri are gone.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Tobi shrugged as he walked around with explosions in the distance. ‘When we are done, their deaths will have helped lead us to peace.’ He looked toward Nagato. “Can you send him out?”

      “Yes.” The pierced man walked next to the mechanized human. “Yahiko is ready to deliver us to heaven. He will help fight against the Biju.”

      “Then we will be here until the first hit.” The walking corpse left the mountains and ran to the former valley. Tobi gathered all the Akatsuki around him then sucked them into his alternate dimension. Keeping them together until he appeared at the field again. He looked over at the remaining member. “Are you coming?” He questioned the blue haired woman.

      “No.” She said with no room for argument. “I will stay with Nagato as he uses his power to attack.” Without the use of multiple bodies, he could use more chakra for Yahiko’s attacks. But that didn’t mean that the attacks didn’t have as much strain on her friend’s body.

      The masked man nodded before swirling around his eye and disappearing from sight.

    
    

    
      “Raikiri!” Kakashi yelled as he thrust his lightning covered hand through his opponents chest. The Suna-nin fell to the ground as he retracted his hand. After he did, he noticed that most of his vision had started to blur. He had been fighting for too long now.

      Since the fight started, he had kept close to the Kyūbi influenced boy. Making sure that the kid was still alive through the fight. In doing so, he had put his body through too much to keep close to the monster fights.

      His body had been run ragged, blood dripping from his eyes and arms. His legs feeling like jelly under his weight. But he had make sure that he could still fight, and get Naruto to safety when he had the chance.

      Luckily for him, he had joined with some of the best in Konoha to watch each others backs. These last few hours were a lot easier knowing you had an Uchiha, Sannin, and someone like Guy to help you along.

      Along the way, he had to answer a lot of questions.

      “Kakashi, I need some answers now.” The old ninja said to the young man as he smashed a Kumo-nin with his lashing hair.

      Kakashi slashed an upcoming charger with his blade, killing the man. “Danzō took the Jinchūriki of the Kyūbi and made him into a weapon. He has kept Naruto in a cell for several years and used him for his needs.”

      Asuma held off an attacker with his chakra blades. “How the hell don’t we all know about this?” He blew everyone back with his Dust Cloud Technique.

      “Everyone was sworn to secrecy to not tell anyone this secret. Even Sandaime-sama could not do anything against it.”

      “So Jiji isn’t to blame, thank god. Why hasn’t he stopped this?”

      “He has been over ruled by the council on this decision. He has fought for his freedom for years but can’t do anything about it.”

      Kurenai put several ninja in a genjutsu that held them at bay. “But why do you know about this? Why did you willingly join the Root?”

      “I was asked by the Sandaime to check on the condition of Naruto.” Everyone listening beside Kakashi looked between the old man swatting people away with a giant staff and the demon boy crushing people in his way toward the Iwa-Jinchūriki in armor.

      Re-positioning themselves into a tight group, they all started taking heavy, deep breathes. “So over the years, I have been watching over Naruto. Making sure he heals properly, eats his food, everything he neede to survive. But lately, I knew that it wouldn’t be enough to watch him, so I have been waiting.”

      Itachi blew a Great Fireball Jutsu at those around, boiling off their skin and melting their eyes. “Waiting for what exactly?”

      “This battle.” The others looked at him like he was crazy. “I will use this battle to take Naruto away and to safety. I will be charged for treason in doing so, but that won’t stop me. The only problem is Danzō.” They all looked to the man who had been worn out after applying chakra for 10 hours straight.

      “His seal will cause Naruto pain until it can be undone. So I know this maybe too much to ask, but can you guard us as we escape?” He turned around to acknowledge the group around him. Unknowingly leaving himself wide open to an attack from behind. But before the attack connected…

      “Dynamic Entry!” Guy jumped up and made a beautiful side-kick that sent the ninja soaring into the edges of the valley. He landed and gave Kakashi a big grin. “I had worried that you had lost your way my friend. But risking your life for the safety of a child, that is the rival I have strived to defeat. I will lend you my strength.”

      The others nodded, agreeing with Guy’s over exuberant words. Now all they needed to do was survive.

      As the last of the small fry fell, the others took in as many breathes as possible before the big fish. Now, they needed to fight off the Biju, Jōunin, and Kages that were left.

      As they paused, they saw something floating in the air. After some time everyone else stopped their battles. The Tsuchikage had stopped his Dust Style before hitting Hiruzen. Tsunade and A stopping mid-brawl to gaze up at the sky. Mei, Darui, and Kitsuchi stopped to measure the situation that could play forth.

      As everyone was silent, Jiraiya’s eyes widened as he recognized the flying figure. “Yahiko?”

      “SHINRA TENSEI”

      That was what everyone heard before the explosion went off over the Biju.

    
    

    
      As the dust settled, the scene could be better observed. A giant hole had been created from the mighty push sent down from Pain. At the center of the hole, the Jinchūriki had all passed out from the force of the attack.

      Near ground zero, all the other soldiers had been pushed back. Buried by rubble and the dead bodies of their fallen comrades. The last of the Anbu, special ops, and Kages could only view as from the center, walked out two men.

      One was the man that created the blast. Walking out like he had done nothing more then swat a fly.

      The other was a man who had appeared out of thin air. His body coming out of a spiral in space, which had centered itself on his eye. He walked in front of the other man, and grabbed the attention of the ninja around him.

      “Hello everyone, we are sorry to interrupt your little spat, but we have important matters to take care of. My colleagues and I are here to take your little bundles of joy behind me.” The ninja around him widened their eyes at the crass way to say he was taking the Jinchūriki.

      “I know this seems inconvenient, but we didn’t start this war for nothing.” From his eye, another hole in space appeared. This time, unleashing five men that joined alongside the already present two. Members of the fallen ninja all let out gasps at the sight of some of the most wanted men appearing out of nowhere.

      Each member jumped off to a different location. They all landed in front of old friends they hadn’t seen in quite some time.

      With the masses happy, Tobi turned around to collect his prize. “Alright, time to cash up.” As he went to grab the first one he could find, a kunai sailed right through his head. As if irked, he turned his head to see his old friend struggling to stand up.

      “I-I won’t let you take them!” Kakashi yelled as blood seeped out of his wounds. Behind him, his comrades all struggled but ultimately stood back up.

      Tobi walked next to Pain, bringing no attention to the ninja glaring at him. “Zetsu, make sure they won’t get up as we finish here.” From the ground came a black and white creature that nodded its head and spilt. The white one left and attached to the Jinchūriki and siphoned their chakra, the black one took a stance and prepared to attack. “Shall we finish these fools off?” Pain nodded his head as he let his power seep out.

    
    

    
      “Hello Sensei.” The snake like man said as he walked up to his former teacher and leader. ‘I haven’t seen you in such a long time.’ He grew a smirk that would send fear into any great shinobi’s heart. “You’ve grown old.”

      “Orochimaru?” The old Hokage had the look of pure fear on his face as his old pupil slowly walked forward. While the Hokage was covered in injuries, blood seeping from his wounds into a puddle under him, the snake man hadn’t aged a single day. “Why are you here?”

      “Well Sarutobi-sensei, I have found myself a nice little clique that peaks my interest. You always told me that I should try and get out more, make new friends.” Orochimaru said as snakes slithered out if his sleeve, regurgitating a magnificent sword the fell into his hand. “Although I had originally planned to join in a couple of years, they just couldn’t do this without me.”

      The Hokage stood back up, his quarrel with the Tsuchikage all but forgotten. Now his attention was on his twisted student. “What are you trying to do here?” He gritted his teeth and clenched his fist until he reached blood, “Why are you here!” He screamed.

      “We’re going to save this world Sensei. No more pain, suffering, death. They will help me find the Immortality I have searched so long for.” As he walked forward, he detected danger and jumped back. Where he stood, now was a vaporized crater. He looked up to see a midget floating with a clear cone in his hand.

      “Heh, do all of your men have a strange tendency to defect?” The Tsuchikage said with a wry smirk. “After all this time and I still have to out your men in their place, old man.”

      “Heh, if I’m old, you must be dust at this point Ōnoki-San.” He grabbed his staff and entered his battle stance. “You should sit down before you become a cripple. I’ll have to show my old pupil his place.”

      “Do you think you can, Sensei?” Orochimaru brought up his blade a smashed it against his sensei’s staff. “You should stop before you die.”

      “I won’t stop Orochimaru.” Hiruzen swiped his staff, forcing the man back, “I won’t stop until I have fixed everything I’ve done wrong!” He said as he charged forward.

    
    

    
      “Well, well.” Kisame stepped forward meeting the group in front if him. Sasori walking by his side. “It looks like I get to fight some strong people after all.” In front of him were some of the best ninja from the other villages fighting in a cluster after the bomb.

      “Kisame, what are you doing?” Mei asked as she struggled to rise up.

      “Oh I don’t know you, but your from the village and still alive, so you must be good.” He had a grin as he raised he blade and crushed the ground.

      “Chiyo-baba, it is so good to see you again. How have you been?” Sasori asked his fallen grandmother.

      “Th-that’s impossible, how are you still like that?” The old woman said in shock at her grandson’s eternal appearance.

      “I found a way to become strong, which I can’t say the same to you though.” He grabbed his cloak and ripped it off, revealing a puppet like body. With a wire spinning out of his stomach and a strange core in his chest. The wire lifted and aimed toward his old granny. “Here, let me put you out of your misery.”

      The wire spiked forward, aiming for the old woman’s head. But before contact was made, a large rock formation made a shield in front of her. From behind, Kitsuchi grabbed the woman and dived before the wire pierced through the rock. He stood back up with the elder woman under his arm.

      “Hey granny, I know we’ve been fighting and everything, but do you mind if we beat this little bastard into the ground first.” He waited for an answer from the elder ninja, but nothing happened. He looked down and shook the limp body. “Oh shit.”

      He then got headbutted in the chin, backing him fall and grap his chin in pain. The elderly woman landed on her feet and laughed. “Haha, I got you, did you think this old hand would die so easily kiddo.” She turned and regarded her grandson, “Now I think is time you get a spanking for misbehaving so long, young man,” summoning her Chikamatsu Collection.

      Meanwhile, a giant shark of amorphous water was flying through and attacking anyone it saw. “Ha, this is what I’ve wanted for so long.” Kisame stopped and had a sad look on his face, “To bad none of you can still fight.” He redirected it to the first Kiri-nin he could see.

      Mei lifted her head to see a hulking beast coming at her. She tried to move but could not summon the strength to stand. She resigned herself to her fate, until it did not come.

      “Storm Release: Laser Circus!” Dozens of flying lights shot up and shredded the shark, turning it to water instantly. Mei lifted her head to see a shaggy Kumo-nin standing between her and Kisame. ‘Man, it isn’t enough that we have fought for hours, now monsters are trying to snuff us out.’ He turned around and offered his hand to her, “Sorry about this, but could we work together to put this guy down? Or else we may not make it back.”

      Mei smiled and took his outstretched hand. “Sure, but let me finish him off, okay. I feel like I have to put this man down for our village.” She turned to the blue man, and went through a series of hand seals before leaning back and breathing in.

      “Lava Release: Melting Apparition!” Mei spit out a wave of lava that spread over Kisame’s head. The shark man dove out of the way to avoid the boiling rock. The lava dissolved into the ground and caused smoke to raise into the air. Mei smirked and wiped spit off her chin, “I hope your ready. I’m going to show you how our village can survive without your help.”

      “I didn’t think that there was still a bloodline in the village.” He lifted his head and showed his shark teeth to the world, Samahada fusing to his arm. “Interesting.”

    
    

    
      Tsunade looked to the left, her vision coming close to a tunnel. The Raikage she had been fighting was not in good shape. His haori long abandoned, and his arm braces had cracked and fallen off. Tsunade had broken several of his ribs and got many good shots on his head.

      Of course, she was in no place to talk. He had grabbed her left arm and broken it completely. And when she was getting away, he had landed a powerful hook into her stomach. She had been coughing up blood for most of the fight after that.

      But that didn’t matter right now. They were both in bad shape, and this man in front of them did not look like he had any room for negotiations.

      “Hmm, why did I come here?” The tall, dark man wondered out loud. “I felt like something familiar was here, but all I see are two broken bodies.”

      “Who the hell are you? Get out of my way, I have to check B and Yugito.” A said as he raised to his feet, blood seeping from lacerations and open wound, but paying no mind to them.

      “I don’t know you, Kumo boy, so it must be this young girl I’ve come to meet.” He walked closer, only for the Raikage to appear from behind and try to smash him into the ground. Kakuzu felt the precense come up behind and jumped back. As he turned, a fist almost made contact, but he ducked under. He jumped and kicked A in the face, only stunning the massive man for an instant before he grabbed the outstretched leg and swung him around.

      Kakuzu shifted his arm forward, black threads shooting out of his arm and into the Raikage. The threads dug into the man’s torso and arms, blood dripping down the string. Kakuzu lifted the massive man, then used his power to smash the human tank into the ground multiple times.

      When he was finished, he retracted his threads and walked up to the downed man. When he came close, A lifted his head and made a wide swing at him. Kakuzu jumped back and gained his balance, “You can still stand after all that? Impressive,” more threads released themselves, “I think I’ll take your heart for spare keeping.” As he walked forward, he felt a painful stab in his chest.

      Looking behind him, he saw the former broken woman had punched right through his heart. Her visible wounds disappearing right in front of him. He ripped his body of her arm and stumbled.

      “How are you moving? Weren’t you dy—”*Smash*. Before he could finish, A came up from behind and brought his connected hands down on the surprised man. A large crater had been created from the massive force, leaving a messy blood stain in the middle.

      A looked up from his work and up at the Princess. “Finish this later?” Tsunade nodded her head and started to move toward her injured comrades. But as they both went their way, they were hit by an unexpected attack.

      “Don’t turn your back, or you may find yourself dead.” When they both turned around, they were hit by two devastating attacks. A by a massive current of shredding wind, cutting through his Lightning Release Armor and sending the effect back at him.

      While Tsunade was hit by a strong fire stream. Singing through her clothes and burning her skin. They both landed on their backs as Kakuzu came into sight.

      He was no longer a tall man, but a freak of nature. Thousands of black threads pouring out of the stitches all over his body. Hundreds pouring out of his mouth, like an octopus. Among the threads, on his shoulders, were a red and blue mask. The masks mouths still open, with smoke and gas coming out of the open holes.

      “Now I know what made me come here. That healing technique is the same as his. Your his relative right, Hashirama Senju’s?” Tsunade raised her bruised body, her burn marks disappearing faster by the second. “Wow, this must be fate. He disappears and I couldn’t get the rematch I’ve been waiting for. So I get the chance to fight his family.”

      “My grandfather died, so if I have to, I will destroy you.” Tsunade reassured as she lifted herself up.

      “Oh no, that’s not true.” Tsunade’s eyes widened as the freak continued his explanation . ‘After his death was made public, I wanted to come pay my thanks. Maybe loot the corpse and sell it off, the price of a Hokage’s body fetches a high price.’ Tsunade mashed her teeth together in pure anger at the man in front of her. “But when I came to it, the coffin wasn’t carrying his body.”

      “W-what?” Tsunade’s eyes widened at him.

      “Oh, the coffin was full, but with a different body. Those that didn’t know the man personally probably wouldn’t realize the difference. But I could tell that, just from our fight, that it was a fake.” Kakuzu made a wide grin with the thread still in his mouth. “You’ve all been lied t—”

      From behind, A tackled the monster and through him away. Kakuzu slid a looked at his opponents. Tsunade and A were standing side by side, ready to fight. “Whatever the reason may be, that will not stop me. I will take you down, you monster.”

      “Heh, and so it begins.”

    
    

    
      Jiraiya jumped and tried to attack Pain, but once again, he used his strange gravity technique to push him back. When he landed, he dove forward with a Rasengan in hand, but Pain dodged and brought out another black stake.

      He dodged the weapons thrust, and placed himself on only his hand. Using that to spin around, he kicked the man in his chest, sending him several meters away. But he only flipped and landed on his feet. No change in his expression. He looked over to see Kakashi and Guy still fighting the masked individual.

      After thirty minutes of fighting and no results, it looked like this man was invincible. He could phase through any attack, and that meant he could always keep moving. They thought that there was no chance to win, until they made a discovery.

      When he was about to attack, he made himself physical to make contact. But when they send an attack at him during this open chance, he was vulnerable to attack. So they had figured that if he came close to making contact, they would try to hit him and make him phase through. This little back and forth had been happening for a while now.

      It still looked like they had a better chance of winning then he did. Around him, Itachi, Asuma, and Kurenai had passed out from exhaustion. And Jiraiya was not far off from joining in. Yahiko was overpowering him in the Ninjutsu department. When he came close, he would be blown away. If he gained distance, he was forced back in seconds.

      “Yahiko, make this stop. What happened to you?” He tried to remember back to that little boy who had a huge grin on his face. That little shit that promised to take out all evil in the world. “Where’s Konan? Where’s Nagato?”

      “Sensei I think you have it wrong.” Jiraiya stopped his questioning to listen to what he said. “Konan is fine, but you see—” he raised his eyes to look at the man with his Rinnegan, “I’m Nagato. Yahiko’s died long ago.”

      “What. W-what are you talking about?”

      “I’m saying that Yahiko saved us long ago. He sacrificed himself so Konan and I could live.” He just kept looking at his Sensei with disdain. “When you left, our world crumbled. We lost everything, so we decided to fight for what we can save. I will use Yahiko to usher in the world where no one dies. I will save this world.”

      “Nagato, not like this. There has to be a better way.”

      Pain raised his outstretched hand, “Sorry sensei, this is all we can do.” With a push, came a Shinra Tensei that sent the Sannin back.

      “Why are you doing this you bastard?” Kakashi yelled from his kneeled position. Next to him, Guy had been hit and was coughing up blood.

      “Sorry, but I’m going to take these things with us.” He referred to the weakening Jinchūriki behind him.

      “Why do you want them?” Kakashi tried to ask.

      “I need them to save the world. They are strong, but they have no purpose but to help me with my cause.” He started to walk to the bodies, no longer giving the weakened ninja his attention.

      “They don’t deserve this. They don’t have to become we— He doesn’t need to be a weapon!” Kakashi tried to stand, but only stumbled over. He raised his head with said eyes. “Please leave them.”

      “No.” Tobi stopped and turned his head. ‘I will use them to save everyone. Themselves, you, ‘Rin’.’ He came to the closest body, a small blond boy with whiskers. “Sorry Kakashi, this world will end now.”

    
    

    
      In an empty space, the fallen ninja disappeared. The crumbled rock and dead bodies, all but vanished from sight. The assembled injured, the cowering Anbu, and the battling heroes were no longer there. But something else did appear.

      In the open space, were eight massive, multi-tailed beasts. All assembled around in a rough circle. And all of them looking at each other; a Tanūki, Cat, Turtle, Ape, Horse, Slug, Ox, and Fox gathered together. They had been chatting for the whole fight.

      “Bwhahahahaha. Then the fuck head blew himself up right in front of the kid. Then finally, I got to have some fun. Until that asshole father of his used the Gold Dust on me. Always ruining the fun.” Shukaku told his siblings after such a long time.

      “God Shukaku, control yourself.” Matatabi said while she licked her paw. “We don’t see each other for decades and the first thing you tell us is your adventures of slowly falling into madness.”

      “At least he is set free, not only am I sealed, but Yagura is under control too.” Isobu said as he laid on his shell. “It feels like I had fallen so low.”

      “Not just you my brother, we all feel this grand dissatisfaction.” Son Gokū said to his turtle brother, patting his shell. ‘These humans have insulted us for too long now. Locking us up, calling us these unfavorable names. This man has been using my power without consent.’ Gokū slammed his hand on the ground, “I never should have told him my name.”

      “It doesn’t get so bad.” Kokuō said from his spot. “Every now and then, I get out to stretch my legs, but we get called out by that old fool. No free space I tell you.”

      “All I want is to soak in the fresh water.” Saiken groaned to his family. “But Utakata can’t let me out. Whoever has your guy Isobu, he is a dick.”

      “Well, we get on alright, but my guy is annoying.” Gyūki reassured his brother. “Speaking of that control guy, I think he is coming in on our terf.” He brought everyone’s attention to the growing figure.

      “What is he doing?” Gokū voiced his thought.

      “I think he is trying to take us.” The eight-tailed told them. ‘Hey Kurama, what do we do?’ He looked to his brother, but got no answer. “Kurama?”

      Every sibling looked to the fox, and saw that he was looking down, eyes shadowed. “You know, I hated these humans for so long. All of you must have to, right?” He lifted his head, eyes full of sadness. “I wanted to kill them all.”

      “Wanted?” Matatabi questioned her borther’s wording.

      Kurama looked to his family with nostalgia. “Over these decades, I’ve kept being pushed into a cage. I thought that I would never find something that could understand our loneliness.” He grew a small smile, thinking of what Naruto went through.

      “But then I remembered what the old man told us all those years.” Every Biju had a look of longing in their eyes. Remembering the old ninja that had given them their life. “We all came back, and he told us that we would never be alone. And I finally realized something.”

      He looked back at what Naruto said last week. “These people we are with, they can understand us. And I feel like I could even help them.”

      “What!?” Gokū questioned Kurama. “But you always hated these humans. What changed?”

      “I do, I just realized that I can also hope to see a smile on someone just like the old man.” He lowered his head with a big grin. “I can tell just who has the bad intentions out there. So I am breaking out.”

      “WHAT?” Every Biju screamed at the same time.

      Kokuō came forward. “How can you do that? It’s impossible?”

      “It’s impossible because we want to get our whole being out. If you leave behind the chakra and core, you can make an ethereal body.”

      “But that isn’t enough.” Shukaku told him.

      “If you leave behind the core, that’s your chakra and thoughts left behind. Plus you can’t leave them, the ethereal body is still connected to the core and seal.” Kurama nodded his head at Isobu.

      “Yeah.”

      “Which means that you can only create a chakra body as long as you are near your host. If you go to far, it will dissolve and you will be pulled back.”

      “I know”

      Gyūki went up to Kurama. “What are you planning?” He said with worry in his voice. Being with Bee so long was affecting him too much.

      “Listen, when you see Chōmei, tell him I’ll see you.” The others were about to voice their thoughts,but he was already fading away, purposefully leaving their clearing.

    
    

    
      Kurama lifted his head and walked to the cages’ bars. He took a step past the bar, feeling a spike go through his body as he pulled forward. Danzō control seal appeared all over his body, pushing him back.

      But he continued forward, until finally he passed through. He looked down to see his body had become translucent. Then behind him to see a second body, this one without eyes or a mouth, with a thin line still connected from his tail to the empty slate.

      ‘Now, it ends.’

    
    

    
      Tobi came close to the small, unmoving body. Under his mask, he smirked. He reached down, but stopped when Naruto’s body jerked up. As Tobi brought his hand back, Naruto became covered in a clearer version of the bubbles before, not changing his appearance.

      The bubbles gathered over the child’s body. They reached up until they came towering over where they originated. Everyone who could still move, looked to the center as a tower of bubble came into being.

      The tower started to expand, forming claws and paws. They made four legs, nine tails, and a fox head. Everyone looked in surprise as before their eyes, the nine tails was formed.

      Atop the edge of the valley, unharmed except for fatigue, was Danzō. The old ninja stared and grew a smile, shaking from excitement that his weapon had finally arrived.

      “KAAAAHHHH!” The Kyūbi brought it’s claw in a swipe, smacking White Zetsu into the sky. And with the other hand, smashed down on Black Zetsu, burning it with the touch of pure chakra. He looked down at the masked man and grinned.

      “Hey, haven’t we met before? Oh right, you thought you were big shit and controlled me.” It brought it’s head down to look at the man. “Wanna give it another go?”

      “What the hell? What is this?” Tobi stepped back. Even with his phasing, he was still intimidated by the massive creature.

      The Kyūbi raised it hands and brought them in. “This is Judgement, Human.” And in an instance he went through nine hand seals and stopped.

      “Th-that Jutsu.” Hiruzen gawked as he watched the demon finish his hand seals. Stopping his battle against Orochimaru with Ōnoki. “It can’t be.”

      When Kurama finished, a feeling of dread was drawn all over the valley. Unbeknownst to them, behind the Kyūbi, manifested a deity.

      The Shinigami. The death god. The final vision had appeared behind the Kyūbi’s back.

      ‘Aw, Kyūbi, what a pleasure. I haven’t seen you for six years. What are you doing?’

      “I’m making a contract.”

      ‘You? You understand you’ll die if you do.’

      “Yeah. Listen, can I take more souls then one.”

      ‘Yes, you have enough power and soul to take dozens of men. Are you sure about this?’

      Kurama smirked as multiple god hands came out of its chest. “Judgment Day!” The hands flew out, arcing in the sky before Fallon to their targets.

      Dozens of root Anbu felt a cold chill as the hands landed on them. The Akatsuki members froze as their bodies didn’t move. Tobi looked from his hand and looked up at the giant god, feeling fear for the first time in years. “D-D-Damn i-it.”

      Danzō tried to run, to escape. He made the seal in hopes that he would be freed. Around his body, Kurama experienced pain as the seals grew over his body. But he continued his search, grabbing all he could find.

      “N-no, not like this. I tried to save this village, these people.” Danzō screamed out in desperation, “I was a hero!”

      And then silence, his body fell forward, careening into the floor of the valley.

      Hundreds of people fell as they died, bodies becoming cold instantly. All the hands returned to Kurama, him screaming in pain as the souls invaded his body.

      But finally, it stopped. A massive Shiki Fūjin appeared on Kurama’s translucent body, as it was fading away. Kurama closed his eyes, ready to accept his fate. But opened his eyes when he heard a weak voice.

      “Kurama?”

      The fox looked down, seeing the damaged boy had partially regained consciousness. The fox saw that Danzō’s seal over the original one had faded, a result of the man dying.

      “Heh, didn’t want you to see me like this kid. Thought you would sleep through this and just wake up happy. But we’re never this lucky, huh.” He looked down to see that the boy’s attention was passing in and out, a result of the pain.

      “I guess you probably won’t hear everything I say.” He smiled and looked down at the boy. “Listen close kid.” Naruto opened his eyes weakly.

      “The day will come that you be set free. You will probably go through a lot of trials, and pain. But hey, that is just the way things go.” His body was fading, leaving only his upper body. “You will probably want to cry sometimes, but don’t. That will show that you can’t take it. Take the pain, carry it, and find what you can protect. And then…”

      “When you are free, when you can see the world with you own two eyes, then you can cry.” As it reached his head, he saw that Naruto had passed out. “Oh well, the message is still there.”

      And as the last of his face disappeared, his last words floated with the wind.

      “Thank You, Naruto.”

      Silence, nothing but the patter of falling rain in the valley.

    
    

    
      After the host was gone, the Shinigami was still there, floating over the landscape. It looked down at the boy. And let out a sigh.

      ‘Six years ago, your parents used that same Jutsu to save your life. Somehow, people can’t help but want to help you. Such a strange child.’ It looked around at the carnage that had taken place. ‘But I don’t think you can live in this world. Too much pain and destruction has centered itself around you.’ It unsheathed the blade in its mouth and made a slash in the space before him.

      A small hole appeared in the air, a different landscape could be seen through the hole. He lowered his hand and used his power to pick the boy up. ‘You will still experience pain, even in this new world. But perhaps you can learn to be strong here. To make sure you don’t lose anymore loved ones.’

      The Shinigami tossed the boy into the hole, and closed the portal. Then fading from existence, until he was needed again.

    
    

    
      *Cough**Cough* “Na-Naruto!” Kakashi jumped down the crater to find the boy. “Naruto, where are you!” He screamed as he desperately tried to find the boy among the Jinchuriki.

      But found nothing. Around him, Jinchūriki stirred awake. Moments later, ninja from each village arrived, helping the people to their feet.

      “Kakashi, where is he?” Hiruzen slid down the crater to arrive at the young man. He could only shake his head as he couldn’t find the boy. Hiruzen gasped, and closed his eyes as tears flowed down them.

      The surviving ninja crowded around the crater. The original forces numbers reduced to a fraction. Those still in fighting condition helped those they found still breathing.

      “Well, it looks like we have finished for this battle.” Ōnoki stated as he floated to the center of the trench. Around him were the Kage, Mei, the two Sannin, and Guy.

      “It looks like we have been made fools of in this war. Used like puppets.” A said as he hefted Bee and Yugito on to his shoulders, ignoring his wounds. “I say we end this war for now, but this doesn’t solve our problems. We will set up a Kage meeting to understand the situation.”

      “No.” Hiruzen replied to the Raikage’s suggestion. He sent Enma back and grabbed his helmet. “I resign as the Hokage of the Hidden Leaf.” He declared as he removed his helmet, earring several gasps from around him.

      Next to him, Kakashi lifted his hand and removed the headband. “I resign as a Jōunin and Anbu of the Hidden Leaf.” He dropped the metal to the floor, letting in clatter.

      Hiruzen look to the man beside him. “Are you sure Kakashi-kun?”

      “I promised that I would save him, promised on my ninja way.” He clenched his hand in anger. “But I failed to do that. I failed to save my friends, my teacher, and now his son. How can we call ourselves ninja if we can’t even save the life of a child?”

      The Fourth Kazekage walked up to him. “That is our way, boy. We can’t save everyone, but we try our best.”

      “How Is This The Best?” He gestured to the dead bodies surrounding the clearing. “We started a war from a misunderstanding. We sacrificed thousands of lives, because we were manipulated. These people almost died.” He waved his arms to the Jinchūriki, who all had some form of consciousness by now.

      “We call ourselves heroes and legends. Shadows that go undetected, even from the light. But we’ve been in the dark so long, we can’t even help our own people.” All the Kages looked toward the Jinchūriki and survivors. “Maybe if we stopped fighting for power, we could try to help more people.” Hiruzen walked out of the crater before turning back around.

      “Because if it takes this much pain and suffering to solve our problems. I’d rather try to stop those problems all together.” As he turned back around, he saw every Konoha ninja still alive look at him. Jiraiya stepped forward from the bunch. And removed his headband, following in his sensei’s example.

      Soon enough, each of the ninja removed their band before they started the trek home. Leaving the other nations to think of what they said.

      “They’re fools you know. That is what it has meant to be a ninja since we started.” Ōnoki stated, before he looked up at the cloudy sky, rain washing away the dirt and blood. He smirked, “But then again, we go through each day to hope we may make up for what we did yesterday.” He said before floating away.

      “It appears that we have many mistakes to think of tomorrow, but maybe we will find a better answer to them then.” Mei said before she assisted her Mizukage up, realizing that he had been freed from the hypnotism.

      “Bee, Yugito, can you here me?” The two bodies on he shoulders shook their heads in affirmation. ‘I’m sorry it took me so long to try and help you.’ He walked up the trench, “Maybe we can fix this somehow.”

      All that was left was the Kazekage, standing in the crater, by his slowly recovering son. The man looked to the sky and took a deep breath. He squatted down and picked his unconscious child, and left. “It will never be enough, to make up for what I have done. And someday, you may take your revenge on me. But you were never hated Gaara, just the child of unfortunate circumstance. You were never a mistake, and I wish I realized that sooner.”

    
    

    
      On October 10, the Fourth Great Ninja War commenced in the Valley of the End. This was a battle between Konohagakure, Kumogakure, Sunagakure, Kirigakure, and Iwagakure. Started from killed soldiers, and invaded nations.

      But it was just a ploy from a shadow organization by the name of Akatsuki. To cause war between the nations, and destroy the strongest ninja forces in the land.

      They had, in an attempt to control the world, manipulated the villages to their whim. To capture the Jinchūriki of each village, they sacrificed too many lives.

      In the end, the battle had been stopped by the Kyūbi no Yōko. The supposed demon of the ninja world, saved the world by sacrificing its life.

      The ninja nations separated from the battle. To recuperate and re-evaluate their losses.

      In a battle between 75,184, only 9,573 survived. The ninja battle force was greatly reduced, becoming almost extinct. For the next year, chaos had grown over the nations.

      Until the nations leaders met again, not for battle, but for peace. They made a pact, to work together for the better state of their people.

      They made teams of 5, one ninja from each village, spread over the areas of the world. Although originally the alliance was shaky, over time, they came to trust each other. Soon enough, the samurai from the Land of Iron joined in the effort.

      When the fights were over, they worked toward making their life’s better. They used their skills to make new land, increase energy, save people in need.

      They were no longer Shinobi, warriors of the night. But heroes, working together to keep peace sacred.

      But the losses toward this peace were never forgotten. The ninja who died in the war were remembered every year. The life lost in the effort toward the peace were carved into stone, never to be forgotten.

      But what no one forgot, was the life of the boy who changed the ninjas’ heart. At the discovery of what he was put through, the ninja worked toward making sure pain like that was never experienced again.

      The peace they experience everyday. The life’s that are kept happy and safe. The light that shines down on all that are afraid.

      It was all thanks to that boy.

      Naruto Uzumaki. The child who helped change the world.

    
    

    
      In a desert, a row of caravans traveled toward the beach. In the back of the carts; men, women, and children all tied up. Two men complained of the heat.

      “Uh, it’s too much to ride in this unbearable heat. Why did we have to do this?” The man asked as the sounds of people crying were heard behind him.

      “Because we had to bring as many people we could find back to the tower. That is what the master told us to do.” They continued in silence, until he a saw something in the heat. “What is that?”

      The front cart stopped, the men jumped off and walked to what they had seen. When they arrived at it, they were surprised.

      On the ground was a small, blond boy with scars on his cheeks. He appeared injured, but no visible wounds could be seen. From the way he was sleeping, it appeared like he was unconscious. One of the men placed his fingers on his neck, feeling a faint pulse.

      “He’s alive, but I don’t know if he will wake up. What should we do?” He asked his partner.

      The man had an evil smirk. “What else? We put ’im with the rest.” They both smiled as they grabbed the boy roughly and threw him in the cart, closing the bars.

      They continued the trek towards the beach, arriving at the boats. When they did, they moved all the captured into the brig, even the unconscious child. And then, they sailed off to their destination.

      To the skyscraper on the sea. The Tower of Heaven.

    
    

    
      “Come on Jii-San, don’t stop.” A little girl no older than 5 with red hair asked the old man. “Please tell me more stories. You promised.” She said with an adorable pout that put puppies to shame.

      A tall, wrinkled old man with white hair laughed. “Okay, okay. Give me a sec. Hmm, oh.” The man snapped his fingers. “Have I told you the one about the handsome hero who saved the princess from trolls with the help of his midget friend Dryer.”

      “Yeah. And the one about about the girl from another world. And the one about the hero and his friend Bobby going to party with the princesses. And all of them with that mad midget man Dryer.” She tilted her head in wonder. “Why is he so angry anyway?”

      “Haha, I don’t know. I’m still trying to figure that one out.” He scratched his chin. He snapped his fingers and had a smile. “Oh, I like this one. I’m going to tell you the story of when the Fairies helped and saved the visitors from a different dimension. Are you ready?”

      The little girl jumped up and down in excitement before the bars opened up, revealing the jailers. The girl grabbed the leg of the tall elder. “Rob Jii-San, why are they here?”

      “To bring in the next group. Don’t be afraid.” As he finished his sentence, a body hit the ground. A little boy with whisker marks that wasn’t awake.

      “Little bastard slept through the whole travel. Wonder if he is dead?” The jailer shrugged before he shut the door. The other slaves paid no attention, but Rob walked up to the young boy and picked him up.

      He brought him over to the girl and examined him. After several minutes, he couldn’t find any injuries, but the boy still wouldn’t wake up. He was planning to use magic when the little girl asked him.

      “Is he alright, Jii-San?”

      “I don’t know. There are no injuries, no pain, but he won’t wake up. Like he doesn’t want to.”

      “Well I know how to.” The little girl said with a smile. She leaned over and placed her forehead on the boy’s.

      The old man only sweat-dropped at what the girl was doing. “Honey, what are you doing.”

      “I’m letting him know someone is here. Maybe he is lost and just needs to find a way back.

    
    

    
      ‘Where am I?’

      ‘What is this? Hey Kurama, where are you?’

      No answer.

      ‘Kurama?’

      ‘Hello, anyone?’

      No answer.

      ‘Please. I’m cold. So cold. Please.’

      He then saw a light in the darkness. He tried to walk toward the warmth, but struggled to move. After many tries, he finally moved forward.

      He reached toward the light, and was engulfed in it.

      Naruto slowly opened his eyes. The light burning him as he opened too fast. But blocking out the light was something. Something red.

      It was hair. Red hair.

      The person who owned said hair opened their eyes and saw something look back. Strong brown eyes looked into clear blue ones. They lifted their head and looked at the boy on their lap. “Hello.” They said in a high-pitched voice.

      “Hi.” Naruto replied softly, still adjusting to where he was. “Where am I?” The girl gained a sad look.

      “Your in the tower, I’m sorry.” She then had a soft smile. “But your with friends here. What’s your name?”

      “I’m Naruto. Naruto Uzumaki.”

      “Hi Naruto. I’m Erza.”

    
    

    
      Done

      Huff *collapses* that took forever. I put so many thing in that chapter. Characters introduced and killed. Seen only once then gone. Of course if you watch Naruto, that doesn’t need to be a problem.

      Okay so—

      Yeah, I may have been ambiguous about Hashirama’s death date. But there is no specific date or reference to when he died. I had to use a very rough estimation time line. Which is a bitch, I kid you not.

      So I said the very last time they saw him, which is around the time the second was killed by Gin and Kin, was when he traveled. I couldn’t get much else from there. If I wanted to research more, I would have to read the whole series again.

      And that would involve me reading about Naruto searching after the bitchy, emo, Sauske fucker when he should just kill him off. And him try to impress Sakura, when he should be with Hinata.

      Okay, rant done. Anyway, now starts the fairy tail stuff. Which means more research so this stuff can be accurate.

      Yeah

      RxR please

      Happy Thanksgiving.

      

    
  




    3. Things Called Guilds

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 3: Things Called Guilds

      Disclaimer: I do not own Naruto or Fairy Tail. They are owned by Masashi Kishimoto and Hiro Mashima respectively. Please support the official release.

      Sorry this one took me so long. I had an idea but no way to get through it. But hopefully this won’t happen again. Sorry.

    
    

    
      “I’m Naruto. Naruto Uzumaki.”

      “Hi Naruto. I’m Erza.”

      Naruto had a confused look on his face as he peeked around to find something he could recognize. He felt uncomfortable in this ‘Erza’s’ lap so he tried to lift himself up, but when he did he cringed and fell on his side from a lack of energy.

      “Ah! Are you okay?” Erza asked with a worried tone when she saw him fall. He didn’t answer her and tried multiple times to pull himself up to his knees but failed.

      He finally found some stability on his knees before he grabbed his head in pain. He moaned, “Where am I?”

      “I told you already, you’re in the Tower.” Erza responded while she tried to get him to face her.

      “Well what is that?” He said sharply, “I don’t know what you mean about a ‘tower’?”

      “It’s the place said to deliver this world to sanctuary. The Tower of Heaven.” The children looked to the elderly man sitting to the side. He was a tall man with white hair, sitting in a crossed position as he looked at the boy with a questioning gaze.

      Naruto looked back at the old man in doubt as he didn’t recognize who he was. So far he had only met one elderly person in his whole life and Danzō did not make a good impression for the bunch.

      “And who are you supposed to be, gramps?” Naruto said with a hint of distaste aimed at the slave. Rob looked into the eyes of the boy, seeing anger and fear someone his age should never have to feel. And their stares lasted for several moments… until Naruto got pushed pver.

      Naruto fell to his side, looking towards the girl who pushed him. She had an upset look on her face and aimed a glare at the blond, “Don’t be mean to Rob-jisan! He’s really nice!” She pointed at the boy, “Apologize!”

      “N-no!” Naruto said as he finally got to his feet while glaring at the girl, “He was looking at me funny and didn’t say anything! I was—”

      “Apologize!” Erza said as she started to beat her hands against the slightly taller boy. The boy started to back away from the surprisingly heavy hits of the small girl. He then ran away in circles as the girl chased him, yelling at him to apologize. Rob looked in amazement at the scene, and then had a small laugh at their antics.

      The boy finally succumbed to the girl’s wishes, sitting in front of the elder. He looked straight at the man, and then changed his gaze to the side. “I-,” the boy struggled with the right words, “I’m sorry Jii-San.” He said, and then turned to look at the red haired girl for approval. She had her arms crossed, nodding her head with a smile.

      Rob looked at the young lad, and then gained a soft look on his face. “I’m sorry if I offended you young man. I was just interested in who you are?” He said as he tried to touch the young man’s shoulder, but saw the boy flinch. “What’s wrong?”

      The boy gained a slightly frightened look, not trusting the man in front of him. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I don’t usually have people apologize to me. And when they touch me, they usually just hit me.” He said to the old man, who had just gained an extremely dark face.

      “They did what? Why did they hit you?” Rob said as he could feel anger quickly grow inside him. Even though Rob did not know this young man, he could not comprehend the idea that a child should be beaten at such a young age.

      “I don’t know.” Naruto said as he looked up at the old man. “Since as long as I could remember, people just hated me. I don’t know why, but they looked at me like I was something else. Something bad.” The blond shook as he recalled everything that happened to him.

      Rob looked at the boy in shock. He wished he could find these men and give them a piece of his mind. Whatever he did, no child deserved to be hurt by people. ‘Is that what lead him here?’ He wondered as he tried to think this through. Should he ask?

      “Why are you here?” Erza broke the tension between the two with a questioning look. She felt very uncomfortable from the sidelines. Naruto looked to the little girl sitting beside him and the old men.

      He tried to think, closing his eyes, “I can’t remember.” He strained himself trying to remember the last thing in his mind. He remembered the men with masks all gathering around him. He could hear Kakashi screaming in the background, asking that the boy could be spared. Then Danzō walked in front of him, and he blacked out.

      Naruto couldn’t remember anything after that. Just then he decided to talk to Kurama, maybe he had the answer to what was happening. He opened his eyes and found himself in the same sewer he had come to know. He walked up to the cell, prepared to talk with the ancient fox, but found something off. In place of the titanic demon was a massive ball of red chakra.

      Naruto walked toward the ball and reached his hand out. Immediately the ball changed shape, becoming the form of the fox he knew, but without a face. The faceless body stomped forward, almost crushing the boy, and lurched forward. The boy hesitated, but reached his hand forward and touched the body of the chakra.

      Instantly, memories flooded into his head, taking over for several moments. Images of bodies piling up, massive monsters attacking each other, and a spiraled man reaching for him. And then he saw Kurama, standing with his body fading away. He could see that he was talking, but he could not hear what he was saying. And then, after some time, he just vanished.

      Naruto then finally understood why Kurama looked like this. Why he didnt talk or react how he usually did. This was just a memory.

      An echo of himself. The body he left behind.

      Kurama was gone.

    
    

    
      Naruto opened his eyes. He just let it wash over him. The strongest thing he had ever met in his whole life was gone. He could feel an overwhelming sadness take him over. But no matter how hard he tried, the tears just wouldn’t come.

      Rob and Erza looked at the new boy. They wanted to ask him what was wrong, but they could tell that it was something bad. Erza reached out to help him, but felt a rough hand place itself on her shoulder. She turned her head to see Rob with a sorrowful look on his face, shaking his head in the negative.

      Rob moved forward and sat in front of the depressed boy. He placed his hands on the boy’s shoulders to gain his attention. The boy looked up at the man that had brought him back. He had a regretful smile, one that showed understanding and pity for the little boy.

      “I know you probably don’t want to tell us, but you should know we will help. This place is hell. But we will be here with you, so just rest for now.”

      The boy nodded his head in understanding. He laid down on the floor and curled himself into a ball, already used to these circumstances. The man looked at the boy I worry, but decided to leave him be. He turned back around and walked toward the little girl. He smiled at her and patted her head.

      “Come on Erza-chan, it’s time for bed. You will need the energy for the work tomorrow.”

      She looked down cast for a moment, but looked back up at the elder and smiled. She laid on the floor and closed her eyes. She was terrified of the idea of the work tomorrow. But she silently hoped that the boy would feel better the next day.

    
    

    
      Images of war passed in his consciousness. Blood pooling in the craters and trenches created from devastating attacks. Ninja of all sizes and age attacking, decimating each other.

      And at the center of it all were eight figures. They started out as small, black multi-tailed monsters charging at one another. And then, some of them grew to gigantic size, becoming monsters that destroyed whole sections of the battlefield.

      And at the very center, the giant blast that knocked them out. And then, from the bleary vision he still had, he could see figures still attacking and defending.

      Then from the air came Kurama, standing above him as hands popped out of his chest. Once again, he slowly faded from his vision, disappearing forever.

      Naruto jerked awake at the sound of a loud scream. He felt a cold sweat drop from his neck at the continued images played in his head all night. He turned his head in the direction of the scream.

      From different cells, people were being led by men dressed in strange clothes, holding staffs. Sometimes, lightning would shoot out from the staff, shocking the prisoners. This led to the people moving faster, in hopes that they wouldn’t be hurt next.

      He stood up when his cell was opened. A robed man with a face mask walked forward and stood in front of him. The man looked around and saw the new boy stand in front of him with the other two at the side. The little girl was hiding behind the tall old man. He brought his attention back at the little boy. He smirked at the new chance to enforce himself.

      “Hello young man. Welcome to our humble home. You slept for a while so you probably don’t know the rules. So let me educate you.” He brought his had up and punched the boy into the ground, grunting at the force. The little girl had let out a quiet scream at his action.

      “Get up you little shit! Time to work!” He grabbed his staff and unleashed a wave of thunder on the small child. The boy shook in pain at the sudden attack. The attack ended and the boy tried to lift himself up but was kicked forward to join the crowd. He moved along with the tall slaves and came into an open cave.

      He saw people gathering crates and rocks together. Placing them on floating platforms and bringing them to designated areas. He saw the masked men whipping people who moved slowly with a strange, glowing whip.

      He was bewildered at the horrors in front of him. People being tortured and attacked in front of each other. Others not making any effort to help one another. Just working in fear, hoping that they would be ignored.

      As Naruto stood there he was thinking of making the first run for it he could. But then he was pushed by one of the jailers toward a working path. He was pushing back until another electric shock coursed through his body, making him scream.

      He looked up at the rocks and rubble breaking in front of him. He followed the examples that the other men and children were making. He reached out and grabbed the first stone he found and threw it in a growing pile.

      He continued to grab the dense rocks and throw them. Listening to the screams and pains that played around him. He felt his hands rip and cut at the feeling of the rough stone.

      After hours of work, a loud bell pierced the cave. When Naruto looked around, he saw that the rest of the slaves were leaving. He decided to follow the crowd in the halls and into the cells. After a few minutes he finally arrived at the cell he arrived in.

      He slowly entered the cell and saw that the old man and little kid were back. The old man had scruff marks and dirt all over him. It showed that he had done work similar to him and had been shocked as well.

      In front of him was that girl Erza. She was sniffling and had her hands out in front of her. They were covered in cuts and bruises just like his. The old man Rob was holding her hands and his were shining a strange light.

      He saw that Erza’s hands were healing and gaining color back. After a few moments, they were fixed and she wasn’t crying anymore. She beamed at the elder and hugged him around his neck. The old man returning the gesture to the young child. He released the girl and she went into the corner to play.

      After a few seconds, Rob turned his head and saw that the new child was standing close to the bars, looking at them. He looked down and the boy’s hands resting at his side, covered in cuts and blood. He turned and addressed the young boy, “I see that you worked hard today.” He said with a sad look in his eyes, “Come here, I’ll fix them for you.”

      The boy looked at the man in questioning, until he felt his hands twitch. He decided to follow the example that he saw and sat in front of the man. He placed his hands out and the old man took them in his, the strange light covering his hands.

      “Now I ain’t the best at healing, but I’m good enough to fix a few scratches” he said with a slight smile at the little boy. The boy only looked at the man but didn’t react to his little joke. Rob’s eyes softened and continued to work on the cuts. “I’m sorry you had to go through that on your first day.”

      “What the hell is this place?” Naruto looked up at the man with a worried look, “How can they do something like this?”

      “They are corrupt and evil men. Using people to get what they want.”

      “Heh, I think everyone is like that,” the boy let out a quick, dry chuckle.

      The man saw that the light was not doing anything to help the boy. He released the kid’s hands and saw that barely any of the scratches were gone. He looked at the little boy with a bewildered look, “It doesn’t seem to be helping you.”

      “I don’t understand this.” The boy raised his hands to see that the scratches were barely fading even now. The rate at how they disappeared before he arrived was not even a feasible dream. “My wounds always healed fast. But now, the chakra can’t do anything close to what it did before.”

      Rob looked at the young man with a surprised look etched on his face. His eyes opened in shock at what the boy just said. Memories of past adventures rising back into his mind. “What did you just say?”

      The boy looked up at the wrinkled man and tilted his head. “I said Kurama’s chakra isn’t helping. It always used to help when I came back from those missions, but it isn’t working.” He clenched his hands into beaten fists, “I can’t fix myself like this. Not without him.”

      The elder looked at the little boy who had disappointment in his eyes. “Who is Kurama?” He questioned the child.

      “He used to live here,” he motioned to his belly, “but he is gone now.” The boy had a far off look in his eyes. Rob decided to rip his shirt and wrapped the boy’s hands in it.

      “I’m sorry but I can’t help your hands. But it will heal in time. I promise.”

      “Why not Jii-San? You healed me didn’t you?” Erza said as she approached the two boys. She had wondered what the two were talking about while she was sitting away.

      “Because I’ve seen this before. I can’t help him because he is not from here.” Both of their eyes widened in shock at what he had just said. Rob could see that both of them had not understood what he had said, so he had decided to elaborate.

      “I’ve met people like you, who used something called chakra. They were very strong and could fight many people, but when they would fight, we couldn’t heal them.” He moved back and traced his finger along the dirt and drew something. When he lifted his hand there was an image of a spiral with a point on its edge. “Do you know what this symbol is?”

      Naruto looked at the image and it instantly clicked. “Yeah, the men with masks always had this symbol on their heads. They said it was a leaf. Why?”

      “Yeah, you’re from the same place.” Rob said with a regretful smile. “You use something called chakra, which is similar to magic but uses different elements to make it. And because of that, I can’t use my magic to heal you.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Neh, Jii-San, I don’t understand. You told me that everyone has magic right? So why doesn’t he?” Erza asked Rob with a curious tone.

      “Yes Erza-chan, everyone here is capable of magic if they tried. But Naruto-kun here doesn’t have the ability to summon it. Since he comes from a place where people use something other than magic. He is incapable of gathering eternano which we need to use magic. And without an origin, he can’t use magic to gather in his body and heal him.” He looked up to see that both children had a big, questioning look on their faces. He then remembered that he was talking kids and should try to simplify the explanation.

      “I can’t do anything to heal him with my magic. He has to heal without our help.”

      Naruto stood to his feet to address the elder man, “But what about Kurama’s chakra? Why can’t it heal me?”

      “I think that without Kurama’s help, that chakra doesn’t know what to do. It is just a mass of power that can’t do anything without something leading it. And without help, it can’t heal you the same way as before.”

      Naruto look down in despair, feeling that his best advantage had disappeared. He then felt two palms on his back and turned his head and saw Erza beam at him. “It’s alright. Everything will work out.”

      Naruto only looked at her with empty eyes and settled into the floor, ignoring her encouragement. She pouted and prepared to nudge him but was stopped by Rob. He shook his head and motioned for her to go to bed. She was angry at first, but then she reluctantly followed his directions.

      Rob looked toward the sleeping boy and wished to talk to him. But knew that he should leave him alone. He placed himself against the rock wall and dozed off. Ignoring the sounds around him, he went off to his memories and dreams.

    
    

    
      The massive man stood in the clearing along with his friends, preparing to see off the travelers. All of them were chatting with those they have come to know. Rob looked to his side to see Goldmine talk to some of the Anbu. Talking about how they should start taking it easier and be wild.

      Bob was flirting with the females and giving them the look. He sure did enjoy talking to the ladies, although he would also flirt with the men and give them a more, well, lustful gaze.

      To the side he saw Yajima and Prolyusica talking with the scientists and Yukiha-San. He was asking what kind of techniques and skills that was custom over on their side. Yukiha-San was giving him a long explanation of what was possible over there. And after some time they began to talk about the ideas of food and cooking. She told him that if they found a way to go back, she would feed her two kids the recipes he gave her.

      Finally he looked to his side and saw Makarov beside him looking around the clearing with pride. He was so happy that their group had come to connect with the traveling ninja. He still wanted to try and hit on Yukiha-San, but after the first time he decided not to get on her angry side.

      Even Makarov had learned to stay away when he was punched through several trees and bounced off the water into a big splash.

      Man that was a fun time fishing him out of the big lake.

      But now they had to head back home. Master Purehito was sending messages that they had to come back home. And the Konoha travelers had to get moving again. Or else the guards were going to come back and attack again.

      “So, are you sure that you have everything you need. We can still give you some rations and water. I mean you can even follow us to Fairy Tail if you like?” Makarov said to the tall figure standing beside the two of them.

      “No, I will not impose on your help and hospitality.” He said with a smile at the two of them. “If we followed you to your home, they may come there and close you down. Besides, until we find a suitable place to go back I wish to look around this wonderful land, see this world for what is possible.”

      Rob and Makarov looked to each other and smiled. Then they tied their arms around his neck and gave him a smile. “Well Hashirama-San, it has been fun running from the Royal Guard with you. But if that captain finds us, we will be screwed. We wish you luck on your journey and on your way home.”

      “Thank you Makarov-San, Rob-San. We will never forget the kindness you have shown us these past few days. We will never forget Fairy Tail.”

      “Okay, well, if you need our help just visit.” Makarov said as he detached himself from Hashirama and joined the rest of the Fairy Tail on one side. They waved the vanguard group away and hoped that they had fortune in their travels.

      Over time they had heard stories in the papers of mysterious people helping civilians in trouble. A strange group of justice that arrived for people in dire need of help. But their group knew instantly that the group was their ninja friends. Listening about how that section of the Royal Guard was traveling across Fiore in search of the group with the strange energy.

      They knew that their friends would never be captured and questioned. And that they could just keep running.

      Until one year after they saw the group off, they heard the horrible news. It became known as one of the worst military catastrophes in history. The rouge guard had been chasing the group for several months and had decided that capture was no longer an option.

      Now, it was a kill on sight.

      From the news, it was said that the captain had blasted a massive magic attack to kill the insurgents. Most likely it was Abyss Break or the Jupiter. It seemed to work, until the attack continued forward. The attack landed and devastated the small village of Tonewa. The death toll reached over four hundred and the village was wiped off the map.

      The small group of guards and the captain were regarded as criminals, with the leader marked as an S-Class criminal. They were wanted and feared by most people in Fiore. But that is what you would expect from the former Squadron Chief of the Holy Knights.

      The whole group was dumbstruck at this news. They never heard of the ninja group again after that. It was believed that they had been wiped out. After that, they decided to help the country the best they could in memory of their friends.

      Sometime after Makky got promoted to the Guild Master, the group separated and traveled to help the world.

      Goldmine and Bob decided to make guilds of their own to help the country. Yajima joined the magic council, to make sure that the tragedy that happened at Tonewa never occurred again. Which he had successfully done for many years. Makarov and Porlyusica stayed in Magnolia, she decided that the idiot could use some help with keeping the guild standing.

      And Rob decided that he could travel and see Fiore. Having houses close to major cities and places of interest. And during his travels, he never forgot what happened to his friends.

    
    

    
      Rob awoke to the jailer’s yelling. He saw that they were screaming at Naruto, who was standing in front of a tearful Erza. He could tell that the jailer had decided to once again assert his power in front of the slaves and the little red-haired girl had caught his eye.

      Naruto put himself between the sick bastard and Erza, smacking him in the balls when he was about the hit her. He grabbed the staff and held it at the man. The jailer had a furious look plastered on his face. “You think you can do anything you fucker! You think you can kill me?”

      “You think I can’t kill you? I’ve already killed enough to make you cringe you fuck.” Naruto said with a wicked growl in his voice and anger in his eyes.

      Rob’s eyes widened in shock. ‘He has killed. My god, what has he been through.’

      Naruto raised the weapon and was about to hit the cult member. But just as he was about to strike, visions of blood poured into his head. He stopped and froze, a cold feeling spreading down his body. The texture of blood stained on his hand. Pushing his hands and feet through the bodies of his enemies. Standing over the piles of bodies that came in his way.

      The jailer looked up at the frozen boy and smirked. In that moment he struck the boy and took his staff back. He aimed it back at him and shot lightning at the little boy’s chest. The child jerked at the feeling of a million needles piercing his frame. After a minute, he stopped the discharge and lowered the weapon. He silently turned around and closed the bars. He then smirked darkly and chuckled at the boy’s feeble attempt to fight back.

      Erza moved forward and nudged Naruto, hoping that he would respond. After several tries, he finally started moving and propped himself on his elbows. He took a deep breath and tried to think about what had happened. “W-why? Why couldn’t I go through? Why?”

      “Because you can’t stand doing it anymore.” Erza and Naruto looked toward Rob who was sitting close to them after the moment passed. “I don’t think you are capable of killing anymore because you regret it. People who have done bad things try their best to make up for them. And you didn’t follow through because you can’t stand taking any more lives.” He said to the horrified boy.

      Naruto gained a growing feeling if dread. He looked toward the ground and started pounding his fist against the floor. “WHY DAMNIT!” Rob and Erza flinched at his exclamation. ‘He said that that was all I had. All I was good for was killing. I wanted to leave because I thought that I had something more. Kakashi told me that I could be more, but is this it?’ He looked up at Rob with pleading eyes, “Is this what the outside world is like? My freedom is gone. My friend is gone. My purpose is gone.”

      He clenched as hard as he could until his hands started to bleed. “What do I do?” He asked no one in particular. He just wallowed there in his pain, not knowing what he could do.

      Rob looked at the child in pity. When someone was put into such situations at this age, there was not much that could be done to help them. Words of wisdom only seemed to infuriate them, and ideas about what they could do only made it worse. There was nothing he could do, but then a little red angel came and opened the way.

      “You could join a guild.” Erza said with a cheerful smile, trying to lighten the mood. Naruto lifted his head at her, not understanding what she just said.

      “W-what?”

      “A guild. A family. That is what Jii-San keeps telling me about. How people with nowhere to go can come together and have fun and adventures. That anyone alone can join and be a part of something bigger.” She said with a beautiful smile gracing her face, looking down at the boy that now had a look of bewilderment stuck on his face. ‘But I can’t explain because I haven’t seen one, but Jii-San has.’ She grabbed his hand and pulled him toward Rob. “Jii-San, Jii-San, tell him about all those guilds and things you told me. Please.” She looked up at him, with Naruto beside her with a look of wonder, his previous pain was gone.

      Rob looked between the two of them, surprised that all that had happened was forgotten and now he was the center of attention. He grew a smile and got settled, “Alright, so get ready you two. I’m about to tell you the wonderful stories of guilds around the world.”

      Rob continued to tell his stories and adventures in Fairy Tail, putting extra detail into making his character awesome. Stories of treasure hunting, saving people and stopping bandits. Erza was elated, continuing to hear the stories for another time. But where Naruto started off with a skeptical look, he then started to listen intently. His eyes growing bigger and bigger with every story. He and Erza started laughing when Dryer was caught in a mini-tornado. Erza happily squealed and Naruto gagged when Bobby and Yagi got familiar with the thankful girls. And they cheered when their team won against the evil guilds.

      After hours passed, both Naruto and Erza were both happy after the story time. Naruto no longer depressed with the events that played out, now only interested in the guilds. He looked toward Erza and smiled. “Thank you.”

      She stopped laughing and looked at him funny, “What for?”

      “I was really sad before, but that changed when you got me here.” Naruto smiled at her.

      Erza was shocked but then formed a smile, “Your welcome.”

      “You’re a cool guy, you know that Erza.”

      Both Rob and Erza stopped moving and looked at the new boy. Erza twitched at the assumption. “H-hey, I’m a girl.”

      “What?”

      “A girl you idiot, don’t you know what a girl is?”

      Naruto shook his head. Rob touched Naruto shoulder and whispered in his ear, “Naruto-kun, girls are different then us. They are nice and sweet, and they don’t have that important thing.” Rob said with a slight nervous tone at explaining the difference between boys and girls to a six year old. Naruto looked at Rob in questioning at the last thing he said. Causing the former Mage to let out a deep sigh. “That thing between our legs.”

      Naruto tilted his head and walked toward Erza. He stood in front of her and then lifted the hem of her clothes. Rob blanked at the boy’s forward behavior and Erza screamed before she planted her fist in his cheek.

      Naruto slid back with a red cheek, while Erza had a growing blush painted on her face. She marched up to Rob and pointed at Naruto with a heated glare, “I don’t want him here anymore. He is a pervert.”

      “E-ehehe, now now Erza-chan, I don’t think he meant that.” Rob motioned his hands for the girl to calm down.

      “No, no, make him apologize.” She started to shake her arms in circles at the elder man, hoping that he would make the boy say sorry.

      “What did I do?”

      “You looked up my skirt pervert!”

      “What’s a pervert?”

      “You’re a pervert, Pervert!”

      “Stop calling me that. Old man, stop her.” He turned to the old man to see that he was faking sleeping. Now only leaving him and the angry girl in the cell. He turned back around to see the girl had turned head with puffed cheeks. He grumbled and scratched his head, thinking that all of this was becoming too much for one day. “Sorry okay.”

      Erza glared at him, “You suck. How could you do that? You’re such a meanie.”

      He pointed at her, “What did I do exactly? You just got angry at me for no reason.”

      “You looked at my-my, gah you pervert.” She started to once again beat her hands against him, Naruto trying to protect himself from her heavy hits. She was crazy strong for a little girl.

      “Didn’t your parents teach you any manners?”

      Naruto looked at her through her fists. “I don’t have parents. What about you, who taught you that you should hit people for no reason?”

      She stopped her furious fists and looked at him. “I don’t know what happened to my parents.” She lowered her hands and looked at her palms, forgetting her anger toward the whiskered boy. “I remember that before I came here, people used to look after me. A man and woman who loved me very much, but I can’t remember their faces.”

      Naruto looked at the girl and grew worried. She had become sad very quickly and had her eyes covered by her scarlet hair. “One of the reasons I want to join a guild is so that I can find out what happened to my parents.” She said as she lifted her head to show tearful eyes. “But I don’t know if I can leave this place.”

      “Yes you can.” Erza lifted her head to see Naruto with a grin on his face and a clenched fist. “You can leave this place and find your family easily. Your strong, your fists hurt like hell. Where will you go when you leave this place?”

      Erza lowered her head shyly, “I-I was thinking of joining Fairy Tail. Rob Jii-San made it seem like so much fun.”

      “Then that is where you will go, I’m sure of it.” He said as he stood up proudly and pointed to the fake horizon. “You will join Fairy Tail, find your family, and be the best.” He turned back around and gave her a cheerful smile, which made her happy and nervous at the same time.

      “Y-you know, you can come with me.” She said as she avoided his curious stare at her statement. “I mean you owe me so, you can come to Fairy Tail and we can have an adventure just like Rob Jii-San.”

      “I thought you didn’t like me.”

      “Well you can make up for it alright.” She said as she moved her open hand in front of her. “Deal?”

      He looked down at her hand, back up at her, and smiled. He grasped her hand and shook, “Yeah!”

      “But the problem is you can’t use magic, so I’d think that I’ll have to be the brain and brains of our team.”

      “What? Please, I can fight off like a million-gazillion bad guys while you cry in a corner.”

      “Oh yeah, well I’ll frighten of every monster in the world and fly in the sky and destroy whole countries with my attacks.”

      “Yeah, well I’ll blow up the whole the world with a fart.”

      “Ew, shut up.”

      “No I’ll be stronger than you, I promise.” Naruto and Erza continued to argue all night. About who could do what and how they’ll beat one another. And at the side Rob smiled, happy to see that the little boy and girl were finally happy. Even if it was by arguing with each other.

    
    

    
      Another ship arrived at the dock of the Tower. The cult jailers leading the new arrival of slaves into the base of the structure. Inside one of the cells were Naruto, Erza, and Rob sitting around each other as Naruto carved into the dirt.

      “See, this is what I know how to write.” The other two looked down to see kanji crudely written in the gravel. Rob had decided to teach Naruto about how to write the language since he apparently didn’t know how to. The character was familiar to Rob, knowing that this writing was used in Fiore, but far less than the letters they usually used. And on a side note, he had very bad handwriting.

      “You have very bad handwriting.”

      That Erza, always ready to deal the truth.

      “Sh-shut up okay.” He argued with the little girl with a pink hue on his face, “I wasn’t taught very well.”

      “It’s alright Naruto-kun, I’ll help you through this.” Rob then started to give Naruto a crash course in the local writing until the sound of the jailers leading in the new meat arrived. All the slaves cowered in the corner of their respective cells, with the three of them feeling nervous as more people passed by.

      A jailer walked up to their cell and unlocked the bars, pushing them open and throwing a new child. The moment he landed he sprung back up and pounded his fists against the bars, screaming. Several minutes passed with the boy still throwing out profanity left and right.

      Naruto walked up to the boy and stopped him. The boy immediately reacted and smacked his hand away and continued to pound against the bars. “Don’t touch me. Who are you?”

      “We are slaves here too alright, so calm down?” The boy had paid no attention to Naruto. After several more moments, Naruto got ticked off and grabbed the boy and threw him away from the bars. “Stop it that is stupid.”

      “Why should I? I want out of here.” The boy yelled at Naruto.

      “We all want out but breaking your hands isn’t going to help us get out.” The boy looked down at his bruised hands, injured from hitting the bars. ‘Have you calmed down now?’ The boy reluctantly nodded his head. “All right kid, well I’m Naruto Uzumaki. Who the hell are you supposed to be?”

      The boy’s lifted his head, showing his eyes through his blue hair. His eyes were brown and were glaring at Naruto with contempt. Around his right eye was a strange tattoo.

      “I’m Jellal Fernandes. Who are you punk?”

      Naruto gained a tick mark. He knew instantly.

      This guy was going to be a pain.

    
    

    
      Done

      Alright so we finally get to the real start of the Fairy Tail story. These next few chapters will be about Naruto, Erza and the goonies in the tower. This will not be like ten chapters of what happened to them. I’m not Kenichi618, I’m not good with creating fresh ideas like that. At most this will take place over a three chapter phase.

      So since this took so long to come out, I’ll do my best to make it up to you. In the week I’ll let out another chapter and by Christmas I’ll have Erza off the island (God I quoted Lost just now. *Sniff* miss that show.) and hopefully another chapter by the end of the year.

      I’ll elaborate more on Hashirama, Naruto’s fighting style, the rest over the chapters so just trust me.

      On a side note, is anyone else psyched for One Piece Film Z. I’ve been getting myself so hyped up for that, watching trailers, reading posts. And finally seeing the trailer where Luffy and Z both use Busoshoku: Koka to harden their arms and beat the shut out of each other.

      It only then hit me that I live in America and can’t see the film for at least a year. I sobbed for about an hour and cried in the corner. My dogs thought I was part of the landscape and peed on me. Aw damn.

      Well anyway, off to work on the other chapters. Thank you for all the favorites and views. You guys kick serious ass.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    4. Cry When You Are Free

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 4: Cry When You Are Free

      Disclaimer: I own nothing. Never have. Never will.

      Anybody else sad about Neji. Dude went out like a badass though.

    
    

    
      It slithered across the floor of the working cave. Travel past the broken slabs of rock and gravel. And avoided the multiple bare feet of the slaves marching past it.

      It lifted its head and looked about at those moving around it. The child it had come to know had disappeared from its sight as it was stalking around, hoping to find a rat or bug to eat. It shot out its slit tongue into the air to get a better positioning at where it was. After a few moments of recognizing its surroundings, the snake had gotten a general direction of where the boy was.

      But then, it tasted something different in the air from the rest of the slaves around the snake. Something similar to the boy that took care of it, yet different as well. It turned its body toward a slave boy throwing rocks. It slithered its way to the strange child, it scales picking up the dirt on its way. After a few seconds, it arrived at it target, lying next to his feet. It positioned itself up and hissed loud enough that it could be heard over the sound of rocks colliding.

      It saw the boy look up from his work and turn his head to see the area around him. After a few seconds, it appeared that the boy had shrugged off the sound as a figment of his imagination. Just as he was about to get back to work, the snake hissed louder, finally gaining the boy’s attention. The boy looked by his feet to see a violet snake looking up at him.

      After a few moments of exchanging looks the boy reacted how the snake had thought he would. “Ack, snake! Go away, go away.” The boy had jumped back and shook his open hands to gesture the snake to leave him alone. The snake only tilted its head and continued to gaze at the boy. The boy tried several more methods like throwing pebble, poking it, and making loud noises but the snake did not retreat. The boy let out a deep and annoyed sigh, hesitantly got down on one knee and stretched out his hand. “Just don’t bite me, okay?”

      The snake slide its way onto the boy’s palm and wrapped itself around his hand, feeling the rough scratches and callouses from years of work as it moved. The boy stood back up and brought his palm to his eye level to see the snake better. As he brought up his hand, the snake got a better look at him as well. He had rough, blonde hair that spiked in every direction. He had strong blue eyes that felt like it was looking into a deep lake. And on each of his cheeks were three whisker, giving the appearance of scars.

      The boy studied the snake intently for several moments. Looking at the reptilian from each angle his hand could make, the snake constantly looking at him as he did. He made some space between him and the snake in his hand and grinned. “Well aren’t you pretty. It is kind of weird to see a snake here though, rare to see an animal in general.” He raised an eyebrow and gave a questioning look, “You aren’t starved so you have been fed. Who has been feeding you little gu—” the boy was continuing his questioning if the silent animal until he was comically kicked in the face.

      The snake was thrown in the air as the strange boy skidded on the floor, a bump on his head. The reptilian had no change in expression or movement as it flew up in the air, rotating around an axis. As it fell back to Earthland, it landed in another, more familiar pair of hands. It immediately got comfortable and started tightening itself safely around his hand. It was brought up to his face where it proceeded to nuzzle into his cheek. The boy nuzzled back content, until his eyes shot back up in anger.

      “Hey, I don’t want to see you touch her ever again, you hear me!” The maroon haired boy yelled with an accusing finger at the blonde kid he had just introduced to the concrete. Said kid lifted himself up and glared daggers at the slanted eyed child that had kicked him.

      “Hey, why the hell did you kick me you asshole? If you wanted the snake then you can have it.” He said with a huff before he dodged a rock aimed at his face. He balanced himself to see the snake boy with his hand outstretched after throwing the stone. “What the hell was that for?”

      “Don’t call her an ‘it’ you freak. Her name in Cuberos and she is my closest friend.” He looked down at his hand to see the snake looking up at him with something akin to happiness. He smiled at the snake.

      The blonde kid looked at the strange boy with a deadpan stare. “So your friend is a snake, well I hope you two are happy together.” He said as he clapped his hands in mock support.

      The slanted eyed kid pointed at the whiskered boy, “Hey we aren’t like that you douche.” He then turned his head and scratched the purple snake’s underside, “Besides, if she was in your hands any longer she might catch a disease by a cat cosplayer.” He said with a wry grin hidden by his position.

      The blonde boy grew furious and steamed rang from his ears. He marched toward the snake boy and pointed at him, “Hey! I am not a kitty cosplayer. Just because Milli-chan likes to call me Neko-Man sometimes doesn’t mean anything. I just do that to cheer her up.”

      “Pfft, whatever Catman.” He continued to pet the snake.

      “And dammit my name is not Catman, it is Naruto Uzumaki. Alright!” He yelled as he jabbed his thumb at himself to emphasize his point. “We can’t all be like you, Snake-boy .” He said as he let out a condescending chuckle. Getting the snake boy to stand up and smash his forehead with Naruto.

      “It’s not! My name is Erik!” He said as he tried to win in this game of push between him and the blonde boy; sparks flying between their eyes.

      “You are just a snake man to me, little boy!” Naruto had momentarily forced Erik back, a smug smirk on his face as he was winning. Until Erik started pushing back, eyes furious.

      “It’s not little boy, baby bitch. I’m probably older than you punk.”

      “No way, I turned twelve a few weeks ago. I’m so older.” He thought he had won until he saw Erik grow a bigger smirk.

      “Oh-ho, so I do win. I’m twelve and a half. So you must refer to me as Erik-sama-senpai.” The boys continued their push until they both retracted. They both rubbed their red foreheads to ease the pain. After Naruto had cooled down his head he turned to the crimson haired boy.

      “See, you must be younger, only little kids use the excuse of months to win an argument of age.”

      “Hey, just because you are a little kid, doesn’t mean we all have shriveled sacks like you. So refer to me in respect brat!” Erik smirked at the boy that had insulted his snake friend by touching her.

      “Sure. ‘Respect’. So what should I call you?” He said with a sarcastic tone layered over his voice. “Snake-eyes? Slithers? Maybe I should just call you King Cobra!” He said as a tick mark grew on his head at the annoyance the slightly older boy was causing him.

      “That’s right.” Erik snapped his fingers and pointed a finger in a superior manner. “I’m the Cobra, bitch. The best and deadliest of snakes. So watch yourself or I’ll poison you dead, punk” he growled as he raised his hands and separated his fingers to mock snake fangs.

      “Try it and I’ll pull your fangs out, asshole.” Naruto lifted his middle finger and growled back. The boys continued this stare off until they heard the bell, both turned around and walked off. Naruto turned his head and addressed the new boy he met, “Watch yourself man. Don’t think I’ll lose to anyone like you, got it.”

      Erik smirked at the accusation of a challenge by the whiskered kid. “Please, if you touch Cuberos again, I’ll kick your ass from half way around Earthland and back.” Erik continued his march back to his cell where his groups of misfit friends were at. When he arrived he saw the silent boy laying on the floor and the girl looking through the bars. At the corner, the long nosed boy was kicking the dirt around. And finally, in the middle of the cell was the heavy set boy throwing rocks around. As he sat in front of him the fat, orange haired boy acknowledged his arrival.

      “Erik-San, you are back.” The boy seemed honestly happy that he came back. He looked at him with expectance, “Any news?” He bounced in place.

      The snake boy continued to look at the snake, “Sorry Richard. No dice.” He looked back up at the large boy, seeing that the kid had grown a depressed visage. ‘I promise I’ll tell you if I can find your brother Wally. But until then,’ he reached into his pocket and pulled out a fresh spud he stole from the kitchen and tossed it to the boy, “Enjoy.”

      Richard gained a happier expression after receiving the potato. Even if he couldn’t find his brother, a potato always got him out of his funk. He peeled the starch and took a bite. He looked back up and saw that the reptilian lover had a thought in his head as he took care of the snake. “Is something wrong, Erik-San?” He asked the boy as he chewed on the raw food, some skin getting stuck in his teeth.

      The slanted eyed boy was brought out of his funk from the sudden question. “Oh, I-it is nothing Richard.” He looked back down and pet the snake as she nuzzled his palm. “I just met some really annoying asshole” he said with a smirk.

    
    

    
      Naruto rubbed the back of his head and yawned from fatigue. This was getting tiring, working like this every day. He had grown a lot stronger and bigger since he was a six year old all that time ago. Although from what Rob-jichan, he was still pretty short for someone his age. But he had to keep up his appearance around his friends as a strong kid.

      Speaking of which, he had just separated off from the large group of slaves walking back. He moved past the bars and saw all of his friends playing in the center, with Rob-jichan at the side watching them. Naruto grew a confident grin and strolled toward his friends. “Hey guys.” He said with a wave if his hand.

      All six of them raised their heads and looked to the new arrival. They saw it was him and smiled. The older members of the group waved to him as the little boy and girl ran up to him, the girl hugging his chest. “Ne, Na-chan, where were you? Er-chan and everyone were worried when you didn’t make it back in time.” The little girl with a kitten pout and brown hair looked up at the older boy.

      He grew a cheeky grin and a throaty chuckle, “Ha ha, Milli-chan, why would you worry? I was just caught up by this big snake that wanted to stop and eat me.” He looked back down to see the little boy and girl look at him in worry. “But I totally kicked its but and skinned it alive, because I will always be victorious.” He said as he raised his fist in the air.

      “Yeah!” The boy and girl cheered at their older brother figure’s tale. The dark-skinned boy with brightly combed yellow hair looked up at Naruto. “Hey Nii-San, are you sure you are okay? That sounds really scary.” The eight year old shook on his knees until Naruto rested his hand atop the boy’s head.

      “C’mon Shō, have a little faith in your older bro, kay.” He said with a grin as the little boy wiped his tear and smiled up at the boy. He had to tell tall tales to calm down the little boy and girl when they were frantic. Naruto would get scared when he was approached by jailers and such, but he made a big façade in the eyes of the kids to raise their hopes. Anything he could do to make this hellish experience easier for them.

      Naruto lead the two of them back to the group that was eyeing him with a questioning gaze. He smirked and shrugged his shoulders, not arguing that he may have been making an idiot of himself through this stories he told. They all chuckled and looked back at the center where they were writing something in the dirt. “What are you guys doing?”

      Wally lifted his head full of black hair and chuckled, “We’re playing Tic-Tac-Toe. Simon and I got our butts handed to us by these two here.” He and the kid with a mop of black hair both mildly glared at the blue and red haired kids laughing to themselves. After the little fit they had, the two of them readjusted and went back to staring intently at the floor. Wally looked to Naruto as he sat beside him. “Who do you think will win this?”

      Naruto shrugged and scratched his scalp and turned to Simon. “I have no idea. What about you Simon, any ideas?”

      Simon looked between the two and then back at him. “Under usual circumstances I think Jellal would win, him having more experience in games like chess. But Erza has a blazing determination to win this little tournament and we know she doesn’t give up.” He made an inquiring look at Naruto who nodded sagely at the assumption. “Or you know, it could be that she picked the ’x’s and they always win.”

      Jellal turned to the peanut gallery and yelled, “Alright, we get it. Shut up already I’m thinking.” He looked back at the dirt and went over his options to win. He thought through each possible move and strategy he could make. Then it hit him that she boxed him in with ’x’s while he was distracted by the idiots talking. His face blanked and he lowered his gaze in defeat as the slave girl made the last x and came out victorious.

      “I Win.” She yelled as she raised her hands in victory, jumping up and down in place. The others joined her in her celebration as Naruto kneeled down and patted Jellal’s back.

      “It’s alright buddy, I lost to her so many times I can’t even count anymore.” He tried to cheer him up only leading to the blue boy to give him a long stare.

      “Duh Naruto. You lose to everyone when it comes to strategy games. You are the dumbest here.” Naruto pouted at the accusation from his blue friend, even if it was true. He decided to leave the boy to mope in annual grief and walked next to his oldest friend.

      “We have a winner. Ladies and Gentlemen, I give you, the undefeated champion, Erza Scarlet.” He raised her hand and every one of their family in the cell clapped, even Jellal after abandoning his losing aura. She grew a big smile on her face and bowed.

      “What do I get? What do I get?” Erza questioned the rest of the group in a cheerful voice. The group shrugged, not actually thinking of what the prize was for winning. Just as the girl’s excitement was about to die down, Rob walked up and picked her up, earning a quick squeal.

      He placed her on his shoulders and began running around laughing. “The winner gets to fly in the air, congratulations.” The rest of the group followed in a circle as the old man ran around, the little girl cheering in glee as her grandpa played with her.

      Naruto followed behind, laughing at Erza’s boundless happiness at the moment. Remembering the first time Rob had done that for the both of them. Despite being so old, the man was still strong and spry.

      After a few more minutes, Rob finally lowered the girl to the ground, where she decided to gather with her friends again. He watched from his corner as all of them started to talk about what had happened today. Jellal and Simon telling about the work they did. Shō talking about what he and ‘Nee-San’ had eaten today. And finally, Naruto exaggerating his story of how he interacted with Erik aka ‘The Snake King’.

      Rob couldn’t help but chuckle from his spot as the others laughed and gasped as Naruto faked the idea of being eaten by a giant snake and blowing it up from the inside. He had noticed that these kids had done their best to make a bad situation good. playing games and talking with each other. Listening to some of Rob’s old tales about Fairy Tail. Rob grew a nostalgic look at seeing how much that awkward little boy had grown over the last 6 years.

      He played with Erza and Jellal a lot when they were together as kids. Having little rivalries with them to see who was the best. He sometimes won when it came to strength games and outdoing each other. But he sucked on a whole different level when it came to strategy and thinking games. That was probably the result of not having a very thorough education growing up. Even his make-shift lessons in the cell could only do so much.

      But that never stopped the boy from doing what he wanted. Whatever he couldn’t do correctly, he did in his own way. It was actually very commendable for someone his age to fight through any problems he found.

      Well except for his writing ability, that still sucked even now.

      Rob was brought out of his musings when he saw the whole group cheer as Naruto and Simon laid on their bellies and brought their hands up from their elbows. They interlocked and stared at each other intensively until Milliana let go of their hands and they started arm wrestling. A few cheers and whoops were heard from the group as the two continued their mock battle.

      As it appeared that Simon was gaining the advantage, Naruto was struggling to hold it up. Even though Naruto was older by a few months, Simon had a larger frame then him and could lift the heavier rocks others couldn’t. It was amazing how people as young as these kids were so strong. Naruto was holding up his hand only a few degrees away from where they started and smirked.

      Naruto calmed his mind and controlled his breathing. He felt his power travel through his body and into his hands. He smirked as he eyed Simon, who immediately knew what that evil grin meant. Naruto started to grunt as he overtook Simon in strength. After several moments of futile effort, Naruto smacked Simon’s hand into the dirt and stood cheering.

      Rob chuckled as he saw Naruto use his Chakra to win the game. He remembered several years ago that Naruto was trying to utilize the power that his demon friend was teaching him in his cell. After many weeks of trying to bring up the dormant power, Naruto was finally able to call on some of his own strength.

      Rob supervised Naruto when he tried to do this. To see if he could find any change in Naruto’s presence when he did. Rob had concluded that Naruto’s power-up was there, but was extremely rough. That with the training and control he has, at most, he could enhance his power by a small factor. When Naruto tested this theory, he nearly broke his hand on the wall, saying he wanted to see if he could destroy it.

      Rob had let out a very deep sigh at remembering his effort to explain the slight enhancement to the seven year old at that time. And what he should use that power for.

    
    

    
      “Ow, ow, ow, ow.” Naruto held onto his right hand that had comically swelled and turned deep red from the pain of hitting the wall. Rob was cooling the hand down by taking some of his rationed water and pouring it onto another bandage he made from his shirt. Erza and Jellal were sitting next to Naruto as he was treated by his parental figure. “I really thought that would work.” He said, trying to sound confident like he didn’t just make himself look stupid in front of everyone.

      “Yes, well” Rob said as he put his attention to wrapping the boy’s hand, “don’t do it again okay. You’re not strong enough yet.” He finished the wrapping and let the boy’s hand go. Phew, it was hard to try being medical when you couldn’t use your magic to heal the biggest problem child.

      Jellal looked at the hand of the former Jinchūriki. Then from the hand, he looked up at the wall he hit and thought for a minute. “Maybe I should try? I bet I’ll break the wall on my first hit.” He said excitingly as Naruto stood back up behind him.

      “Oh yeah, well that was a practice punch. I’ll break it down the next time I try.” He said as he got his fist back like he was going to punch again.

      “No, I’ll break the wall.” Jellal said as Erza then jumped up and stood beside them.

      “Me too. Me too. I’m gonna try.” All three of them reeled their fists back.

      “BAKAS!” Rob karate chopped all three of their heads in an instant. All three of them crouched down, holding their respective thumping bumps on their heads. “Don’t even try that!”

      “Ow, why not Rob-jisan?” Jellal asked with a painful tear in his eye, Erza whimpering and Naruto clutching both his head and the throbbing hand that just punched the wall. “If we could break the wall, we could run out.”

      “Well first off, no one breaks a wall with just a punch.” Rob said with a matter of fact tone that got all three children to gain big surprised eyes. “And second, you all are not strong enough to do anything like that yet.”

      All three of them looked between each other. Erza looked up at the former Fairy Mage, “Well, how do we get strong Jii-San?”

      Rob looked at the children, them leaned back and rubbed his chin in thought. He looked back at them, thinking he had just come up with the best solution to the question. “When I was in Fairy Tail, I had many friends that I spent time with almost every day. We joked, had fun, and played around. I would get kicked in the face and then I would bust a bottle over Makky’s short head. Oh my god that was fun.” Rob said as he laughed at the memory of the midget using Titan after that and destroyed the guild hall.

      The three little stooges listened to his story, also sweat dropping at the fact that the elder had broken a bottle over his friend’s head.

      “I thought that those days of fooling around would last forever. But after sometime I found that there are people out there who are stronger then you are. And when you aren’t strong enough to save your friends, you can’t help but regret what could have happened.” He remembered how Makarov and the group had felt when they heard of the Tonewa incident. How they were devastated that they couldn’t help their ninja friends from getting hurt.

      Rob looked into the eyes of the children and gave a firm determination. “You have to become strong so you can keep the people you love safe. And so you can stop anyone who wants to hurt them, even if they are stronger.” He smiled at the three children. “That is how we can be strong.”

      The slave kids were enlightened by his words and looked between the three of them with grins.

      Erza stood up, “I’ll become strong and make sure the two of you are safe.”

      Jellal stood up, “No way. I’ll become the strongest out of all of us. Just you watch.”

      Naruto stood up with a cheeky grin, “Oh really. Well I’m sorry but I’ll be the best. The strongest, fastest, best Mage that anyone had ever seen. I’ll show the both of you that no matter what comes at me, I’ll never get hurt.” He said as he put his hands on his sides and let out a long, throaty laugh.

      Jellal smacked Naruto’s bandaged hand that caused him to fall to his knees cradling it, throwing out swears in every direction.

      Rob sweat dropped at their antics. They had a long way to go.

    
    

    
      And although Naruto was not a juggernaut with that power, it did help in his work by helping him stay strong. He helped the other kids a lot by working with them in their fields as well. It helped the others a lot when they saw him stand back up after working so hard, giving them the hope that they could make it through this.

      He then reminisced on all the moments when the other kids arrived in their cell as well.

      How Wally had been yelling about how he wanted to see his brother again. And when he cried that whole first night Naruto, Jellal and Erza tried to cheer him up any way they could. They still to this day tried to help him find his brother when they could.

      And how Simon jumped right back up after being thrown in and attacked the jailer. They didn’t respond to kindly to that and had shocked him until he started to yell. Surprisingly, Erza was the one who jumped into the attack’s path and took the last of it. After the bastards had left, Jellal, Wally, and Naruto checked on them while Rob tried to heal them the best he could. Afterwards Erza walked up to Simon and cheered him up, causing the boy to blush a brilliant red.

      Rob would never say, but he had spotted Naruto give a jealous pout at the attention Simon was getting.

      Oh, he laughed so hard that day.

      Finally, only about a year ago, Milliana and Shō were brought into the Tower. Immediately the two of them had balled their eyes out at the situation. After a while, they all tried to cheer them up, but nothing was working. Until Erza had hugged Shō and told him that she would protect him. Shō had cried into her little chest for the rest of night.

      But Milliana was not as well convinced. At least at first…

    
    

    
      It was growing into night in the tower. Most of the slaves had been in their cells while some were to do extra work. In one cell, a little girl’s sniffling and sobbing could still be heard.

      Milliana had sat away from the rest of the kid’s, rubbing her swollen red eyes away from any tears. The rest of the kids and Rob could only look on in sadness. They all gave looks at each other at what they could do to cheer her up. They had tried everything they could, but no result had been shown from their work. Finally Naruto stood up and marched up in front of the girl. She looked up at the eleven year old who immediately brought her into a tight hug.

      “It will be alright, I promise.” He said as he brought his face away to look directly into her eyes, that were staring right at him. “You won’t be hurt by anyone here. We will protect you, because we are all we have of each other. Okay?” He tried to explain to the little seven year old who only stared at him with big, mesmerized eyes. Naruto moved his head side to side, the girl following along with his movements. She reached up and patted his cheek, earning a confused look from everyone watching her.

      The little girl gave a large, warm smile and laughed. “Kitty. You’re a Kitty.” Naruto looked at the girl with a surprised look on his face. The others were holding back a slight giggle.

      “W-what? I’m not a kitty.” The boy stated with a strong determination.

      “Yes you are.” She said with no change in her happy expression. “You have whiskers so you are a kitty.”

      “W-what.” He looked to his side to see everyone he knew stifling a laugh with their hands to their mouths. He looked back and was going to argue with the little girl, only to go silent when he saw her huge eyes look up at him. Naruto let out a long sigh and grabbed the bridged of his nose.

      “I. Am. Not. A. Kitty!” He said sternly, getting the attention of all those present as he stood up proudly with his hands up victoriously. “I Am Neko-Man. Nyan!” He said, his chest puffed out in pride. His friends looked at him with dropped jaws, not believing what they had just seen. Milliana had started clapping and cheering, causing Naruto to continue his foolish antics to get the girl to laugh.

      Soon afterwards, the rest of their group had started laughing as well. Jellal and Simon posed as villains for Neko-Man to defeat in his little act. They had played that game the whole night, to cheer up the two new additions to their group.

    
    

    
      Rob had been so preoccupied with his memories that he didn’t see that it was already night time. He looked around and saw that the youngest members had already fallen asleep. The older kids had stayed up to talk some more. About their dreams and possibilities when they were finally free.

      Wally had wanted to find his older brother again. When he did, they would probably open a farm and find families together. It was a simple but good dream to go by.

      Simon had decided that he wanted to join the Rune Knights. He wanted to use his latent magic power to help the world in any way he could. And he just wanted to help as many people as possible.

      Jellal was dreaming big. He wanted to travel the whole of Earthland. He wanted to see the mountainous ranges of Bosco and Seven. And travel the icy terrain of Iceberg. And then move around the massive country in the Pergrande Kingdom and come back. Maybe even past that land and see everything he could. He never wanted to be bound by anything.

      And they all knew what Erza and Naruto’s dream was. They were going to join the infamous Fairy Tail Guild. Travel around the country and become famous and strong. And between the two of them, try to find Erza’s parents in that big world out there.

      As they all yawned and prepared for bed, they got into their special places on the floor. Simon curled up near the soft ground by a rock. Wally sprawled out of the floor by the wall. Jellal propped his back onto the wall and dozed off. Naruto and Erza lay next to each other in opposite directions. Rob found it cute that after so long those two had become such good friends that they trusted each other to be by their side at all times.

      He remembered all the arguments and playful yelling between the two of them. How Naruto hugged and comforted Erza if she was ever hurt. And how Erza helped Naruto if he ever worked himself ragged. But the closest moment between the two of them was a moment Rob would never forget in the rest of his life.

      The day Erza got her last name.

    
    

    
      Rob arrived back at the cell after a long slave day. He could feel his arms and back ache as he stretched out. He walked past the open bars to a fairly peculiar sight. Naruto, Jellal, Erza and Wally were all sitting around in a rough circle. Naruto was in deep thought; Jellal and Wally were watching him with a judging eye while Erza was fidgeting in place. Rob was thinking of asking them what they were doing but he had never seen Naruto put so much thought into a subject before.

      Naruto raised his head and said with a grin “I know, we’ll call her Ramuphusomas. That is a cool name.” As Naruto looked to his friends for confirmation, he was shot down as Jellal and Wally slapped the idea away with a shake of their heads. “What? It sounds cool.”

      Jellal shook his head, “No it doesn’t. It sounds like gibberish. It has to be something real.”

      Naruto grew red in anger, “Well we have nothing after an hour, so if there are any good ideas, go ahead.” Naruto tried his best to calm himself down. But it is hard for a nine-year old to take so much rejection and keep face.

      “Um, what are you doing?” Rob made himself known to the little group of growing kids. They all looked up at him, the boys were angry and Erza was red with embarrassment.

      “Rob-ojisan, we have a problem that we just can’t solve.” Jellal said as the talk man for the group. “We have just found a horrible problem that we can’t let rest any longer.”

      “What?”

      “I-it’s nothing Jii-San” Erza said as she tried to change the topic and switch the attention away from her. The little eight-year old red head still had a problem when everyone put their attention on her.

      “It turns out Erza here” Naruto said as he started to build up the tension, ‘doesn’t have a last name.’ He pointed at the girl in question, who had a blush on her face similar to her hair as she tried to pound her fists into her blonde friends face. “I always thought that she never said her last name because she was embarrassed, but she doesn’t have one.”

      “I-it’s not like it matters.” Erza said as she tried to avoid eye contact with her friends out of embarrassment and shame. “I’m just Erza anyway.”

      “No. No you are not just Erza.” Naruto said almost furiously. ‘You are so cool and nice, so it is just mean that you can’t have a last name like the rest of us.’ Naruto said as he stood up to emphasize his point and leave no room for argument. “Which is why I say we should call her Amietoca. It sounds like it works well with Erza.” He said hoping to get the approval of the rest of the team.

      “Naruto we are not calling her Erza Amietoca. It sounds like we are making fun of her.” Wally pitched in from beside Jellal who was nodding his head in agreement. “You just want to call her that because you have a horrible naming sense.”

      “What? I don’t suck with names.”

      “Your name is Naruto. How can you be taken seriously when you are named after a fish cake?”

      “For the last damn time, what the hell is a fish cake?” Naruto said as he grew peeved at their continued joking of whatever cake thing this was.

      “It is what you are. Stupid.” Jellal said as he and Naruto started butting heads. They stayed like that until they separated and sat down, a dark cloud coming over the boys at their failure to help their friend. “We can’t think of anything. It’s useless.”

      Rob looked on at the boys in slight worry and understanding. From his experience with Makarov and Porlyusica, giving girls an appropriate name was hard. Either you couldn’t quite find the right word for them, or every idea you had was just not worth it. He looked down at Erza, who even though she was protesting, had quickly gained a saddened look only to abandon it almost instantly.

      Naruto was slowly nodding his head at what his friend/brother/rival had said. He looked back up to see that Erza was slowly breathing out, the embarrassing tension fading as they stopped arguing about her. He stared at her for a few more seconds until he stood up and started walking. Everyone was watching him as he walked behind Erza and put his hands in her hair, earning a slight squeak of surprise from the girl. He looked like he was studying her head; ignoring the request of the girl to stop until a few moments he looked up from her scalp.

      “What about her hair?” He earned a confused look from everyone present, even the girl who couldn’t look directly behind her due to her friend’s position. “She has really nice hair, so maybe we should name her after it.”

      “Hey yeah!” Jellal sold up at the surprisingly smart idea from his fellow slave. “That’s a great idea.”

      “Okay,” Naruto grinned with closed eyes from behind Erza ‘we will call her Erza Red from now on.’ He reopened his eyes to see everybody giving him a blank, emotionless stare. Like he had just gone up in front of an entire town and proclaimed he was an idiot. “What?”

      Wally kept his blank stare, “We are not calling her that.”

      “Why not?”

      Jellal joined the explanation. “Because it sounds stupid. Besides her hair isn’t just red, it is a different shade of normal red.”

      Naruto looked at the two of them a nursed a tick mark growing at the back of his head from their nit-picking. “Isn’t red just red?”

      “No, her hair is more maroon or crimson then just red.” Wally said to the former blond weapon trying to explain their view.

      Jellal grabbed his chin in thought and made humming noises. “I think her hair is something different from crimson. Maybe vermillion or..or scarlet maybe.”

      Naruto widened his eyes in realization at what the tattooed boy had just said in his musings. “Wa-wait, what was that? That sounded good. Scarlet? Scarlet! Yeah, that’s it!” The others looked up at him in shock as he put his hands on her shoulders and gained a massive grin. “Erza Scarlet! That sounds awesome!

      Jellal listened to his friend’s idea from his suggestion and made a face of realization. “Yeah, Scarlet works for her. It’s the color of her hair, so we’ll never forget.” He stood up and raised his arms cheering, “Meet Erza Scarlet! Future Mage of Fairy Tail!”

      “YEAH!” Wally and Naruto jumped in the air in excitement. Naruto turned back to Erza and looked her in the eyes. “Is that alright Erza? Do you like that name?” He made his point by making pleading eyes, not wanting to go back and think of more names.

      Erza was still shell shocked by the sudden excitement that she barely realized Naruto was talking to her. She lifted her hands and ran her fingers softly in her hair. She softened her eyes and said faintly. “Erza Scarlet…” She looked back up at the big eyes of her friends, waiting for her opinion on the new name. She smiled and nodded her head with a faint blush and small tears in her eyes.

      The boys cheered and ran around in celebration. Jellal and Naruto had a small argument of who actually named her. But that was quickly abandoned as they decided to start saying her new, full name in rapid succession. Erza ignored the boys who were on cloud nine and walked up to her grandfather who was still surprised of the actions that had just occurred. “Hey, ojisan, what do you think of my new name?” She said with hope obvious in her voice.

      Rob had closed his eyes but that was only to hold back the possibility of tears coming out if his eyes. This was the first time in many years that he had seen the girl with so much joy and life in her eyes. He wiped his arm over his face and bent down, ruffling her hair in the process. “I think it is beautiful, Erza-chan.” The girl beamed a bright smile at her grandfather.

    
    

    
      Rob laughed lightly and settled into the rock wall besides Jellal. He looked around at the kids he had seen grow up so much over the last few years. Some he only knew for a few years. Some he had seen change for over a decade.

      Rob closed his eyes and drifted off. He knew that these kids could take good care of themselves.

    
    

    
      Visions of bodies piled up in front of his eyes once again. His hands drenched in the foreign blood of the ninja around him. His injuries burning away and fading like they always did.

      Danzō calling from atop the cliff the formation the ninja should take. The bull and cat plowing through the futile attacks of their enemies. Immensely powerful attacks getting thrown out in every direction.

      Naruto once again dreamt of the fights and battles that took place in his subconsciousness. Over the last six years, every few nights the war would play over in his dreams. Not constantly, or even the whole war each time. But enough of the battle that he could remember each moment to a fine point. But no matter what part played in his head, it always needed the same.

      With the form of the familiar fox towering over him fading away. He could see that Kurama had noticed his presence and acknowledged that he was there. The demon would slightly turn and say the same thing every time.

      “Heh, didn’t want you to see me like this kid. Thought you would sleep through this and just wake up happy. But we’re never this lucky, huh. I guess you probably won’t hear everything I say. Listen close kid.”

      Kurama would turn down and address him as he knew that his consciousness was fading at that moment.

      “The day will come that you be set free. You will probably go through a lot of trials, and pain. But hey, that is just the way things go.” His body was fading, leaving only his upper body. “You will probably want to cry sometimes, but don’t. That will show that you can’t take it. Take the pain, carry it, and find what you can protect. And then…”

      Nothing. He couldn’t hear what he was saying as his body faded. Naruto tried the best he could to listen to what Kurama said as he faded away, but he just couldn’t listen to his final words. And that felt worse than anything else Naruto had ever done.

      He knew that those last words were important. That they carried with them a message that affected Naruto even though he couldn’t hear it.

      And so Naruto was forced to lay there, in his dream, unable to do anything to affect what played out. Once again listening to the last words of his friend that just fell on deaf ears.

    
    

    
      Erza woke up to the sound of the cult members forcing the slaves back to work. She looked around to see the others slaves rustling awake just like her. They were moving out to the daily grind before being forced out by the pain of torture. Erza looked down and saw that Naruto was still rustling, having another nightmare like he had for several years.

      Erza nudged him awake, Naruto jerking awake with a cold sweat. She softened her gaze, knowing that Naruto was in great pain trying to be a leader. He looked up at her to see that she was there, ready to help him if it became too much.

      “It’s alright.” She said with a small, soft smile.

      He calmed down and settled back down before he started standing up. “I know.” He said without looking at her. She would be offended by anyone else, but she knew that even those little thanks were heartfelt.

      He breathed out and turned to her, his hand out and a smile on his face. “C’mon.”

      Erza nodded and took his hand to stand up.

    
    

    
      Shō grabbed another boulder and put it inside the wheel cart, carried off by a middle aged man. He slowly breathed out and turned around, trying to pick up another heavy rock. He tried but his arms wobbled from the weight. His knees buckled and dropped the boulder back into the pile.

      He set himself back up to pick up the rock. He wasn’t going to fail; he was going to be strong. His thoughts traveled to the older kids in his group.

      Milliana had made their experience here less horrible by brightening the mood. Getting the rest of their friends to laugh and listen to them.

      Simon could easily lift several of these rocks without becoming strained. And he could do this work for a good hour.

      Wally always had kid around, helping Shō when he needed it. It helped him out of the view if the jailers and stopped them from questioning him on his work.

      Jellal was possibly the smartest person he had ever met. Thinking of ways to play the games and do the work as best possible. He also thought of escape plans with Naruto a lot until the example last year.

      Naruto and Erza were what he wished to be like. Erza was the kind Nee-San that watched over him. She helped him through all the pain and worry when he first came. And Naruto always treated him with admiration and respect. He kept telling him that he was going to be very strong one day.

      Shō continued working and thought of what he could do. He wasn’t very strong, smart, or cherry like the rest of them. He couldn’t lead and think through plans like they could. He couldn’t be like any if them. He would be stuck in this hell forever.

      Sho lifted another rock and saw that water was falling on them. He noticed that he was crying again after all this thinking. Even if they played and joked, they were still stuck here. Even when they tried to make things easier, they were still doing slave work.

      Shō held back his tears. He sniffed hard to hold back the runny nose accompanying those tears. He lifted another rock and saw a small covered vent. Shō wiped his eyes and looked around him, noticing that most of the slaves were working around the corner.

      Shō walked over to the vent and lifted the barricade, revealing a deep tunnel that went on farther then he could see. Shō picked up a small pebble and through it inside the hole, hearing the echo as the pebble skipped on the rock.

      Shō slowly grew a big smile and then hid it, turning around to make sure no one was watching. He lifted the barricade up again and covered the hole. He continued his work for the rest of the time as he kept a small smile hidden on his face.

      He had found a way to help everyone.

      He had found a way out of the Tower of Heaven.

    
    

    
      “You found what?” Erza whispered to the little brown skinned boy that had come to her during their shared work at the big cave. It was close to the time where the slaves were sent back to their cells. Shō had been hiding this secret in all day and could not hold it back anymore. So he told the person he was closest to, his Nee-San.

      “I told you, I found a way out of the Tower.” He whispered back with a big smile while Erza tried her best to keep the boy silent. “It’s a little tunnel at the end of the work way that goes into the vents.”

      “Don’t talk about this to the others until we come back alright.” She said as Shō nodded his head. “This is a secret alright.”

      “What’s the secret?” Erza blanked as the other kids had appeared almost out of the air behind her. She grumbled about the lack of privacy in the place and brought them closer. She started to explain the information that Shō had found. The others had all gasped at the mention of the tunnel.

      “We could escape? Really?” Milliana said as she tried her best not to jump up and down. She looked around at the others, who all had looks of dread on their faces. “What’s wrong?”

      “Milli, it’s not best that we talk about this. It could end badly.” Wally said to the little girl while she looked like she was about to argue when Jellal interrupted.

      “Milliana, do you remember what happened last year?” Milliana and Shō both cringed at the mention of that horrible act the jailers did last year.

    
    

    
      The kids looked on as Rob argued with Naruto and Jellal while quietly yelling. They both argued that they should be working on ideas to escape this hell hole while they still could. They should be working to help the two kids that had just joined their group only several days ago.

      The kids had worried about why their grandfather had always told them that it was a bad idea to escape. How this pain and torture they went through every day was better than the alternative. And when Naruto and Jellal had decided to ask why this was, they were interrupted. By a loud command sent over the speaker lacrima.

      “Attention all workers, please refer to the center cave. Attention all workers, please refer to the center cave.”

      The slaves had grown tired of their emphasis on the word ‘worker’. Like they had a choice in the position they were in. The slaves looked through the bars to see what the jailers were referring to.

      At the bottom center of the cave was the head jailer with three beaten slaves on their knees. One of them was a woman, black hair that went past her shoulders. The other was a man, with short brown hair that didn’t even pass his forehead. And lastly was a little boy about their age. He had a shaven head a black hair and jutted yellow eyebrows. But his most distinguishing feature was his long, hooked nose that went well past his face.

      The jailer walked back and forth of them, like a parent in front of his undisciplined children. He held the speaker lacrima in his hand and a spear in his other. He was shaking his head in disappointment as he thought of what to say to the masses. He stopped his trench walk and brought the speaker to his mouth.

      “I just don’t know what to say to all of you. I mean, I thought I have been lenient and kind all this time. I’ve given you food, clothes, and a place to live. And over everything else, I have given a purpose for your useless lives.” He said as his face grew angry and distorted, veins appearing on his face.

      He walked behind the slaves and continued his tirade. “And we have you all trying to leave this place when you need to work. I mean when I give people all of this and they take it for granted, I just get so..” He violently stabbed the man in the side of the head with the sharp end of the spear. Some of the slaves in the tower gasped loudly at the act, Milliana burying her face in the side of Simon’s chest. He removed the spear and stepped on the body.

      “And if I can’t get results for my kindness, Zeref knows what I’ll do.” He tossed the spear up and grabbed its end, spun around and aimed at the woman’s face. A massive fireball exploded on her head, smoke rising from that spot on her shoulders. Her dead body fell backward as the smoke covered up what happened to the head. The boy flinched and shook as the angry cult master walked forward to him.

      The jailer probed his spear on his back and bent down. He looked the child in the eye as the boy nearly wet himself in fear. The jailer slowly grew a vile grin at the result his actions had. “You can’t run from here. You will never escape our clutches. You just aren’t fast enough to get away.” He leaned in even closer into the boys shaking face, “And you never will.” He stood back up as two jailers grabbed the boy by his arms and took him back to his cell.

      “I really don’t want to have to deal with any more of these running away problems we have. Because when we do, I’ll have to make an example for you.” The master looked around at the fearful faces of every slave he could see. “Goodnight.”

      The jailer walked away from the center as more men came and grabbed the two dead bodies. Rob looked down at the effect that sight had on the children. Milliana and Shō were sobbing into Simon’s and Erza’s side. Wally and Simon barely held back tears at the actions that just took place. Erza was quietly crying, wiping her eyes of any tears that came up. Jellal was shaking as he held onto the bars for support.

      Rob finally looked at Naruto, who was staring viciously at the retreating form of the head jailer. He had experienced the need to escape so many times in his past. But unlike when he was a child, these men didn’t see him as a one-and-only weapon. He turned around and looked up at Rob. Rob stared back at Naruto before opening his eyes, “I don’t want to see you get killed. Anything but that.”

      Naruto averted his eyes and looked down at his feet. He tryed to keep his anger under control. Finally understanding why Rob-jichan was always stopping them.

    
    

    
      All of them were shaking at the memory of that day. Since then, all of the slaves in the tower had resigned to their fate. Even the over excited children had been crestfallen for some time after that.

      But here it was a possible chance to run. A chance to finally get out of the tower. To be free for the first time in years.

      “But we won’t be running like they did. We can sneak through there and jump on one of the ships when they go out to grab more people.” Shō said as he tried to strength his reasoning while they resumed working.

      “Shō, are you sure about this?” Simon asked as he moved the cart past them. Shō nodded his head.

      “But if we fail, we’ll probably be killed.” Wally said as he lifted a stone over the pile. The rest of the group heard his reasoning and considered the circumstances.

      “But if we don’t take this chance, we’ll be here forever. We have to try.” Jellal said as he cracked the rocks with a pick-axe.

      “I don’t know. Naruto, what do you think?” Erza turned her head to her blonde friend and saw that his eyes were covered by his hair. “Naruto?”

      “Please, we have to do this now, while we still have the chance.” Shō said as he stood on top of a pile of rocks. “If we wait any longer, then we wi-oh no!” Shō tried to grab the rock he dropped as it rolled down the makeshift hill. The others were silent as the rock fell to the floor, causing dust to come up onto a jailers rob.

      The jailer looked down at his now dust robe. He followed the still fresh dirt trail to the top, with a little boy there with his arms out. The boy was shaking and had tears well up in his eyes. The jailer knew that the boy only dropped the rock, but whatever he could do to assert his position helped.

      “What do we have here?” He said as he kicked the hills base, causing the boy to fall down and roll to the man’s feet. The boy looked up as he held his scratched knee in pain. “Were you try to attack just know?”

      “N-n-no s-si-sir, I-I wa-wasn’t tr-trying t-t-to.” Shō shook in terror at the evil smile the man was leering.

      “But it is so-o-o-o obvious that you were trying to kill me by throwing that rock.” He yelled out as he played his fake wounds, earning whimpers from the surrounding slaves and laughs from the other guards. “And because of that, I’m going to have to punish you.” He lifted his spear at the boy’s face.

      Shō trembled in terror as everyone and everything froze around him.

      “Sorry ki-GAK!” The jailer shrieked in pain as a large rock collided with the top of his head, leaving a large gash and dent on his head. Shō, the jailers and the other slaves all froze at the unexpected attack.

      The jailer fixed his position as he held his bleeding temple and swollen eye. “Wh-WHO THE FUCK THREW THAT?” The man screamed out.

      The surrounding audience looked over the the whiskered blond boy who leisurely tossed a rock in his hand. He looked over at the injured guard and had a small laugh. “Oh I’m sorry. You were so busy with the boy that tried to kill you that I accidentally let a rock slip out of my hands. My bad.” He said as he finished with a sly grin.

      “You-you little SHIT!” The jailer grabbed his staff and shot out a bolt of lightning that shocked the blonde boy badly. He kept that stream of electricity for several minutes that caused the boy to scream in pain. Erza and the others were watching in horror at the torture in front of them. When Erza tried to help him, he opened his eyes at her that told her to stay there.

      After a few more minutes, the attacking stopped and the jailer retreated, holding his gash. He was swearing as much as he could and cursing the kid to hell. As the jailers left they ordered the slaves to their cells. Simon and Jellal bent down and pulled one of Naruto’s arms around their shoulders and lifted him up. The whole group followed them back to the cell.

      They arrived back and lowered Naruto to the floor where he tried to stand back up. A few minutes later Rob walked back in and tried to help the numbness through Naruto’s body. As the others watched in worry, Shō walked up to his big bro and stood there.

      Shō bowed down as far as he could, “I’m sorry Nii-San. This is my fault.” He raised his head again and showed his eyes full of tears, Naruto not even looking up at him. “If I didn’t lose focus, you wouldn’t have been hurt. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry!” His tears were falling down on his damaged feet uninterrupted.

      The others watched in understanding at what had happened. The thought of escape now showed no hope if their best hope was hurt. Shō had continued to cry for some time until he felt a heavy hand on his head. He looked up through his tears at the sight of his older brother’s hand on head.

      “Shut up Shō. I’m sick of this.” He said with no compassion in his voice from his actions. Shō felt his tears well up even more at the implied words from Naruto. Naruto lifted his head and showed eyes of determination. “I’m sick of them making you cry.” Shō stopped his tears and looked up at him as he stood up, wobbling a bit from the pain.

      “Every day these guys hurt us, and we just take it. Ignore it like we aren’t even humans. And all we do is cry, hoping that our tears can wash the pain away.” As Naruto said this he clenched his teeth and fists in anger, shaking slightly. And then he remembered what he had experienced when he passed out moments ago.

      “We will go through a lot of pain and trials in our life. Hell, we’ve been through a lot already. And you’ll want to cry when you do, but don’t. That will just show them that they are winning, that they have broken us. Take that pain and carry it with you, through the trouble you go through. We will find a way out of this place, and when we do…”

      Naruto faintly smiled as he finally remembered those long forgotten words.

      “When we are free, when we can break from this place and see the world with our own eyes, then cry.” He looked down at the little kid who was looking up at him with dry eyes. “So keep those tears until we see the free world. Because believe me, it will feel so good that you can’t help but cry. ’Kay?” He ended with a happy grin.

      The others were looking at the two with great surprise. Shō felt his eyes swell slightly but harden himself and wiped his eyes. He looked up at Naruto and copied his grin. “’Kay.”

      Naruto smiled down and then heard people walk to him. He turned around to see all of them copying his smile. Erza walked up and held onto him, “Don’t push yourself okay. We won’t cry again if you don’t take this all on yourself, okay?” He nodded as almost instantly his legs turned to jelly and caused Erza to stumble as she was forced to carry his weight.

      Erza propped Naruto on the wall to take a breath and sat next to him. She looked at him to see that he was watching the others cheer up right there. “I didn’t know you could be smart like that.”

      “I can’t. It was Kurama who said that. He was very smart when he wasn’t swearing me out.” He said with a grin.

      Jellal joined the two while the rest started playing again. They all sat there in silence watching them. Naruto felt a growing feeling in his chest and voiced his concern. “I think we should escape.”

      The both of them looked briefly surprised before they settled back down and just watched. “Are you sure?”

      “We can’t stay here. We have to leave. We can’t tell Rob-jichan but when we are out we’ll send help here. We can stop all of this if we take the chance.” Naruto breathed in and looked over at Jellal who didn’t look back. “You know when the ships come, right?”

      Jellal nodded his head, “Yeah, I have I committed. If we go along with this, it will have to be in the next week. After that, it will happen again in two months.”

      Erza looked over at them. “Can we do this?” She asked with a strong hint of worry in her voice.

      “I know we can do this. And I trust that we can cover each other’s backs right.” Naruto lifted his head and smiled, “We’re the best, right?”

      They all smiled at his reference to their challenge years ago. They had decided that it was soon time for them to go. That they were not going to stay here any longer.

      By next week, they would be free.

    
    

    
      Done

      Okay, so yeah this whole chapter was six years after the last one. I could have done a chapter a year thing for the tower, but I’m not that creative and you guys would probably hate that. So years later with flashbacks, yeah! Now I can’t say the same for future chapter, but we will see where that goes.

      Alright, that is one chapter down. Now I have to write the next one for a Christmas Present to you. Hopefully this one will be as long, and I hope you’ll think that it is much, much better.

      Also to those that keep talking about Naruto killing those that get in his way, stop that. Seriously, killing everybody in his way is a horrible way to do things. Plus, with killing so much in his first six years, he kind of wants to keep that as the option less chosen. But… That doesn’t mean that he won’t when pushed toof far.

      I’m not leaving Naruto powerless, believe me, I have ideas of what he is going to do. Trust me. Well anyway…

      RxR Please

      Bye and Thank You.

      

    
  




    5. Freedom Seen By Your Eyes

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 5: Freedom Seen By Your Eyes

      Disclaimer: Those who own these series, own these series. Watch the official release. Whether Sub or Dub. I choose Dub Fairy Tail over Dub Naruto any day. Believe It!

      Three cheers for the Mayan Calendar going down like a bitch.

      Merry Christmas, or Happy Holidays so I’m not targeted. Another chapter by New Years. Yeah!

    
    

    
      The Tower of Heaven stood at the island’s center. Stretching up to well over where the island’s base stood. Scaffolds, woods and bricks could be seen far away from where the actual building was. And it was barely even half done.

      When he was traveling the world, he had found this sorry excuse for a cult praying to Zeref. They had been taking as many women and children as they could find to give sacrifice to him. He had given the pathetic cult the ideas and plans for the R-System. When they had heard that they could help resurrect their lord and deity, they nearly died from joy.

      His conditions for helping to make sure that they could build this masterpiece was that he would be kept informed of all possible information. He would receive changes in blueprints and sheets of how and where they got the materials necessary almost daily. He would just throw them away; they were nothing but glorified statistics from pawns in his game.

      What he did keep with him though were files and reports on the slaves the cult had captured. Weekly updates on their statuses and abilities they measured while they worked. He wasn’t particularly interested in these reports at first. To him it appeared as nothing more than a growing nuisance from these fools who played the scapegoat like they were the lead. But then, he received the report of a familiar face years ago.

      He remembered the sad chuckle he let out at the sight of the man. Rob had grown so old and fragile, a far cry from what he was back in Fairy Tail. Gone was the giant of a man, who could stop charges and heal his wounds in minutes. He remembered when the man was only a teenager, learning Healing and all the base magic to an art form. He had always thought that Rob would never be a great fighter, until he made those weapons from scratch. With the help of some blacksmiths and his own innovative mind, Rob made a weapon that tested his strength, skill, and magic power.

      He reminisced of the old days when he would receive reports about how Titan Breaker Makarov and Mad Rush Rob had destroyed a diplomatic building while fending off rogue assassins. He got quite an earful from the magic council about how the ambassador to Ca-Elum was asking for their heads. And how they had to make up for the action by escorting the diplomatic family and insuring their safety. They were almost free of all charges until Bob had gotten frisky with both the daughter and the son of the ambassador. The whole team is still banned from any contact or travel into the foreign nation.

      Ah, he almost missed those passed days of ignorance and joy.

      Almost.

      Now, he had a goal that no foolish dream or pathetic guild would stop. Not the Magic Council, not Damnation, not even Fairy Tail would stop him. And it all started from using these idiots as a distraction from the magic council. They were just fodder to the flames his dream was making. But these fools were making too much ruckus in the underworld when they should be quiet. He was planning to eradicate the half built tower where it stood, killing all the cult members and slaves in an instant. It was easy with the Jupiter cannon they had recently taken. All of his problems would be gone in a flash.

      But then, he looked down at the file of the boy he had recently discovered. In the pile of folders and sheets he had pulled out the one that piqued his interest the most. How surprising that in the cell Rob shared with some whiskered trash and a worthless red head, there would be just what he was looking for. He looked at picture of a small, blue-haired child with a tattoo around his right eye. He then preceded to read the information that followed.

      Jellal Fernandes

      Age: 11

      Birthday: January 15, X765

      Location: Freesia Town

      Family: Parents killed in raid by cult members.

      Child shows vast intelligence and will for young age. He gives strong signs of latent magical power. Has large supply of Eternano encircling body at most time, but is incapable of using at moment. Evidence of escape plans found. Possible Threat in the future.

      This boy in the file was quite the diamond in the rough. Abilities and smarts, with an attitude that made even some of the jailers fear him.

      If he could use this boy to his liking, then he may be able to further his plans in searching for the keys of Zeref. All he would need is a moment of weakness to control the boy’s outlook on the world. But he would have to be contained and trained properly if he was going to be useful.

      Hades smirked as he thought of asking Brain to train this boy in spells and magic. The shaman scientist was leaving the dark guilds under his control to run wilder than usual. He was in search of children with high potential to be his teammates, so he hadn’t been in the leading position of the guilds for very long. But if Hades gave him some of the children with talent from the tower, he could use that as a favor to train this boy.

      “Master Hades, some more ships are coming up from the horizon. They must be doing their Bi-monthly drop off of slaves and meals.” A foot soldier said while he rested on one knee in front of the old wizard. “Should we keep our position over the clouds of the tower my lord?”

      “Yes, keep us hidden. I do not wish to be bothered by those fools.” Hades detested when he had to listen to the reports from the cult master. He had held back so many times on flicking his wrist and blowing the man up that he would soon believe himself to be a saint. As Hades daydreamed of the idea of killing that insufferable; annoying sack of shit, another soldier placed himself next to the first one.

      “Master Hades, we have reports of the project you were working on with the Tartaros guild.”

      “Oh?” Hades turned around, his cape following with his movements. “And what do they say?” He questioned as he raised the eyebrow of his one eye.

      “He said that he is willing to cooperate and give you access to the Heart sir, but not fully.” The soldier looked upend panicked to see that Hades was losing patience and was becoming irritated. “W-what I mean sir is that Tartaros wishes to run a test trial with the eye link magic before giving us the weapon permanently.”

      “Ah, I see.” Hades nodded and turned back around to look down at the tower from the observation deck. ‘He wishes to test my abilities with a prototype eye before giving me the actual product.’ Hades chuckled at the blatant underestimating the dark guild was giving him, “Well tell them I will attend the surgery in a few days’ time.” He dismissed the two soldiers who vacated the deck, leaving the old man to walk back and sit in his chair. ‘Hopefully with this new magic system, I won’t have to worry about my body taking too much damage anymore.’

      Hades settled back into his chair before opening his eye at the new presence. He turned his head to see a young, raven haired girl with pale skin in a custom made uniform looking at him with a questioning look. “What can I do for you today Ultear” he asked as he positioned himself to get a better look at the girl.

      “I’ve been trying to ask you for several days now why we have come to this place.” The young thirteen year old marched in front of him and placed her hands on her hips. “You promised to help me work with the Arc of Time some more, but all you have been doing is standing here and watching the water. Help me already!” Hades scoffed and swiped his hand to motion that he was barely listening. The girl grew angry and with a pout raised her hands and rotted the throne beneath him, causing him to fall on his butt.

      Hades stood back up and dusted his cape and ass, “Well aren’t we angry. Are you going through that time of the month, Ultear?” He questioned as the girl’s face grew darkly vacant and the air around her grew ice cold. “Well I can’t teach you just yet, we are waiting for now.”

      “For what exactly, Hades-sama?” She said as she joined his side looking down at the tower. “All we have done for the last two days is watch this tower and see the wave’s crash. Are you just going senile?” She said with sarcastic words at the almost century old man/teacher.

      “No my dear, we are waiting for the perfect opportunity to present itself to us.” The young lady looked up at her master with an inquisitive look. ‘I happen to know that there is a boy in that tower who is exactly who we need. He will try to make a move to run away because he is the type that hates to be chained down, but I’m going to guess that he will fail. And when the time comes that we can make our move, I’ll need your help to strike.’ He turned to her with a dark smile, “If this works, it will bring us one step closer to the Ultimate Magic World.”

      Ultear looked surprised at the notion her master was giving. She looked down at his hand that held a file which she took it and looked inside. She saw the photo of the blue haired boy and his summary by the jailers. She smiled at the face of the cute boy and giggled. She lowered the file and saw several others that caught her eye. She flipped through the files of the others that were lying on the table when she found one that caught her eye.

      She opened it to see a file photo of a blonde boy with blue eyes that she thought looked right through her. What had caught her eye the most were his whisker marks that gave him the look of a fox with those vicious eyes. She gazed down at his summary…

      Naruto Uzumaki

      Age: 12

      Birthday: October 10, X764

      Location: Unknown. Body found in desert by Akane Beach.

      Family: Unknown.

      The child was found by the road of one of our caravan routes. Does not correspond with orders and most information is taken as a guess about him. He appears to have no magic or latent abilities that we can measure, but does have some unnatural force strengthening him. He is violent and strong, and always ready to attack a jailer if they aren’t looking. Potentially dangerous. Consider Executing.

      “Oh, he is cute.” Ultear said as she ran a finger over his profile photo. “Hades-sama, what about him? He seems like he could be useful.”

      Hades shook his head, “No, not him. We have no way of controlling this boy. And from the reports and footage I’ve seen, he is a textbook example of a problem child.”

      “But I always thought you had a thing for problem children.” She said as she held the file over her mouth like a fan, hiding her cheeky smile. “Isn’t that why you picked me?”

      “Not for a child who would kill me if I looked at him wrong.” He said as he realized he had not given her his gift yet. He reached into a pocket in his cape and pulled out a teal orb which he handed to her. “Here, take this.” Ultear took the orb and looked at the new present strangely.

      “What is this?”

      “That is a magical item that I believe you will have much use for. It can be used to relay messages to me and others. You can use that as a vision lacrima to view those you wish to spy on. And also, it is the perfect weapon for you to use with your Arc of Time.” He said with a overconfident smile at his brilliant plan.

      Ultear looked at the ball and decided to play out her teenage attitude. “You got me a ball. Wow, great job.”

      “Wow, Ultear, just wow. That hurts. That hurts me right in my old heart.”

    
    

    
      Rob had been worried as he returned to the cell. Over the last week, the kids had seemed quite strange in their actions. Naruto had healed from all his wounds from protecting Shō but he didn’t play as much. He would just sit around with Jellal and talk for a while. And after Rob went to bed, he could swear that they got together to talk about something.

      And today, the kids had been very nervous and wary about something. Like they knew that today was a big day. Rob walked into his cell and yawned, and then noticed that the group of kids wasn’t here yet. He had decided to wait for them and leaned against the wall. He could tell by the sunset about an hour ago that it was a least seven o’clock. And they should have come back by now.

      After several long moments of waiting Rob grew scared and worried. The children were never this late; even if they were forced to crawl they would have returned by now. Rob then realized what was different about today. This morning he had noticed that the boats had come in and brought new slaves. Which means that they were leaving with the new materials sometime in the afternoon tomorrow.

      Rob grew pale as he dashed for the bars and started to pull on them, hoping that they would miraculously open. He had grown so old and tired that his body was just a husk of what it was. He had grown weak again after so long. And now when he needed that strength to protect them, he couldn’t muster it.

      Rob lifted his head and prayed that they weren’t trying to escape. Because that was all he could do anymore.

      Just pray.

    
    

    
      The central work room was empty, only the tools of the works and the gravel from their work were there. Jailers were leaving the area and doing their rounds around the tower. As they thought that no one was still around.

      As everyone left, seven small shadows crept out from behind the materials around the room. They all rounded up together and followed the shortest figure to the end of the work hall. They all arrived at the end, where the barrels, rocks and wheelbarrows gathered at the end of the rail tracks. The small figure waked forward and moved some rubble, revealing the gate covered hole.

      “Okay, this is it.” Shō said as he turned on his knees to look up at everyone, wiping the sweat from his brow. “This is the tunnel.”

      Simon walked forward and looked into the long trench. “It’s smaller then I thought it would be.” He looked at the small boy “Are you sure this is it.”

      “Of course I’m sure, I found it, remember.”

      “Alright, alright that’s enough guys.” They turned around and saw Naruto standing up to get their attention. ‘Even if it is a tight fit, we have to use this. Shō said it worked so I trust him.’ He looked at the little boy who smiled up at him. “Alright, one last time, listen to Jellal about our plan.”

      Jellal walked up to them and they all got into a huddle. “Alright, the ships bring in a new batch of captured slaves every two months. It spends about a day and a half in the dock. It brings in the slaves and takes back rations and weapons to use in their hunt for more people. The ship came in at six this morning and will leave at six in the afternoon tomorrow. We are going to travel in the tunnel until we reach the bottom near the dock. Then we sneak onto ship and lay low until we arrive at land.”

      Wally smiled and started to pump his fists, “Then we call the magic corps and they arrest these bastards.”

      Naruto smiled and laughed. “Alright, we are doing this at night because we wouldn’t be able to get away from work if we did it in the day. Hopefully these assholes won’t notice our absence long enough for us to hide and run.” He took a long breath and stood up straight. “Alright, let’s do this.”

      They all nodded and made a line to go into the tunnel. Shō was about to go in first but noticed that Erza had frozen in place. He turned around and addressed his sister, “Nee-San come on. Hurry!”

      Wally hissed at the young boy, “Shut up Shō! They’ll hear you if you talk that loud!”

      Milliana stared wisely at the older boy, “Wally, you’re talking louder.”

      Wally was shocked in horror before lowering his head in shame. Simon got down and next to the tunnel.

      “Erza, we have to go or we’ll be caught by those guys.” He tried to persuade the scarlet girl who trembled in absolute fear.

      “If they find us, th-they’ll do to us what they did to the others. A-and—” She grew a dark and fearful look in her eyes until she felt a hand on her shoulder. She turned around to see Jellal next to her, giving her a thoughtful smile while Naruto stood behind him.

      “It’s okay. Don’t be afraid.” She turned around and stopped trembling. “We’re almost out of here. Our freedom and dreams are right through that tunnel. Let’s go!” He said as he almost dived into the hole, leading the group by searching in front for a good escape route. The others nodded and followed his example.

      Erza had stopped trembling but had kept her worried face on. She wanted to go say goodbye to Rob-jisan and ask him for help but it was too late. She was conflicted until she felt Naruto grab her hand and pull her. She looked up at him to see that he had a thoughtful smile, understanding her fear and worry at the risk they were taking. “It’s alright Erza. We’re all in this together and they won’t be able to stop us. Besides,” he turned his head and gave her a giant grin, “we have each other’s back, right?” Erza looked at him with wide eyes before she grew confident and smiled back; a light pink hue dusted her cheeks.

      Naruto went in next as Erza followed going in last, leaving the work way once again completely silent.

    
    

    
      Jellal had felt his elbows and knees had been scratched to hell after several hours of crawling. They had been passed many exits and tunnels after their trek. Each one lead to a room, empty cell, the main hall or a hallway. Jellal wiped his forehead and looked behind him. Shō and Wally were panting and seemed exhausted, feeling restricted in the small passage way. Behind him Milliana was panting deeply and Simon was lightly sweating, his natural stamina helping him through the ordeal. And finally Naruto and Erza were fairing the best. Both tired but appeared ready to continue.

      When they passed a watch room, Jellal saw that the time was about eleven o’clock. They had been crawling for nearly 4 hours. And they still had a long time to go. They were moving fairly slowly as to stop any suspicious feeling a jailer got when they moved past. The bright side was that none of the jailers had even noticed that the kids were moving in the vent like tunnel. All they had to do was endure the exhaustion and they would be freed.

      “Milli-chan, are you okay?” Naruto asked the little girl in front of him who was wobbling from exhaustion. She nodded her head with lidded eyes as she pitched forward. They continued until Naruto whispered a question, “Any idea how much further Jellal?”

      Jellal shook his head and continued moving until they reached a rest place for the jailers. Several of the cult members had gathered around to discuss what they had done today. Laughing at the fun they had torturing anyone who bothered them. The children all shook with anger from the hurtful actions the men were taking great pride in. They endured the laughs and taunts the men had told until the sound of footsteps approaching reached their ears.

      “What are you idiots doing?” A harsh voice yelled rashly at the previously snickering bastard guards. The men had sounded off and stood at attention, trying to gain face again in front of their boss. ‘The master said that we are on a tight schedule. If we miss our quota, Master Hades will have our asses!’ He said with no room for argument.”

      “But sir, all we have been doing is loading the ships with weapons and cargo. What else could we do?”

      “You could watch out for some of those slaves. We don’t want a repeat of what happened eight years ago. That little bastard from last week still makes my scar ache.” Another voice interrupted the questioning. Naruto’s eyebrow twitched at the notice of the voice belonging to the bitch that attacked Shō last week. That man had been watching him over the last week, threatening to attack in retaliation for the still healing scar on his face. Naruto snickered at the self-satisfying pride he had in making a grown man paranoid.

      “Silence boy, we don’t need to take your personal vengeance at a little brat’s actions to heart.” The soldier backed down before the leader of the jailers turned back to the rest of the men. “But he is right, eight years ago we were slacking and it destroyed this tower and set us back on finishing. We have a duty and promise to complete this tower. We have been given a great chance by Hades-sama to bring back our lord Zeref. He has helped us make this tower and the master will not be happy to hear that his followers are loitering around like pansies.”

      The men grumbled in acceptance and started moving out. The children started moving again after taking a break and listening to the conversation outside. Naruto crawled forward with his mind wandering on what they had said. Someone named Hades was making all of this possible. He had headed this tower’s construction and had given these men a means to torture and kill them. Naruto clenched he hands in the dirt and stared off at the decision he had just made. If he would ever meet this man, this Hades that had made this tower possible. He would make that man beg for forgiveness, even if it killed him.

      As they continued they stopped again as Milliana and Shō had started to sway back and forth. They had reached their limits after so much work in the confined space, their hands and knees bleeding from the travel. They both passed out and fell to the ground, causing a thumping noise to echo through the escape route and out the openings. The jailers had stopped their retreat back to work and listened to the noise in the walls.

      ‘Shit’ Jellal thought as he tried to keep Shō conscious. Wally and Simon did the same for Milliana as she panted heavily.

      “What was that?” A jailer said to his fellow cult members. The leader lifted his hand to order silence from his followers. He slowly stepped to the walls and placed his ear to it, hoping to hear something move through the concrete. He heard more noise and brought his attention closer to the floor, where a man made ventilation system’s grate was. He lowered himself and put his ear closer to the grate, hearing the sounds of stumbling and shuffling ring out through the rock.

      “There are slaves in the vents! They’re trying to escape!” He yelled out getting the attention of all the nearby jailers and alerting the escaping slaves. Naruto cursed as he screamed out to move. All of them crawled as fast as they could; ignoring the scratches and cuts their hands were gaining as they moved through the passage. Simon cradled Milliana and Wally carried Shō. The jailer roared as he aimed his spear at the vent opening and let out a large fireball, causing an explosion and smoke to rise.

      The smoke traveled through the entire shaft, blocking the children’s view and clogging their lungs. Erza yelped in pain. “Erza, what’s wrong?” Naruto yelled panicking at the pain his friend could be in. Erza looked down and through the smoke could see her feet were burnt and smoking, getting affected by the heat from the attack. They tried to move forward but they couldn’t, their vision was clouded and lungs were burning from breathing in the toxic gas. Jellal continued forward, trying to find a safe way out until he saw an opening.

      He turned to the shaft, the kid’s following behind as they saw his shadow move. Jellal pushed on the grate and had no luck moving. He moved in the space and kicked against the metal, getting it to dislodge. The covering finally fell open as he crawled out into a similar work path, covered in soot and coughing violently. He turned around and helped Wally bring out the barely conscious Shō before helping the dark haired boy. After a fit of coughs they then helped Simon with Milliana before pulling out Naruto. He coughed for only a moment before standing back up and pulling out Erza, her feet stinging as she was helped to the floor. “Are yo-*cough* you okay?” The blond boy asked through his coughing, getting an approving nod from the scarlet haired girl.

      The group stayed like that, checking on each other as they dislodged the dirt and soot from their throats and lungs. They finally took in some deep breathes before they heard footsteps from down the hall, “Quickly! I think they are over there.” The children froze in fear as they realized that the jailers were closing in on them. They then broke apart and hid out of sight wherever they could. Wally, Milliana, and Simon ducked behind a pile of stacked lumber. Erza grabbed Shō and leaded him to behind several barrels, hugging the terrified boy in fear. Jellal and Naruto ran behind some rubble, around them some working tools and rocks.

      A few seconds after they had hidden themselves, shadows started to grow on the floor, symbolizing that the men were growing closer. They waited in breathed silence as the figures started to come into sight. The grown men were not pleased, if the angered expression on their faces was any indication. They viewed the area in front of them and found no slaves, just an open vent with smoke still floating out. Most of them were preparing to leave before the leader raised his hand to stop. He gave them a look that said that the escapees were still here and they should move forward. The guards moved forward and noticed that there were small movements behind some of the objects. The men chuckled darkly as they had found the slaves. They all moved in formation and slowly crept toward them.

      “Now, now kiddies there are no reasons to hide. We’re not going to hurt you, we just want to talk” one of the jailers lied as he stalked forward, spear in hand. “We just want to talk to you. We want to know why you would run from us?” He stopped moving and grinned evilly as he noticed figures cower behind a group of barrels. Erza and Shō clutched each other as they felt the malevolent presence creep toward them.

      Naruto and Jellal looked around the rubble and noticed that most of the men were going toward Erza and Shō. Jellal’s breath hitched as he feared the worst, not knowing what he could do at this point. He slowly turned his head and saw Naruto tremble not in fear but in unbridled rage, his teeth clenching so hard his gums were close to bleeding. “Naruto?” Jellal asked his friends in a voice barely even considered a whisper.

      Naruto slowly turned his head to look at Jellal, his eyes obviously conveying worry for his friends. He turned his head to look down at the rubble and calmed down. “Hey Jellal,” Naruto asked his friend who was looking at Naruto, “I know it is stupid to try to fight these guys. But with everything that is happening and our position we can’t do anything else. I don’t want them to suffer because I got impatient. And besides…” He lifted his head and looked at Jellal with eyes that showed strong determination even in the current predicament’ “I don’t think we have a choice but to be stupid, right?” He finished as chuckled lightly. Jellal looked at him and smiled weakly.

      “Remember all those stories Rob-jisan told us, when we run out of options, all you can do is fight.” They both nodded as they turned their attention back to the men steadily moving toward their friends. They steeled themselves and reached out their hands, grabbing the excavation tools around them.

      “Now if you just come with us, we promise not to hurt you.” The man finally reached the barrels and peered over them, seeing the form of two huddled figures against the wooden object. “Gotch— huh?” He lifted his head to see what the sudden noise was.

      He was met with the form of a flying blond that had vaulted off a pile of rubble. He had a pick-axe in his hands that was reeled behind him in a prepared swing. He was screaming at the top of his lungs and had heated eyes set on the jailer. The man grew a cold sweat as the boy’s shadow enveloped him. “HAA!” The boy swung the axe in an arc into the man face, crushing the man’s nose and piercing his face until pressured blood erupted from the new orifice.

      The hidden slaves and jailers all stared in shock as the boy killed the jailer approaching his friends. He landed and removed the pick from his face, a feeling of disgust washing his mouth as he steeled himself again. He charged forward and swung the pick again, crushing and destroying a shocked jailer’s knee. He reeled back and swung again, causing the jailers to momentarily retreat. They stepped back before moving forward again but heard another noise. Behind them another jailer had his skull crushed by a tattooed boy with a shovel. The boy removed the shovel and charged with his friend, beating and killing several shocked jailers.

      The men backed off as the boys fought back, taking revenge on all abuse and pain they had felt over the many years. The boys made the men retreat in fear before they were hit by two large fireballs. The boys were sent flying back, their shirts burnt and smoke coming off their bodies. The boys flew back and bounced off the floor, coughing up spit and blood. They looked up to see the leader of the jailers glaring at them, the scarred cult member snickering behind him. He approached them and stood between their fallen bodies, changing his sight between the two of them. He lifted his leg and kicked Naruto in the gut, causing the boy to buckle in and cough up blood. Jellal tried to retaliate only to be kicked in the stomach as well, causing him to throw up. As the two were stunned by the pain, the man tapped his spear on the floor and an electrical current attacked both the boys.

      He turned to his men, the electricity still covering the boys, and motioned them to move forward. They followed his example and reached behind the wood and building equipment. They found several slave children all scared and trembling, trying to escape the grasp of the harsh jailers grip. They were thrown near the center of the path, where the two previously electric covered boys were now lying. They all looked up and shook at the looks of pure hatred and disdain the cult followers were giving them. Naruto tried to stand back up but was stopped as a booted foot belonging to the scarred jailer pushed on his back.

      “We can’t let this go unpunished.” The head jailer said as he looked at the quivering children. He looked between all of them and then toward the two boys on the floor. ‘I would ask who it was that directed this sad attempt, but I feel like I know who it was.’ He kneeled down and roughly grabbed the hair of the two boys and lifted them, stoically gazing at the both of them. “Now, which one of you started this?” Jellal growled in pure contempt at the old man while Naruto spit in his face. He breathed in slowly before fiercely smacking their heads back into the ground, causing them to gasp in pain. “We’re going to have to punish these brats for insolence.” He turned to the other men and lifted the children by their hair and threw them at the members who caught the boys and restrained them.

      He slowly turned to the other children. He lowered himself and looked the red haired girl in the eye, “You will never leave this place. These pathetic attempts will only get you killed.” She welled up and quivered in place in front of the man. He stood up and turned around, passing his followers and referred back to the men. ‘Those children will not be fed or nourished for several days as punishment for their insolence. As for these two,’ he looked at the boys who had lifted their damaged heads to glare at the leader. He turned back around and made and evil smirk, “we’ll put them in the detention center for a while. See if that teaches them.”

      Erza and the others paled at the treatment chosen for their friends. She stood up, ignoring the ghost pain remaining from the singed skin, and tried to grab her friends’ hands. She was abruptly stopped and thrown back with the others. She saw them drag her friends into the hallway, tears spilling for her eyes. Naruto noticed that she had looked at him while he was being carried off. He knew that nothing good ever happened to slaves taken to the detention cells. They were broken and beaten when they came back out, mere husks of what they once were. And he knew that she was going to worry about him and Erza. He lifted his head and got her attention, having a faint smirk on his face that silently relayed a message to her.

      ‘I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.’

      She just knew that if he could speak then, he would try to say something like that. But she just knew that that was a lie. She silently cried as she and her friends were led back to their cell. She felt great shame and fear that she had just let her friends get taken away. She silently regretted in pain as she tried to think of what she could have done.

      She wished she could have helped them. She didn’t want to be this weak anymore.

    
    

    
      Rob waited in fearful silence as the hours passed. It was now close to midnight and the children were still gone. He had heard rumors passed by the jailers that said that some slaves had tried to escape. He tried to control his rapid, worried heart at the possibility that the children may be dead. He remembered the first escape attempt eight years ago that had resulted in the tower almost being destroyed. He remembered the couple that seemed so confident and powerful, and had trusted him with the most important promise of his life. He did not hear from the couple again, believing that the pair had possibly escaped from the tower or may have been killed. He prayed every day after that night that they would still be alive. Because he could not bear the idea of telling her what happened.

      Rob heard multiple footsteps approach the cell door, scuffling noises coming from the boots walking across the floor. Several jailers stood at the bars and opened the door, then moved aside as the familiar children were pushed in. The children stumbled forward before falling on the floor. They weakly brought themselves to their knees as the guards all laugh manically before shutting the gate doors and walking off.

      All of the children lifted themselves up and looked down in despair. Rob moved forward and rested in front of all of them. They looked up at him and waited for him to say something. He only raised his hand before slapping all five of them across the face.

      All of the children were stunned as they raised their hands to stop the fresh stinging feeling across their cheeks. They looked toward Rob who now had his eyes covered by his hair. Erza moved forward and stood in front of him. “I told you,” he said as he lightly sniffed. He raised his head to show open eyes with tears streaming down them. “I told you I never wanted to see you hurt like that.”

      Erza silently sniffed in return. Before she slowly but surely started to break down, her tears falling uninterrupted and body shaking in fear. The other children were not fairing as well as they slowly became overwhelmed by their worry. They all charged Rob and hugged him as he wrapped his arms around all of them and tightly squeezed them. Never wanting to let go.

      They spent nearly an hour crying in each other’s embrace. After the group had cried until their eyes’ were puffy and red, Rob had asked them what had happened. They all took turns explaining their escape plan to head to the ships. How they had moved inside the tunnels and vents towards the dockyard. When they were spotted and attacked which forced them to retreat and. And finally about how Naruto and Jellal were taken into the disciplinary cells after attacking and killing some of the guards.

      Rob paled in fear at the knowledge that the two confident boys had been taken to the chambers. He tried to calm himself down but found no result I easing his worry. After helping the children to calm down and telling the, that it would all be alright, he had gotten them to try to fall asleep. But even then, the children still cried silently and rustled in their sleep. All except for Erza, who had just sat against the wall staring at the bars.

      “Are you alright Erza-chan?” Rob asked the question even though he already knew the answer.

      She sat against the wall and brought her knees to her chest. “I’m fine Rob-jisan. I’m just going to stay up for a little bit.”

      Rob looked at the girl as he turned around on the floor. He stood back up walked toward her, taking a spot next to her. “You don’t have to stay strong anymore you know.” He said as the girl just lowered her head into her knees, blocking her eyes from view. “You can just tell me.”

      He got no answer in return from the upset redhead. He waited in silence and stared at the bars in her place. He continued to do this until he heard a light sniffle from beside him, turning his head to the attention of the little girl.

      “It hurts so much Rob-jisan.” She lifted her head out of her knees and let her tears fall into her lap. “Why did they h-have to do that? Those i-i-idiots have thems-selves t-taken away for us. We just had to watch as they got t-taken away. I-I had t-to watch h-him smile a-and l-lie to me that h-he would b-be fine.” She said as she stuttered in pain and sadness as she tried and failed to hold back her tears. She stayed like that until she felt her grandpa embrace her in a warm hug.

      She was surprised until her eyes couldn’t keep open anymore and she cried in his chest. “I want to help him!” He quietly shushed her as he patted and rubbed her small back, telling her it would be okay. She continued crying until she passed out; overcome by the exhaustion and emotion the day had piled on her.

      Rob shifted and placed her on the floor. He looked back at the bars and let his mind wonder. Despite all his effort, his mind only wondered on the state that the two boys would be in. He slowly clenched his fist as he wished he could have been there. To help and protect them as they tried to run to freedom.

      ‘Please god, let them be safe. I can’t even dream of them getting hurt again.’ He breathed out and settled into the rock wall. ‘I promise that this will never happen again. I will protect them until I die.’ He looked up with resolve in his eyes. He stayed up and watched the bars all night, hoping that the boys would be safe.

    
    

    
      The jailer continued to push forward with his whip. Chambering his arm back and forth as the separated roped slapped and shredded the boy’s skin. He continued on until he felt his arms get tired again and lowered his arm. He took a deep breath and looked at his work.

      The blond boy was hanging from the hook by his tied hands. His whole chest and back covered in lacerations and cuts. Several points on his body were cut deeply by when the torturer had cut the boy with a knife. Blood and scratches covered his whole frame and some of his blood had dripped to the floor.

      Several guards were all sitting around as they watched the torture play out. Despite the boy reacting and moving with the attacks, he did not yell or scream in pain. Holding back his howls from excruciating torture as the men grew impatient.

      “Damn, why won’t this kid beg? We have been whipping and cutting him for hours but no fucking results!” He grabbed the boy’s head and lifted him to look him in the eye, “Why won’t you break.”

      Despite all the punishment and anguish, the boy did not lose the fire burning in his eyes. Staring at the man with unyielding anger and will. The man actually backed off at the intense look the boy was sending off at him. He grumbled and stomped back toward the others. “Well, what now?” He questioned as he sat down. The cell doors opened and in walked the master of the cult. The men stood up immediately and saluted the dark haired man with his entire body covered in eccentric robes.

      He walked in and spotted the boy hanging from the hook. “Is this him?” He asked a soldier who nodded in return. ‘You know you have caused quite a lot of trouble’ he said as he walked forward and lifted Naruto’s head “attacking my men and trying to escape. What should I do with you?” He finished as he lightly tapped the boy’s cheek, the boy feeling like he was touched by a burning rod with the feel of that man’s disgusting hands in him.

      “Sir, should we kill him? If we make another public execution, it could put the rest of the slaves in their place once and for all.”

      “No no no, that will never do.” The master said as he tilted his head on his hand, questioning his choices. ‘If we just kill this boy it will mean nothing. He has caused a little panic in the guard system and has been seen by those other kids as a leader. If we just kill him, his memory would be strong. Causing the others to continue to try and run.’ He said as he let out a deep breath. “If we want to really affect them, we should break this boy. Put him in such a state that he will be nothing but a pathetic slab of meat.”

      The other guards looked between them at what he was implying. “W-what did you have in mind sir.”

      The master grew a gruesome smirk and dark aura, “We just have to leave a mark, plain and simple. Something etched into him that he will never forget, and will let him know we control this situation.” The man leered at the tools lying beside him and picked up a sheathe. He slowly grinned the handle as he pulled out the knife. “And I think we just have to make sure he can ‘see’ just that.” The man said as he turned the blade, the reflection of the metal coming off over Naruto’s right eye.

      The hallways became deathly quiet. Not a single guard moved or spoke as the noise echoed throughout the entire hallway. The sound of a bloodcurdling scream that made their bones shake in fear.

    
    

    
      As it had come to about eleven in the morning, all of the slaves in the cell were awake. They could barely sleep as they had worried too much as they tried to rest. Shō and Milliana still cried as they had blamed themselves for everything that had happened. Simon and Wally tried to calm them down while Erza continued to stare at the bars.

      “Ne-Nee-San?” Erza turned her head and saw Shō sniffling and rubbing his eyes. “I-I’m sorry. This is all my fault. Nii-San and Jellal are probably hurt because of me. If I didn’t try to get us to that vent, this wouldn’t have happened. I’m sorry.” He sobbed as he felt Erza stand up and embrace him. He looked up at her watery but focused eyes.

      “Don’t be sorry Shō. Naruto and Jellal wouldn’t want you to blame yourself. If we gave up a chance like that, they never would have lived it down.” She lowered her head and put her face in his hair, he could feel her tears coming onto his scalp. “They’ll be fine, I promise.” She said to assure herself more than him.

      They all stayed in silence, hoping that their friends would be safe. Then, after an entire night of fearfully waiting, the bars creaked open.

      The group looked toward the cell door with breathed silence. The jailer kept a stoic face as the bars creaked open and crashed against the stone wall. He looked at the man and the children for a few moments before slowly letting an evil smile grow on his face. He moved aside as a pair of men walked forward “Don’t worry; the other one will be ready by tomorrow.” The men threw in a small body before closing the doors with a metallic crash and walked away.

      The group all gazed in horror and silence at the motionless body lying on his face. His pants and clothes were ripped and torn to shreds. Cuts and bruises evident even with the patches of blood with several deep gashes across his body. His haired was ragged and matted with dry red blood. Even with the stay of fear they were in they could notice that his chest was barely moving, showing that he was still breathing but with small unnoticeable breathes. Erza didn’t react. She did not tremble or cry as she slowly approached the unmoving boy. “Wait Erza-chan, I’ll—” Rob tried to interject to no result.

      Erza slowly reached down and grabbed onto his shoulder. She slowly and gently turned him over on his back to see him. Her eyes slowly widened in horror and she could feel tears begin to fall. She felt her breath quicken and her hands tremble in fear.

      “AA-AAHHHHHHHHH!” Erza screamed as she let her tears fall on his damaged face. Trying to hold him as she stared at his empty right socket and screamed in pain. Her screams echoing through the walls.

    
    

    
      “C’mon, say something you little bastard! How did you do it?” The bulky cult man said as continued to beat and punch the small frame of the boy with his hands tied behind a pole. He had decided to use his fists to beat the child instead of the whip and knives. He looked at the little blue-haired boy who did not open his mouth. “Oh I’m going to make you cry you little bastard” the man said as he wiped his forehead. He was prepared to continue when he heard the disciplinary cell doors creak open.

      “Well, looks like this one is a problem as well. These little punks just won’t give up will they” Jellal lifted his beaten head and looked to the new voice. It was the jailer that had attacked Shō and was beaten by Naruto. The man had a menacing grin as he walked toward them, his hands behind his back.

      “What are you doing here?” The larger man said as he looked down at the bony man who chuckled lightly.

      “Oh I just wanted to come see how it was going with this one. The other kid was causing some trouble as well so I just thought it was a shared trait.” He walked forward and met the bound boy in the eye, happily leering at him. “So you aren’t going to talk are you?”

      “N-no. I won’t give up.” Jellal lifted his eyes and glared at the cult man. “We are never going to give up, no matter what you do.”

      “Yes, your friend downstairs had the same mindset.” The man stood up and took a few steps “But that got fixed pretty easy. Now he will probably never try something like that again since he is well broken.”

      Jellal tried to attack the cult member as his hands were bound to the pole. “Naruto would never give up! You could never break him!”

      “Yes I think break isn’t the right term. I think separated would be more appropriate term I should use.” The man chuckled as he brought his hands out in front of the stunned boy. He opened his closed hands and showed the boy what lied in them, earning widened eyes of horror from Jellal.

      In his palm was a severed eyeball, ripped out of its socket by a tool. The severed ball laid in the cult members hand and covered it in blood, the man uncaring if the fluid covering his fingers. But what Jellal had noticed almost immediately was that the eye was blue in color. Jellal felt his stomach drop as he knew only one other person with blue eyes, and that he was being tortured downstairs.

      The man extended his arm and angled his hand, letting the eyeball drop in front of him and the boy. He raised his foot and stomped, feeling a squish and hearing a squelching noise. Jellal felt his blood turn to ice as the man bent down into his face and leered at him with a menacing grin. “It is time for you to give up. Every chance, every move you make, we can stop you. You will never be free from this place. Your freedom is just a faded dream that you will never reach. And when you see finally see that, you will know that you are doomed.” He stood back up and walked away, passing his fellow guard who smiled at the state the boy was left in.

      Jellal heard the sound of footsteps and the shutting of the bar doors. But his eyes never left the floor, where the blood and juice from his friend’s eye still rested. He felt his fingers dig into his palm and blood dripped down his arms. He felt a sense of dread fill his chest as he let several tears drop from his eyes. Believing that his friend was dead and that his other family would be punished because of his failure.

      For the first time in many years, since he lost his family and came to this hell, Jellal could feel his sense of hope die.

    
    

    
      “Quickly, give me some more rags! We have to cover his wounds and stop the bleeding!” Rob could feel the weight of the situation push down on his shoulders. He tried to cover the open and aching wound of the unconscious boy as he lay on the floor. The other children were doing their best to keep their tears, only letting a steady stream fall down their faces instead of a metaphorical waterfall.

      Shō and Milliana kneeled down and made sure that both the guards didn’t interrupt and that no one tried to stop them. The youngest of the group were failing to hold back their tears. Their Nii-San/Na-chan was beaten to a pulp and hurt beyond belief. And with Rob-jisan unable to heal him, all they could do was try to help him and hope for the best.

      Wally and Simon were both faring well but were still having trouble. They were moving back and forth from their ration supplies to Rob, giving him water and anything else he asked for. They had ripped off their shirts and parts of their pants to give him as impromptu bandages for Naruto. Anything they could do to help their friend get through this process.

      And finally, Erza was right beside Naruto and Rob as he tried to fix up his wounds. She held the cloths in place and applied pressure where he requested her to. And while she did this, she held back her tears that clouded her eyes.

      Rob was succeeding in covering most of his wounds but could not close them. Without the proper tools and in a rock cell with rationed water and a surplus of rags to use, he could not fix the boy up properly. Now more than ever he had wished he could fix people up without magic, like how Porlyusica had learned to do. He continued to patch up his wounds but could only stop his bleeding.

      “Rob-ji-jisan, I-is it wo-orking?” Erza asked as she held back her sobs as best she could. Rob could only continue to try and help him but to no avail. Without a proper way to heal him and close his wounds, Naruto would get infected and sick. And within days he would die. The cuts and opening on his body were too much, and he was still unresponsive after having his eye taken out.

      “I’m-I’m sorry Erza-chan” he said with a regretful tone as the girl felt her breathing hitch “I don’t think I can help him.” Erza could no longer hold her tears; she felt her body tremble and shake as she clutched he knees. The others were still trying to do what they could, but had stopped after hearing what Rob said. They felt a sense of hopelessness rise in their hearts as the idea of their blond friend dying.

      “The-re h-h-has to b-be so-somet-thing we can do.” Erza tried to reassure herself in a quiet tone.

      “I’m sorry Erza-chan, I can’t do any—”

      “PLEASE HEAL HIM! I DON’T WANT HIM TO DIE. THERE HAS TO BE SOMETHING.” She said as she lifted her red eyes and yelled at her grandpa. “WE CAN HEAL HIM! SAVE HIM! EVEN IF HE DOESN’T HAVE MAGIC WE SHOULD STILL TRY! PLEASE, WE CAN’T JUST LET HIM DIE LIKE THIS! HE WANTS ALL OF US TO BE FREE TOGETHER, SO WE CAN’T JUST LET HIM GO! PLEASE!” She pleaded as the others felt their hearts sink.

      Rob couldn’t help but feel that he had let his pseudo-granddaughter down. The children were crying, Erza was losing hope, Jellal was still gone and Naruto was close to passing. Rob couldn’t think of any ways to save this situation. He wanted to tell Erza that he couldn’t heal him, but felt that trying to explain would only cause more pain. If only his magic coul…

      Wait.

      Could that work?

      Rob urgently took the rags off the boy’s body and piled them under his head, making an adaptable pillow. He started to apply his magic and roam his hands an inch over the boy’s injured body. Erza had slowed her sobbing and had watched Rob diagnose Naruto. “Wh-what are you doing Rob-jisan?”

      “I’m going to do the best I can to heal Naruto.” The surprised Erza looked up at him. “I’m going to implant him with my magic.”

      “H-how?”

      “I couldn’t heal him before because he didn’t have any magic. And his chakra or even his limited use of Kurama’s can’t make up for the gap by healing him. But I can give him my magic and use that as a base to create an origin. Then I can use that to use my magic to heal him. And then with that he can gather eternano so he can receive and use magic.”

      “H-how?”

      “I’m going to implant him with my eye.” Erza gasped at the concept he had told her. The others were also surprised as they looked toward him. “If I use my Healing magic I can implant my eye into him and that will be used as a medium to gather magic. His body will adapt and form a magic source with the rest of the magic in the air. And I can use that to heal him, even if only partially.”

      “B-but if you lose your eye, you won’t be able to see and help Na-chan?” Milliana said as she and Shō wiped their eyes with their arms.

      “Yes, it will be difficult if I implant my own eye, but it is the best choice.” He was raising his palm to his eye when he felt two small hands grab his. He lifted his gaze at little Erza reaching out and stopping him. “Erza-chan, what are you doing?”

      She looked up at her grandfather with dried and puffy red eyes. “You can’t do it as well if you give your eye right?”

      “Yes but I don’t care. I’ll do whatever I can to save him.”

      “Rob-jisan, he needs you at your best to heal him.” She looked at Rob as he gave her a worried look as he followed where she was going with the concept. “Give him my eye.” She stated plainly with no change in her voice or expression, even as Rob grew pale white.

      “W-what? No!”

      “Please Ojii-San, you said I can use magic too, so it should work as well.” She said as she tried to persuade the older Fairy Tail Mage.

      “B-but Erza-chan, if you did, t-then” Rob lost his words as he felt his reasoning fall.

      Erza smiled and tilted her head, her eyes shut. “Rob-jisan, I want to help him with this. He has helped me through a lot and needs my help.” She said as she ran her hand through his hair. “I want to show him that I will always have his back. And, more than anything, I want him to see the freedom he has been fighting for. Even if I have to give him my eye.”

      Rob looked at the girl in shock, knowing that her resolve was firm with how she did not fear the ideas of losing an eye. He swallowed and lowered his head in quilt. He looked at the injured boy once more before steeling himself and raising his hands.

      Erza saw Rob lift his hands and hold them in front of her right eye. She closed her eyes as she saw his hands get covered in a light blue magic aura. And she felt her right socket go empty.

    
    

    
      Naruto found himself in the darkness again, nothing in any direction. He remembered the last time he was in this place, six years ago when he first came to the tower. He couldn’t wake up again, just like before.

      ‘Erza. Hey Erza!’ He yelled in every direction and got no reply. ‘Jellal, Simon, Wally, Shō, Milli-chan, Rob-jichan!’

      He received no reaction again. Naruto growled and pulled his head back.

      ‘Dammit, anyone!’ Silence

      Naruto sighed and tried to remember the last thing that happened to him. His friends were captured by the guards, while he and Jellal were put into the disciplinary cells for punishment. And then he remembered the man that pulled out his eye.

      Naruto then started to jerk around in slight panic.

      Was he dead?

      Was this it?

      Would he never see his friends ever again?

      Naruto stood in the darkness unmoving, with his face shadowed by his hair. He lifted his head and wished he would come out. Not for himself or his safety anymore. His safety wasn’t important anymore; he would probably put himself in more and more dangerous situations if he was free. But he did care about the state of his friends.

      ‘I won’t go like this. They need my help. I need to help them. I don’t care what I have to do anymore; I’ll do whatever I have to to help them. I’ll bear the sin I preform..’

      ‘But please, let me help them’. He said quietly in the darkness.

      Then, a brightly light started to spread around him, covering the once dark space he was in. He felt his whole body covered in the light before he had to close his eyes for protection.

    
    

    
      He could feel the sensation of stone, feeling that he was lying on his back. He felt his whole body was stiff and sore, almost becoming a task to move. He tried to open his eyes but felt that even the faint light around him could burn his eyes. He slowly opened his eyelids, seeing faint shadows through the clouding in his eyes.

      He finally opened his eyes to see all of his friends looking down at him in worry. But as he felt himself move and readjust on the floor, they all felt tears in their eyes and thankful smiles grow on their faces. Naruto tried to lift himself up as a faint pain coursed through his body. But felt new jolts of agony as two torpedoes crashed into his chest at Mach speed.

      “Na-chan/Nii-San!” Naruto grunted as Shō and Milliana tackled him back to the floor, hugging his heavily bandaged body and never letting go. Naruto coughed and laughed as he slowly brought his hands up and tapped their backs, letting them know he was here and that they were killing him. They let him go as he sat back up. Wally and Simon came next, both giving him a hug as he returned it.

      “Naruto-kun.” Naruto turned his sore head and saw that his grandfather had addressed him. The old man had teary eyes as he saw his young friend look up an beam a smile at him. Rob leaned down and accepted a hug from his grandson. “I was worried there. I thought you wouldn’t make it.”

      “How am I alright? I feel like I should be dead.” He looked down at the large amount of bandages and rags covering his arms, legs and head. He felt sore and painful from any excessive movements he made.

      “You almost were. But I healed you enough so that you can move. Now your body is still sore and hurt but you should be fine if you give yourself some time to heal.” Naruto looked up at Rob in well believed surprise, already asking the question before even saying it. “I was able to heal you with by transplanting an object from someone who could use magic. It will start to form a magical reserve for you after a few days. With it, I can now use my magic to heal your wounds. And, if you give it a few days to form properly, you will be able to use magic.” Naruto slowly grew a smile at what Rob said, becoming excited with the idea that he could use magic.

      But as fast as his grin had formed, it slowly faded with a look of worry in his face. “Wh-what was the transplant?” Rob shifted his gaze with a sight of quilt and pain evident in his eyes. Naruto saw a small puddle beside him, which had grown from all the water and blood Rob had used to cover Naruto’s wounds. Naruto looked at the small puddle and could see what his grandfather had done.

      In his reflection he could see his head and body was covered in bandages. He had some scratches and rough marks still evident but was otherwise fixed up entirely. But what had caught his eye instantly was… his eye. What was now in his right socket was not his old blue eye but a different color all together. His right eye was now a strong, solid brown color instead of the blue pool it once was. Almost instantly, Naruto recognized the color as he had seen it almost every day for most of his life.

      He looked up from the puddle and turned his head between everyone he could see. They all tried to avoid his gaze as they knew they wouldn’t be able to look him in the eye if he asked. Hidden behind Simon and Wally was a figure trying to make herself scarce. Naruto’s eyes widened as he saw her hiding her face behind them. They saw that he had spotted her and slowly moved out of the way.

      Erza knew she was being watched and looked toward him. She had a makeshift eye patch over her right eye made from leftover rags. She looked in his eyes as realization slowly dawned on him. “Why?” He asked her as he slowly moved toward her, making sure to not stimulate his wounds too far.

      “Because you would have died if I didn’t. And you probably would have done the same for me.” He looked at her as his eyes continued to widen at the sacrifice she made for him. He lifted his injured hand and covered his new right eye.

      “Take it back.”

      “What?”

      “Take it back, please. I don’t want this eye if it hurts you like this. Every time I’ll see you, I’ll think that I took this from you. Why, why would you—” Naruto questioning was stopped as Erza embraced him in a tight hug, causing him to look at the girl at his chest surprisingly.

      “I was scared. We were all scared.” Naruto looked around as he saw that all of them had lowered their gaze to the concrete. ‘We thought we were going to lose you. We had to watch as you almost bled to death as we tried to help you. And all I could think of was when you saved Shō and I from those men.’ She started to shake as her voice seemed to break and lose strength. “We don’t want to lose you or Jellal. We want to stay together.” She lifted her head form his bandaged torso and looked at him with a watery eye. “Don’t ever leave us, okay?”

      Naruto felt his heart break and couldn’t think of an argument. While he had given up on himself, they were worried about him. She had actually given him her eye to keep him alive.

      How could he say no?

      He lowered his arms and hugged her back, putting his face in her hair to cover his tearing eyes. “Thank you.” Erza nodded her head as she continued to hug back. The others had all moved in closer and joined the two in the embrace.

      Even if they were scared and incomplete, their family was here. And they didn’t want to lose each other again.

    
    

    
      “Well, it looks like he hasn’t broken, huh? Oh well. We’ve been beating him for almost half a day now. Hahaha.” A guard said as he laughed with the other guards as they looked at the source of their attention for hours now. The bloodied tattooed boy had bruises, cuts and whip marks all over his body. His eyes were heavy and he was tired beyond belief. But he could feel his heart fall heavy and his mind cloudy with thoughts. The man stood up once again and started to whip him, “What do you say kid, tell us how a lowly slave like you is sorry and I may stop.”

      “Shut up you fucking pig.”

      “What did you say?” The man dropped his whip and started to roughly grab the boy’s chin and face. “You would disrespect me, your superior, because you hold on to some foolish concept of your freedom. We will make this R-system and resurrect our god. Then you shall see just what he can do.”

      “What kind of god dies, exactly?”

      “Why you ignorant little—” the man reeled his fist back but was stopped by another cult member who smirked casually.

      “Forget it, he isn’t worth it. C’mon, I think we should go punish those other kids and check on the blond punk. He probably died out from all the wounds. Besides, the ships are leaving soon. And I would like to see their hope sail away with my own eyes.” He led the other cult member out of the cell as he started yelling at the bound boy. The cell doors closed and Jellal was left alone in the disciplinary cell.

      “God, pfft. What kind of bullshit is that? What kind of god would let something like this happen? Let children be killed and tortured by his followers? For what, so his grace and love can be spread through force and pain?” Jellal started to shake as the realization of everything that happened to him and his friends was because of these bastards search for their almighty god. “I hate them. I hate all of them. This place, the people, this world. I hate it.”

      Hate strengthens me…

      Jellal felt a sense of fear and dread creep up on him as he hung by a post. He quickly turned his head in every direction trying to find the voice. He then felt a cold wind gather around him.

      Those poor, arrogant fools have no idea. They want to revive me but I was never gone. I was just here, watching them as they threw away such great chance and material.

      “Who-who’s there? Show yourself you bastard!” Jellal screamed as he started to kick the air around him, trying to stress the rope and wood.

      And they think that I could be revived into bodily form. It’s laughably pathetic that they think I could be revived with just their faith. But without a powerful, oppressive hatred I could never truly be formed. I suppose I should thank them, giving me such a great tool such as you.

      “Where are you?! Come out!”

      You are very lucky child, very lucky indeed. You have a chance to meet a god. Someone worshipped by the masses as the messiah that will revolutionize their feeble existences.

      A cold wind started to pick up around Jellal, forming a barrier of air. The wind changed shape and formed a grotesque skull that floated through the violent winds and met Jellal face to face.

      I am Zeref. And your hatred is the reason for my existence. So… Let me help you change this filthy world.

    
    

    
      Naruto continued to look at his feet with absent emotion. He was thinking of everything that had happened over the years. Forced to maim and kill without his will or consent. Losing Kurama and ending up in the tower. Meeting Erza, Rob and Jellal. Finding family in the slaves he met and worked with. And now how he had almost lost it all.

      “Are you okay?” Naruto looked up to see Erza watching him. She sat in front of him as he raised his gaze.

      “I was just thinking about what I should do. The ships are leaving soon and I can’t help but see where this has led us. I’m beaten to hell, you gave me an eye and Jellal could still be hurt.”

      “So what can you do anymore?” Erza asked her oldest friends as he kept looking at her.

      “You know, I’ve been in places like this my whole life. I was never given a choice of what I could do or where I could go. It has always been just do what I was told or get beaten and killed.” He looked at his hands as he drifted off, “So if I could leave here, what would I do? That has always been something I was excited to find out.” He said with a smile as he looked at Erza.

      She smiled in return and felt her eyes wander down to her toes. “I still want to be free, but I don’t know what to do anymore. Escaping feels like a useless effort and we will probably be killed once the tower is done. But I’m sick if this. Watching Shō and everyone get hurt. Seeing them laugh at us because they have weapons. And watching them do this to you. I try to think but—” she clenched her teeth in anger and closed her eye, “but I don’t know what to do.”

      Naruto looked at her, and then tilted his head back and gazed at the ceiling. “We fight.”

      Erza looked at him surprised as she opened her eyes at what her blond friend had said. “Jellal and I thought that once we reach a point where we can’t think of what to do anymore, we stop trying to flee and fight. We may face trials and problems; we could do stuff that would send us to hell but anything better than this place.”

      Naruto looked at Erza with determined eyes. “We fight for our freedom.”

      Erza was about to reply but heard footsteps coming toward their cell. She helped Naruto to his feet and brought him to the center with the rest of them. The doors opened and the jailers walked in with smug smiles. The leader of the gang of bastards was the same pussy jailer that had it out for Naruto after the scar. “Well well, look who his up. And dressed like a mummy, classic!” He leered down at the blond boy who shook and growled at the man who condescendingly belittled him. “And how’s the eye? Must be hurting right? A horrible ache that just won’t go away?” He snarled as he felt his scar throb from his anger.

      Naruto continued to shake in barely controlled anger. “Well don’t worry; your other little friend must be hurting to. But I doubt he will be a problem anymore.” Naruto felt something snap as a growl formed through his clenched teeth. “Now, how about we get another round of hearing you and the kids scream, huh punk” the man yelled again as he raised his weapon to attack again.

      Naruto snapped as he jumped from his crouch position at the man, ignoring the screaming pain throughout his body. He impacted against the man and grabbed his staff, then placed his feet against the Nan’s torso and pushed off harshly. He spun the spear in his hand once before lunging forward and shoving the weapons main blade deep into the man’s chest.

      The man felt cold as blood leaked from his sternum and his heart stopped. The man fell forward dead as Naruto panted heavily on one knee, feeling his body’s condition catch up with him.

      “Yo-YOU FUCKING SHIT!” The other guards pulled their weapons back in preparation to turn the boy to mince meat. As Naruto was about to guard and attack, he felt the staff in his hands pulled out of his grasp. He turned his head slightly to see Erza charge forward with his stolen weapon and moved toward the cult men.

      “HAAA!” She swiped the staff in a grand arc and crushed their faces. The men fell back and twitched in agonizing pain as the girl landed between all of them. Erza stood back up and faced all of her friends, who were still shocked at the action her and Naruto had taken. She reached out her hand and motioned for Naruto to take it. “We fight back. That is all we can do.” Naruto had a small smile at what his friend had taken to heart as he took her hand and stood back up.

      He bent down and picked up another staff and a small sword from one of their sheathes. He turned around and noticed that several other salves form other cells had their heads out of the bars to see what the commotion was. He turned back to the only people he knew after so long. “Our options are gone, but we are left with a choice. We can either wait out our days and die” his eyes hardened as he raised the sword over his head “OR WE SHOW THESE BASTARDS WHY THEY SHOULD BE AFRAID OF US!”

      Erza leapt away and swung the staff at the locks of cell doors, letting them creak open and the slaves to walk out. “GRAB A WEAPON AND FOLLOW US, TODAY WE WILL HAVE OUR FREEDOM!” She joined the side of her best friend as all the slaves started to grab whatever they could and held them like weapons. “WE SHALL FIGHT!”

      “HAAAIIIIII!” All the slaves yelled as they followed the bandaged boy, eye patched girl and several other children as they charged forward.

    
    

    
      “Hades-sama it worked, I think I have Jellal in our hands.” Ultear said as she held the teal orb between her hands, a form of a tied boy with an expression of realized enlightenment on his face. Behind her, the tall bearded dark Mage smiled pleasingly at the new information.

      “Good Ultear. Great job. Now, let us see how this plays out.” The man silently stood behind her until a loud alarm blared throughout the entire observation deck.

      “Master Hades, we have a request report from the tower below us. There is a revolt going on and they need our help. What should we do sir?”

      “Ignore it.”

      “Sir?”

      “It is not our concern what those pitiful fools have led them to. They set this fire, now let us watch them burn.”

      “That’s surprisingly dark of you Hades-sama.”

      “Well I thought those words you relayed to that boy were surprisingly true. So I think I will let them stew in their own filth for a while.”

      “What about Jellal?”

      The old man stopped his retreat to his throne at the question. “Now that we have warped his perspective, I say we watch how it plays out. Let him fend for himself and show what we have to look forward to now.” He said as he took a seat at the throne.

    
    

    
      “REVOLT! THE SLAVES ARE REVOLTING!” That was the only warning the man got out as he felt his body be smashed by the mob of slaves beating him.

      The slaves charged forward and mauled every jailer they could see, beating them to death and taking their weapons. The slaves grabbed swords and spears and threw them at the cult members, getting the men to retreat. The slaves gathered around any closed cell they could find and broke open the locks on the bars, freeing more of them.

      Naruto charged with his spear in hand, jumping in the air and taking out several charging guards. He landed as more of them prepared to attack him. He dove out of the way as Erza appeared above and slashed them with her swords. She turned to Naruto and threw her sword as he tossed her his staff, grabbing the weapons and using them interchangeable to attack between short and long ranges. As more men charged the two front runners of the slave army, two figures jumped out of the group and tackled them.

      “This is what you get for messing with Mad Dog Wally.” The black haired boy swung his staff and knocked a group of men down, blood spilling from their injured mouths.

      Simon charged forward like a bull and jumped in the air, his knee outstretched. “Thanks for making us so strong you bastards.” His flying knee collided and knocked down a large cult member as he rolled off the man and continued to punch anyone he saw as an enemy.

      Shō and Milliana grabbed two 2x4s and proceeded to stun and injure anyone they could as the older slaves finished the job.

      “These slaves think they can win against us! Kill them! We will gather more just stop the rebellion!” A member of the cult guards said as the remaining members charged forward to interrupt the assault.

      “Don’t be afraid! We outnumber them. Take away their weapons and they are nothing but fools in dresses. We will have our freedom.” A slave said as he encouraged the group of stampede of rebels to charge forward. The group met the cult members as they fired low level spells at close range, knocking back some of the slaves. But soon enough they were overpowered, their weapons ripped from their hands and the slaves ending them there.

      “Everyone, we must charge the 8th sector now. Don’t stop.” Erza yelled as most of the slaves cheered in agreement. By her side she saw Naruto stand tall even as some of his bandages were bleeding again and his body grew weaker. Even if he was in no state to fight, Naruto was going to lead this army with her.

      Simon pushed passed the other slaves who marched forward to reach the two. “Are you sure? The soldiers are piled up most there.” He stood there as his friends followed close to him.

      “We have to. Jellal is most likely there and we have to save him.” Erza reasoned.

      “She’s right. We have to save him, he’s our family and we will not leave him behind.” Naruto said as he straightened himself to look taller and uninjured.

      “Are you scared Simon?” Wally teased the bulky boy as he pouted and pushed his nosy friend away from him. He stepped forward and looked Erza in the eye.

      “Erza… Do you like Jellal?” Simon asked with a nervous tone as he shocked all of his friends with his question. Wally, Shō and Milliana all had their jaws open from shock. Naruto had stumbled slightly but balanced himself almost immediately, but could feel his heartbeat accelerate. Erza was just staring at him shocked, uncomfortable from the question with a slight blush on her cheeks.

      “Why-why are you saying that now?” Erza said as she shifted at the uncomfortable, eerie stares all of her friends were giving her. “Now isn’t the time for that.” She said to adjust the attention from her to the rebellion.

      “Well, I was just wondering if you liked Jellal or Naruto?” She gasped at the inclination he was giving as this time Naruto plainly tripped. She stuttered as she couldn’t find the right words to use. Simon noticed this moment of hesitation to step forward and earn her attention. “Erza… I—”

      *BOOM*

      A loud explosion echoed throughout the battle as everyone looked toward the cause of the noise. Naruto, Erza and everyone looked in wide eyed shock as Simon was sent flying by a massive fireball. The concentrated magical burst had impacted on his jaw and rattled his whole brain as a smoke cloud formed around his chin. He landed roughly as he laid there unconscious.

      “SIMON!”

      Naruto dropped his weapon and made a mad dash toward his smoky friend. He dropped to his knees as he tried to wake his friend up. As this happened, all of the slaves looked toward the more talented magicians that had fired the first shot. They started to gather up magical energy toward their staffs and fired at the rebellious slaves.

      “Oh god! It’s the magicians! Run or you’ll be killed!” A slave said as he was caught in a flurry of magical attacks from the slave drivers.

      Erza stood shocked as she saw all of the slaves just run away from the fight. “You can’t give up! We have to fight or we will die!” Erza’s words went unanswered as all of the slaves retreated from the battlefield. The only ones left at the center were her and her friends; who were all checking on how badly Simon’s condition was. “Please! Come Back!”

      The jailers looked to see a young, scarlet haired girl that they presumed to be the leader. Several of them aimed their magical staffs at her and unleashed a massive charge of fireball magic at her. She could only watch in terror as the balls of fire closed in on her. Her friends looked up from where they were taking care of Simon to see Erza being attacked.

      Naruto instantly jumped up and sprinted as fast as he could. His legs almost gave out as he felt a rage and anger form in him at the idea of losing Erza. But then, he felt a similar power fill him up like when he was just a child. Some of Kurama’s chakra was strengthening him to fight. He continued his charge as he saw a figure get in between Erza and the rapidly approaching fireballs.

    
    

    
      Rob guarded Erza as the attack closed in on them in slow motion. He could feel the girl take in a breath to yell at him to run. He could feel some of the gazes of the other slaves on him as he protected his granddaughter. He had already made his decision.

      To keep his promise, he would protect her. Even if it meant he died. He closed his eyes as the attack slowly inched toward him. He opened his eye to see a figure put itself between him and the approaching attack.

      Rob felt his wary eyes open in shock and dread as he recognized the figure in his way. Naruto had jumped in and put himself between the old mage and the fire attack. His feet were off the ground as he did a dive before righting himself in the air to cover more of the two precious people behind him.

      Rob could feel a sense of dread well up in his chest. If Naruto took an attack like that, with his body as bodily injured as it was. He would most definitely die. But Naruto probably knew that, he could feel the bad shape his body was in. And yet, he still jumped in to protect them. Rob felt a small smile form on his lips at the action his grandson had taken. He remembered how he was as brash and crazy back in his younger days as well. Rob steeled himself as the balls came close to impacting on Naruto.

      He wasn’t done being crazy just yet.

      Naruto felt a pair of old slender arms wrap around his flying form and pull him back. Rob had grabbed Naruto while there was still time, abruptly turning to cover the boy and girl with his body. But with the position of the flying balls, they impacted against his right side and blew up.

      *BOOM*

      Another massive explosion as Rob was sent flying as a smoky heap as Erza had watched as her grandfather flew. The body fell to the ground with a thud and she just looked with wide, horror filled eyes. Was her Ojii-San? Was Naruto dead? Was she alone again? She felt herself begin to hyperventilate as swords and spears started to rattle.

      “Get ready to attack again!”

      “Nee-San, get out of there!” Shō said as he and Wally looked on in fear as the men aimed their weapons at her again. She fell to her knees and clutched her head, trying to make all the pain stop. She cried out in pain as more of the weapons started to shake as well, earning the attention of everyone that could see her.

      “AAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHH!” She screamed out as the ground underneath her broke apart and a magical seal appeared beneath were she was sitting. The others looked on in amazement as every sword; spear and weapon within a large radius floated up and started to swing. The weapons were moving out and swinging themselves at rapid speed towards the jailers who tried to run away. The jailers were quickly defeated and forgotten as Erza moved the blades to attack any other soldier she could see.

      “Uh. Oh god. *Cough cough* rob-ji—” Naruto got out from underneath the protective heap over him to see his badly damaged friend. ‘Jii-chan!’ Rob had burn marks and singed skin over most of the right side of his body. His skin was burning and his right arm had been reduced to nothing but a stub from where it was blown off. “Can you hear me?! Are you okay?!” The burnt body coughed and laughed.

      “Okay may not be the right word for this but yes, I’m alive.” He said as Naruto breathed out a breath he didn’t know he was holding as he went to hug Rob but then thought that wasn’t the best idea. He then noticed the sounds of screams and crushing rock behind to see Erza using swords to fend off the jailers.

      “Wow! Is Erza using magic?!” He excitingly asked his older friend nodded as he cringed in pain. “Ah, Jii-chan, we need to get you help.”

      “Don’t worry about me Naruto-kun, I’ll be alright.” Rob said as he clutched his stump to mask the pain. “Just worry about Erza-chan. And Jellal-kun, they need you.” Naruto looked back at him before nodding his head and dashing to Erza.

      Erza continued to make her blades dance as she tried to get revenge for all the damage these men had done to her. When she felt a person come from behind her and hug her tight. She turned her head to see Naruto’s blond hair on her back. “Na-Naruto?”

      “Don’t worry, I’m right here. And Rob-jichan is okay as well. Well… not really okay but he his alive.” She turned her head in his embrace to see Rob on his knees, being helped by Shō and Milliana as Wally lifted Simon on his back. She looked at Naruto as he held up a confident look. “We’re all here, and we’ll all make it out. I’m going to make sure Simon and Jii-chan are all right, so can I trust you to grab Jellal.” He said as he lifted his arm with a fist.

      Erza wiped her tears and smirked back at him. She raised her arm and they both tied their arms together in a promise. “I’ll see you here again right. You’ve got my back.” Naruto nodded and they both went their separate ways. Naruto slinging Rob’s only arm over his shoulder as Erza grabbed two swords and charged toward the cells.

    
    

    
      Naruto ran forward holding onto Rob for dear life. Rock breaking and dust explosions from stray magic blasts from jailers clouded his eyes. He saw Wally and everyone take Simon in a different direction. Towards another ship as they had been separated from each other by the explosions. Naruto arrived at a boat and saw that some of the slaves were already preparing to take off. He boarded the ship and brought Rob with him. He was about to let Rob down as another older slave interrupted him.

      “Hey, hey no! We can’t take someone as injured as him with us. He’ll take up most of our supplies.”

      “Just let him stay here for a minute dammit. We wouldn’t be here right now if he didn’t save us!” Naruto yelled leaving no room for argument from the older man. He grumbled and left the boy to take care of the old man.

      “Stay here Jii-chan, I’ll be back as soon as I know Erza and Jellal are okay.” He got a slight nod from the mage as he left him propped on the rafting. Naruto ran off the deck as several other children watched him leave. One of them was the same child he had argued with last week. Erik huffed as he started to prepare the ship for departure.

    
    

    
      “W-Wait, let’s not be too hasty now.” A guard said as he and some other jailers backed away in fear at the approaching figure. “Ca-can we say we’re sorry. Please.” He sweated bullets as the red haired girl slowly walked forward with two massive swords in her arms. She looked up and glared.

      “Move.”

      She barely whispered as she charged forward and cut them down, sending them flying and turning in the air in pain. The men fell down and cried as they were left to writhe in pain at the circumstances for hurting the slaves. Erza ran forward and saw Jellal with his hands tied to a post. She dropped her weapons to lighten her load and sprinted forward. She arrived at the boy and stood on her toes as she untied the rope around his hands.

      “Jellal, oh thank goodness you are here. We are fighting back so it’s alright now. We are winning. We’ll be free by the end of the day.” She let the boy fall on her as she hugged him to make sure he was alright. He slowly lifted his arms to return the embrace, hugging her tightly. Erza smiled as she was happy to know her friends was okay. Then she noticed that his grip was slowly strengthening.

      “Er… Za…” He said tiredly as he felt the girl try to back away from his hug. ‘We don’t need to run anymore.’ Erza tried to look at him as he continued his embrace. He lifted his head to look at the hallway in front of him, his eyes grew evil and a wicked smirk was on his face. “Our true freedom is right here, in the tower.” He let her go as he stumbled forward, swaying from his exhaustion.

      “Je-Jellal what are you talking about? Naruto, Ojii-San and everybody is waiting on the ships. We have to—”

      “Erza, there is not freedom in this world.” Erza stopped as she listened to her friend’s words. “That thing that Naruto, you and I and everyone has been striving for is nothing but a dream. The freedom outside is poor and fleeting, but that doesn’t mean we can’t make our freedom.” Jellal turned around and looked at Erza as his grin showed all of his teeth.

      “I seek the only True Freedom in this retched world… I seek Zeref’s World.”

      Erza felt her breathing stop as her friend approached the fallen guards. “I think I know what they were looking for. This world they were looking for is there but they just can’t reach it. These pitiful fools could never reach the world their god was aiming for.” He marched forward to the master of the cult and laid his foot atop his skull. “And you said useless trash wasn’t needed, right?”

      He crushed the man’s skull in an instance as blood jetted out and covered his foot.

      Erza felt dread fill herself as she saw the boy she had known disappear as he walked forward and massacred all the cult members that begged for mercy. He easily swiped his hand and sent the men crashing into the walls, instantly killing them. He laughed like a maniac as the blood followed down to his feet as Erza cried silently. A member stood up and tried to run.

      “You hate these guys right Erza?” She nodded her head in fear at his question. “Well I’ve seen that you and Naruto have already killed some of them to stop them from killing everybody. So what is wrong of when they try to beg for freedom, I just ignore and continue.” He pushed his hand forward as an invisible force shot out and obliterated the man entirely.

      “Je-Jellal, not like this. We have to escape. Come with us and we’ll help you.”

      “There is nothing wrong with me Erza. In fact, I couldn’t be better. I’ve seen the light and it shows me that freedom is so close at hand. Stay here Erza.” He extended his hand to the quivering girl “Help me change this world.”

      “N-no!”

      Jellal chuckled before lifting his hand and pushing the girl back with his magic. She was sent flying from the force and fell down the path to the work section again. She lifted her head but felt another powerful force explode behind her, crumbling the rock wall behind her. She looked out to see a ship leaving the dock. Jellal slowly walked in front of her and lifted his hand covered in his magic.

      “Look at that, people are fleeing from our freedom. I guess I should punish them.”

      “No don’t!”

      A massive push shot from his palm and exploded the back of the ship, killing dozens of slaves and sinking the ship. Erza looked in horror as she heard screams coming from the sinking vessel. “Wh-what have you done?! You could have killed our family!” She said as a pair of shadow hands came from beneath her and choked her.

      “It’s alright, no one we knew was on that ship. Okay maybe Jii-San but that’s alright.” Erza felt her eye widened and tear as she heard her friend say he did not care for their guardian’s death. “It’s all right Erza, I’ll take everyone we know and keep them here. We will build this tower and save ourselves. And you can join us if you wish.”

      Erza shook her head. “Alright, then. Maybe I should throw you out or kill you. Use that as a way to— MHHUU?!” Jellal felt a fist crash against his face as he was sent rolling down the hill. The shadow hands released Erza as she gasped for fresh air. She looked up and saw Naruto wheezing as his fist was extended out where Jellal once was.

      “*Huff huff* WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING JELLAL?!” He screamed as his friend stood back up and wiped his chin of blood. “What do you think you are doing, attacking Erza? If I didn’t stop you, you would have killed Erza!” He quickly walked down the hill to help Erza up but was forced back with a blast of wind, sending him crashing against a wall and shouting in pain.

      “That was my intention Naruto, I had to state my point.” He stretched out as he threw another attack and cracked the foundation again, causing rubble to fall close to Naruto and crush him. “I was just telling her that we have to finish this tower if we wanted to earn our true freedom. And that I was helping those people out on the boat by sinking them and letting them be free” Jellal said with a smirk. Naruto looked out at the wrecked boat and felt his heart sink.

      “Th-that was the boat with Rob-jichan! You killed him! Why? Why would you do this Jellal?!”

      “Because I’m going to change this world.” He said as more rubble fell from higher levels as the foundation of the scaffolds started to break down. ‘I will continue this work, complete the tower and revive Zeref. I will change how we treat everyone of course; fear is no way to control people. But I do think sacrifices will need to be made.’ He then turned his cold eyes on his friends, “And I think you two will be perfect.”

      Naruto and Erza stared in horror at what their friend had become. Erza felt tears fall from her eyes as despair sank in. Naruto shook as he clenched the dirt and felt anger boil in his center. The same rage and power filled his blood and body. His hair started to become rough and his whiskers became rough and scarred. He lifted his head to glare at his former partner in crime. His right eye brown but his blue eye had seemed to change to crimson red.

      “You think I’ll let you do that?” Naruto said as his nails grew longer and he felt a rage unlike any other since he was a child. He launched himself off the floor and straight at Jellal, landing a devastating punch to his friend’s gut. “I’ll beat some sense into you! THEN WE’LL SEE WHAT YOU HAVE TO SAY!” Jellal was hurled back from the attack, his body crashing against a stone pillar and breaking it, Jellal’s body feeling numb from the attack.

      He stood up and swayed a little, even as his blond counterpart threw himself at him again. Jellal lifted his head and supplied magic to his hands again, smacking Naruto away and sending him crashing. “YOU THINK YOUR FALSE SENSE OF FREEDOM AND HOPE DOES ANYTHING! YOUR IDEA OF FREEDOM IS NOTHING BUT A FALSE NOTION IN THIS DARK EXISTENCE! I SHALL SHOW YOU WHAT TRUE FREEDOM IS!” Jellal used his magic to propel himself and meet the boy where he had been stuck in a crater.

      The two of them exchanged several hits and blasts with each other. The walls and support of the cave’s standing falling as the two exchanged fierce attacks. Erza watched in fear as her two closest friends fought each other like monsters. Naruto becoming strong through his anger at what Jellal was saying while Jellal seemed to have gained abilities through his fractured mental state.

      Naruto viciously uppercut Jellal in his chest, earning a long painful groan from the blue boy. But Jellal repositioned himself and blasted Naruto downward, making his body crash to the floor and create a crater. Naruto ignored the state his body was in and tried to stand up again. He felt two arms encircle him and keep him in place. “E-Erza?!”

      “Naruto, that’s enough! We don’t have to fight him! We can leave and find a way to help!” She lifted her head and looked to Jellal who was standing on one of the only remaining sodden supports as stones fell around him. “Jellal, please let us leave! Let the slaves go and be free! Please!”

      Jellal smirked as he looked down at her as the walls crumbled around the three of them. “I’m sorry Erza, I can’t let them go. I want them to see the new world with me?” He said as Erza lost hope and Naruto glared at him. “But it’s all right, I’ll let you two go” he raised his hand and gathered as much magic as his injured body could.

      “I’LL LET YOU TWO GO DOWN TO HELL FIRST! GO ON, BE FREE!” Jellal threw down his hand and let a massive invisible force sail down toward them. Naruto’s eyes widened as he released the hug Erza had on him and pushed her back, out of the blast’s way. Erza was shocked as she saw Naruto push her back. She got her balance and shot her hand out but it was too late.

      *BOOOOMMMM*

      A massive eruption occurred where Naruto was kneeling, causing the ground to break apart and a shockwave to burst forth. Erza was caught in the resulting blast and thrown out of one of the holes the fight had caused. Her body flew out of the tower’s dust cloud, injured and unconscious as she fell into the crashing ocean’s waves. Naruto had passed out at the center if the attack, eyes rolled into the back of his head as blood came out of his mouth. His motionless body followed along with the falling rubble as he was sent down into a dark abyss.

      Jellal stood on the swaying support beam and let out a sigh. “Well this just won’t do. I think I may have ruined all the work and set us back a little.” He looked from the crumbling tower to the last sailing ship he could see. Already well over a few thousand yards away. They must have left after they heard the first ship sink. “And there goes all the work force.” He was about to move but cringed in pain at all the damage the torture and Naruto did to his body caught up.

      Jellal thought through his options. He pounded his closed fist into his palm as he got an idea. He used his magic to propel himself forward and closer to the sailing ship.

    
    

    
      “No please, we have to go back! Nii-San, Nee-San and Jellal are still in there.” Shō tried to persuade the older salves as tears fell like hail from his eyes. Wally and Milliana also sobbed as they watched over an unconscious Simon with a bandaged head and chin. The older slaves had already sailed the boat after the first ship sank, even at the protest of the children.

      All the slaves ignored the childish pleas as they sailed forward. A slave was reeling up the rope at the side as he saw something floating in the water. He focused his eyes as he saw that the figure was a small boy. He raised his hands and cupped his mouth “Man overboard!”

      The other slaves all stopped and grabbed whatever life preservers they could find. They reached the side of the ship and threw the floats toward the floating boy. He weakly reached out his hand and grabbed it as the others pulled him in. The boy was pulled to the deck as he threw up and coughed up a cup of seawater.

      Shō pushed through the crowd and saw a familiar face clearing his lungs of fish piss. “Jellal!” He shouted as he dove forward and hugged the older boy. The boy did not hug back as Shō tried to get his attention. “Jellal did you see what happened? Are you okay? What about Nii-San and Nee-San? Are they—” he saw Jellal shake in place “Jellal?”

      Jellal tried to hold back his sobs but failed as tears fell nonstop from his eyes. “S-she killed him.”

      “Wh-what Jellal? W-who killed who, what happened?”

      “Erza! Erza killed Naruto! She went crazy and killed him as they tried to rescue me!” He buckled down and sobbed in his hands; Shō had an expression of horrified shock but did not change. “They saved me from the torture but she just killed him! Then she blew up the other ship with Jii-San on it! She went crazy from the pain and tried to kill all of us! She is going to destroy this whole world! She betrayed us! Erza betrayed us!”

      Shō fell to his knees as Milliana and Wally looked on in horror. Soon enough, all three of them started to cry. They all sat there as the other slaves began to panic as well, wondering what was awaiting them at shore. The ship then descended into a party of screams and uproarious laughter.

      On the floor of the deck, Simon watched with a heavy eye. He turned his head to see his friends crying. He wanted to ask what was wrong but he already knew. Even if the pain was supposed to knock him out, he was still awake for everything that had happened. He wanted to scream in agony like everybody else but noticed something. While everyone was distracted with the turmoil playing out, Jellal still had his face in his hands. But instead of the emotionally damaged hero they thought he was, he had slightly lifted his head to show off a maniacal grin.

      Simon furrowed his only eye in suspicion. Whatever had happened? Whatever really occurred on that island? One thing was certain in Simon head.

      Jellal was lying.

    
    

    
      “Sorry master, I suppose he may have gone too far with the fight. The tower is broken. What shall we do now?” The raven haired to said as she played with her teal orb in front of the former guild master.

      “We will use this as a chance to scare the slaves back to that island. But I suppose I should use this as a chance to get him to start training.” He shifted in his thrown and looked to his servants. “Did you really the message to Brain? About the arrival a mile off from Hargeon dock.”

      “Yes sir, he has arrived at the spot and is awaiting the arrival of the tools you promised him.” Hades nodded his head as he looked down at the wreckage. The tower’s top had crumbled down and caved in on itself. The wreckage from the first ship was still floating around near the coast of the island. And if you would look around the wreck, you would see the figure of two sailboats sailing away from where the ship once stood. One carrying the package to his fellow dark guild master, the other carrying something else.

      “I suppose we don’t need to stay here any longer. Set course back to land. Prepare a channel lacrima for when Brain makes contact with us again. I need to make good on the favor he owes me now.”

      Ultear looked down at the wreckage of the once incomplete tower. “It’s a shame about that blond boy. He was quite cute and feisty. I wouldn’t have mind to keep him around with us.” She then saw how her master was paying close to no attention to her. “Especially with how he almost threw your plans back by himself, even so close to death.”

      Hades stopped his think and remembered what he saw the blond boy do near the end of the projection. “Yes but it is for the best. If he had survived,” Purehito thought of the consequences “I dread to think how he would have stopped us if he could.”

    
    

    
      The waves pulled back and forth upon the sandy beach. Only about a thousand yards away from Akane Resort, a figure washed up on the sand. A beaten, damaged red head girl with torn rags and a wrapped eyepatch soaked off her head.

      Erza felt the cold salty water crash against her back as the waves moved over her. She felt some strength return to her limbs as she crawled out of the water. She coughed up some sea water and wiped the stinging sensation out of her eyes with her wet arms. She took a few deep breathes in as she tried to remember the situation she was in.

      She felt her arm shake as tears fell down her face and onto her hands. The pain and loss of everything that had happened building up on her. The loss of the closest thing she ever had to a parent. She didn’t know what had happened to her friends or even if they were still alive. Jellal’s decent into madness in the tower. And how Naruto had possibly given his life away to save hers.

      Erza looked up and saw the moon hang in the sky. It was larger and more brilliant then she had ever seen it before through the bars. The stars and clouds filling the horizons as all that was left for her to see was the massive rock. It then dawned on Erza that she was finally free.

      She remembered what her whiskered friend had told them to do when they were finally free. Even at the loss of everything she knew and loved. She was out. She lifted her head and let out a long, painful cry and scream. Everything that had happened in her life, the pain and suffering, poured out of her as her tears fell to the ground.

      Erza Scarlet was finally free.

    
    

    
      Done.

      Okay, now this is the longest thing I have ever written in my whole life. Even my essays at school would feel inadequate and tiny at the sight of this massive giant.

      So, that is how Erza got off the island. Next chapter will hopefully come out by the end of the year. And then more chapter after that when I can get ’em out.

      And before you start flaming me about how I killed him off and how this story is just going to be Erza with the memory of Naruto let me say this.

      NARUTO. ISN’T. DEAD. Everyone just thinks he is. But he is still alive, just let me write the next chapter.

      On a lighter note, I hope everyone enjoys their individual holiday season. May your times be merry and sweet and here is hoping the egg nog doesn’t go bad.

      RxR Please

      Merry Christmas, Happy Holidays, etc.

      Goodbye.

      

    
  




    6. Memoirs of A Mage

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 6: Memoirs of A Mage’s Travel

      Alright, as you have probably noticed, this is similar to the by gone Fairy Tail fic, ‘Mother’s Blessing’ by Kur0Kishi. I started with that as a base and will keep if familar to what they had done for the first few chapters. I am using that because I was very interested in that story and wished to see how it could have progressed. So I am using that as a base for TATH, but if the original author does not want me to continue using this story then I will respect their wishes and remove it.

      My story isn’t about how Naruto is thrown into this world to beat everything with Kurama’s power. My story is about Naruto’s growth into strength through his own trials and hard work. And that takes time to make. So I’m sorry that at the age of six he can’t take a piss and burn down the tower. Or how he couldn’t just lift a finger and sever a chunk of the world.

      I just wanted to get that out there. I know that this story has started slow but that is why I’m trying to get releases out as close a possible. If you don’t like the stories about Naruto’s journey, then I suggest you give the story time to grow and come back in a few months. So I can set a story and reach the plot.

      And with that, I present the next chapter. Here’s to 2013! Let’s hope it doesn’t suck ass. Also, important announcement at the end.

    
    

    
      This is a day that shall be etching your future as it goes along.

      A powerful, invincible force shall take control of these winds of change and you shall find yourself moving with them.

      Through trials and trepidation, you will find yourself put through pain and consequences by this force; and all forces this one brings with it.

      But through this, you shall bare your teeth and find something new.

      Powerful bonds to be formed and strength like you have never seen before open itself to you.

      This day, is the day of your lucky encounter.

      “Okay, stop! That’s enough! I wanted a fortune telling not some hocus pocus, mumbo jumbo crap about fate. And what the hell do you mean lucky day!” The black haired boy yelled at his friend as she shuffled her cards again.

      The girl in the little orange sundress pulled out some cards and looked at the boy with a played and exasperated look. “Look, it doesn’t matter how many times I redo it, your fortune is the same.” She showed him a card of a man dancing in the sun with a rain of gold coins, “and it says that you are lucky today. What is wrong with you? Aren’t boys supposed to be happy at the fact that you’re lucky, huh?”

      The boy in his underwear sat back at the table they were sitting, crossing his arms and thinking about everything that had happened to him today. “Lucky my ass, today has been the worst day ever. I’ve fallen into ditches, dropping my wallet and losing my money…”

      The girl deadpanned at her friend’s behavior and choice of clothing “losing your clothes.” She finished his sentence as he finally noticed what had happened to his wardrobe.

      “Aw damn, not again. How much longer does this have to go on?” He picked up his clothes and put them back on as his comrades laughed at his distress at his tendency to throw away his clothing. “You see, your fortunetelling is crap, my day sucks.”

      “Oh shut up you big baby” the chestnut haired girl said as she took another sip from her cup of juice.

      From his position upon the bar, Makarov couldn’t help but smile at everyone’s fun and excitement. Macao and Wakaba were arguing and laughing at each other about their performance during the last job. And Gray was yelling at Cana about something that had gone wrong in her fortunetelling. He laughed and took another chug of his booze from his mug. He lowered his cup and let out a content breath with how good everything was.

      He lifted his head to see a shadow approach from the guild’s wide door opening. The other guild members close to the door saw the figure coming closer. When she finally reached the middle of the dining space, she looked around in contemplating analysis.

      “This is the place Rob-ojisan told me about.” She looked down at her feet in regret and slight joy. ‘I guess I finally made it.’

      Gray looked at the girl that had just arrived in the guild with a curious glance. The girl had strong, vibrant scarlet hair that was just a few centimeters from reaching her shoulders. She had a white eye patch to cover her right eye. She wore a ragged, horribly dirty and torn dress. She had some bandages wrapping around her right arm and left leg to cover cuts she received. And over her left shoulder was a nap sack that was filled with food and water in her travel.

      The girl looked all around the hall until she spotted a midget of a man sitting on the bar counter. He was very short in stature, shorter than her by few inches. He had many wrinkles and grey to white hair on his mustache and hair. He was dressed like a jester; like he had just come back from a child’s birthday party. And behind him was a long wooden staff that ended in a swirl at the top. She felt like she knew who he was and decided to just ask him.

      “Ex-excuse me…” She said nervously as she came closer to the elderly man, buckling under his gaze. “A-are you Makky?”

    
    

    
      *Caw* *Caw*

      A crow landed on a massive hunk of rubble and looked at its surroundings. Broken rock and wood covered the entirety of the island’s surface. Other crows and seagulls landed around the crowded space as they started to pick at corpses crushed by rubble.

      Dead bodies were being ripped and shredded by the beaks of the birds looking for sustenance. The crow jerked its head to see a tasty, untouched corpse near some rock. It flew over and picked at the blond cadaver, hoping to get some meat. Other birds followed its example and began peaking at the small body. They thought they were close to getting there until the body suddenly jerked awake.

      “GET THE FUCK OFF ME BIRDS! I’LL SKIN YA ALIVE AND SMACK YA WITH YOUR OWN FEATHERS!” The birds all fluttered as the blond boy jumped up and swatted the feathered rats away from him. The boy righted himself and stumbled from the blood rushing through his head. He shook his head and gained his vision back, looking around to see nothing but rubble as far as he could see.

      “Hello! Is anyone there?” He yelled as he cupped his ruin wrapped hands over his mouth. Naruto noticed the state his bandages and wrapping were in, scuffed and torn to hell. He started to tear the cloth off as the birds all reached a perch and watched him. He grumbled in annoyance at how much the covering was sticking to him. He got most of it off as the stuff covering his head was stuck causing him to pull with all his might. He got it off and fell to his butt, growling as he looked up to see a bird watching him curiously. “You just love this, don’t you?”

      *Caw* was his reply as the bird just pecked his head.

      He grumbled something about stupid birds as he stood back up. He got a better look at his surroundings and held back a shiver. Some of the body parts of dead jailers and slaves were visible underneath the rocks. The ocean was all he could see for miles. The clouds and wind were picking up as Naruto looked out into the distance for a ship. He held a cringe as a cold wind covered his body. He shivered as he walked behind a large boulder to protect himself from the current.

      He lay there, contemplating what had happened. The actions of the slave riot started to repeat. Him and Erza starting the revolution with words and stark action. The extended battles with the damn cult magicians. Rob and Simon sustaining injury in their fight for freedom. And finally, Jellal. Going crazy and nearly killing him and Erza with his magic.

      He looked over and saw a jailer with his cloak still around his broken neck. Naruto undid the buttons and tied it around himself, keeping him warm. The birds shrieked as they tried to find a safe space as well. He leaned against the rock as a sense of hunger swept over him and he shut his eyes asleep. Thinking that he would start finding ways to survive until he could find a way to rescue himself.

    
    

    
      *Caw* *Caw* *Caw* *Ca-SQUWAK*

      The crow on the perched rubble was knocked over by a harshly thrown rock. Naruto grumbled as he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, yawning as he shook his head. He stood up and stretched out, limbering his aching muscles. He kept the cloak wrapped around his neck so that he had so protection from the wind and sun. He stood up and surveyed his situation once more. Bodies, rubble, waves, silence.

      Nothing had changed.

      Naruto walked around and started to riffle through the wreckage. Searching for anything that could even slightly help him in this situation. So far he had only found some bodies of the guards and slaves. Men and women who were not so lucky in their escape attempt. Any slave he would find he would pull the body to the outer shore and leave there. Hoping that a passing ship would see them and come investigate. Even if they were dead, they had been through enough, deserving to be buried on land if he could.

      As for the slavers he found, he would just throw their bodies into a pill. In his eyes, they were always going to be the bastards that ruined their lives. He didn’t care what happened to them. Be it rotting, or currently, bird feed.

      “*huff* Okay, now what do I do?” He asked himself as he thought of his options. He looked between the rocks and thought of an idea. “I guess I should make a lookout.” He said as he picked up pieces of rubble and started to stack them in a rough looking hill. The larger rocks he found he would roll to the man-made perch. An hour later, Naruto had made a decent looking lookout at the center of the island. Large enough to view all directions over the larger slabs of earth.

      Naruto breathed out after finishing his work. “Okay, now what’s next?” He looked around as a loud grumble took over the silence. He looked down to see his belly literally vibrate as wavy lines came out of his stomach. Naruto sweat dropped as he tapped his growling gut. ‘Alright, I guess I should look for something to eat.’ He laughed a little but then lost his glee and looked around him. “But where?”

      He had no idea about what he was going to eat. There was no grub like the stuff that he was fed in the tower. And he wasn’t ideal on the idea of eating rocks. So that left him with the choice of capturing a bird or…

      He looked to the corpses he had fished out. He held back a gag as he shook his head.

      “No no no, no way. Gotta think this through.” Naruto started sweating bullets at his predicament. He then opened his eyes in realization that there could still be food for him to eat. Naruto started to climb over slabs as he moved to the general direction of the cellar at the basement level. Every slave knew that the jailers kept their rations and preserves in a contained space at the lower levels. Along with the food space were several other bunker levels that contained other things. But no slave actually knew what they held.

      Naruto arrived at the general area he and his friends had seen those slavers talk at just a few days ago. Naruto took several deep breathes as he found the cellar space covered by rocks. The boy gritted his teeth in anger as he started to throw the rubble away from the doors. Naruto spent hours clearing the way hopefully to a stable food source. He started growing tired at the over exerting work, feeling weak from not eating for so long.

      Naruto was close to finishing when he reached a much larger stone. He started to push against it but the rock did not budge. “Uh, damn. Aright, now you’re pushing it.” He channeled some chakra into his hands as he barred against the rock. After some effort, the rock started to slide over the wood, causing loud creaking sounds. And then finally, it moved…

      “Hahaha, yes! I did it!”

      Naruto started to jump in victory until he started swaying from starvation. “Oh right, food.” He focused himself and grabbed the handle of the wood, pulling with some force. After a moment, it finally broke open and the door fell to the side. Naruto smiled as he walked into the dark space. He couldn’t see anything at first but then he noticed his eyes were adjusting to the dark.

      Naruto looked around at the remains of the slavers’ food. Despite what he had thought, the cellar did not get out unharmed. Some of the ceiling had crushed the preserves and water, reducing the amount he could eat. Naruto searched around to get a better look at what he had to work with.

      “Well this sucks.” Naruto lifted some ruined meat that had been on the ground. He took a bite out of it and slowly chewed. ‘Uh so nasty. And yet soooo goooooood.’ Naruto savored the taste of the old meat as comical tears ran down his face. He continued to bite into the steak until he reached his hands. Naruto rubbed his full stomach in delight as he burped in satisfaction. He looked at the rest of the food around him, “some of it might not be in best shape, but I can’t complain.”

      Naruto started to pack his food together in a close grid to access. He breathed out in relief that at least he had something to eat and drink. Naruto wiped his head and looked at his pile. “Alright, now I just have to spare this for a while. Need to find a way so I can be… What the hell?”

      Naruto saw that there were two more cellars located far deeper in the dark. He walked over to them and examined the doors. One had a padlock while the other was free to access. He knew it would be easier to go in the unlocked one but his interest peeked at seeing the lock. Naruto smiled as he reached out and pulled on the door, his efforts were useless. He breathed out and picked up a large rock by his feet.

      He raised it over his head and continually smashed the lock. “Let… Me… See… You… Sunava… Yes!” The door lock broke and fell to the floor; Naruto smiled and tossed the rock to the side. He opened the door and walked inside, seeing random objects and clothes around him. “What the hell?”

      Naruto started to look around and search everything. There were fancy clothes and shoes, watches and lacrima. Everything that civilians would carry with them in their daily lives. Naruto had continued looking until he reached something the piqued his interest. He pushed through the clothes and picked up the shoes.

      They were his sandals.

      The sandals he had worn for several years. They were ragged and dusty from sitting in the dark. They were still dyed red from all the assassination missions Danzō had sent him on. Naruto inspected them and dropped them by his feet. He chuckled as he saw that his feet had far outgrown the toddler shoes he had once worn. That was all he needed to prove that he had grown up. He laughed as he kicked the sandals away from his feet and riffled through the slave contraband.

      He found a new pair of boots to wear. They were black and muddy, proving that they had been through a lot. Naruto sat down on the concrete and pushed his feet through the slot. He adjusted them to fit more comfortably, slipping into them easier. Naruto fixed them up and stood back up, examining his new footwear. “Heh, I like. I’ll keep these.” Naruto looked through the rest of the clothes and tried them on. After trying some new shirts, he decided on a large black shirt that was a size too big. He put it on and ripped the lower part off, making it more suitable. After some adjusting, he got it to just the right feel.

      “Now, let’s see what else those bastards were hiding.” Naruto peeked around the corner at the other door down the way. He walked up to it and noticed that it was no different from the others. He grabbed the handles and opened it, finding it easier than the other two. He looked down at the descending staircase into a deep shadow. He walked down the steps and looked around the shaded area, noticing that it was far larger than the others. Taking up a large portion of the lower basement. While Naruto was looking around, he missed a step and fell forward. Naruto yelled in pain as he tumbled down the stone steps, landing on the concrete floor.

      “Uuuugggghhhh. Crap that hurt. That could have killed me, hahaha.” Naruto laughed as he lay on the floor, holding the back of his head as he nursed a bump. Naruto slowly opened his eyes to see a skull only an inch away from his face. Naruto kept silent as a heavy weight dropped in his stomach.

      “Aaahhhhhh! Get Away! Don’t Kill Me!” He jumped back in fright at the skeleton lying in front of him. He took shallow breathes as his heart raced, beating at the sudden fear he experienced. He watched the sack of bones lay there, preparing for them to move or jump. He waited in silence as nothing happened. He stood up straight and coughed into his hand, an embarrassed blush spread on his face. “Well, I’ll just keep that to myself.”

      Naruto looked around him at the numerous skeletons spread around the ground, dressed in the rags of men and women. Some of them were crawling toward the stairs, hoping to climb toward freedom. Others had swords pierced through the rib cage and back, showing that they had bled or been stabbed to death. A horrid smell had overtaken the floor around him, causing him to gag. Naruto finally noticed two skeletons resting closer to the stairway, on their backs. He stared at them and noticed the obvious ways they had died. One had his skull crushed and stabbed, instantly dying. The one next to him, dressed in the girl skirt he had seen for so long, had no skull at all.

      He instantly recognized them as the slaves that had tried to escape last year. The man that had his head crushed and the woman whose head had exploded. Naruto then realized where he had found himself. This was the graveyard that the jailers threw the dying slaves into. If they tried to escape or were close to death, the guards would take them down here to rot. Naruto grit his teeth in anger at the growing injustice that he had discovered. How could they do something like this? They had rights didn’t they?

      Naruto calmed himself as he walked around the bodies. Noticing all the states the poor people had been out through. He then arrived at a peculiar corpse that was different than any other he had seen. It was a skeleton of a man that had most of his rags ripped and bloody. They had faded so much that he could tell that he had been there for many years. His body was arched, like he was lying on top of something. And he was atop of a large dirt clot, like a grave dug in a rush matter. Naruto approached the body and touched it; there was nothing even close to flesh remaining on the bones.

      He flipped the body over to see it better. In his arms was a large bundle of objects, wrapped in the rags that Naruto had guessed were his shirt. Naruto grabbed the objects in his arms and tried to pull them out, finding it difficult due to the grin the bones had on them. After trying for some time, Naruto was able to slip the objects out of his arms. Naruto fumbled the objects as he fell on his butt.

      Naruto heard metal clanking against the floor and then settle. He looked to his side to see two swords and a book open on the floor. Naruto crawled over to the first blade. It was a katana, with a stainless steel blade that stretched about three feet out. It had a golden guard over the handle in the shape of an oval. Its handle was jet black in color, with gold diamond imprints every cm. Naruto held the blade in his hand, feeling a powerful presence from the sword even though he could tell it had no magical properties. Naruto gulped as he fiddled with it, feeling stronger just from holding the amazing craftsmanship in his hand. Naruto swung the blade several times and could hear the air bend around it as he swung down. Naruto looked at it once more before placing it carefully back on the ground.

      The blond Jinchūriki walked over to the second blade that fell out. This was more of a traditional knight sword that he had heard of. It was about the same length as the first sword, but had a much longer width then the katana. Its blade was dirty silver that had a long trench near the guard. The guard covered a large portion of his hands and the stub at the end of the handle assured that it did not slip from his hands. He felt that the sword was heavier than the other, at least another 3 pounds compared to it. Despite not being able to swing it at the same speed, Naruto felt like it could cleave through the hardest metal if used by a master. He was awed at the power these blades had, feeling like he could defeat an army with them.

      Naruto laid both blades beside each other as he admired them. Whoever used them must have been a powerful swordsman. Naruto finally looked to the last object, a worn out book that was lying on its last few pages. Naruto slowly walked to it and grabbed its spine, lifting it up to see what was written in it. He noticed that the lines were messy and written in red, possibly blood. He glared at the letters to get a better understanding of their messy presentation…

      In… my final moments… I wish to say I’m sorry…

      Naruto closed the book as he realized that he was reading the last testaments of the dead man. He felt a shiver go down his back at the idea of understanding the death of this poor man. Naruto took a deep breath and looked toward the staircase. He looked to the swords and decided to take them with him. He wrapped them in the same shirt tearing that he had found them in. He hefted them under his arm and started the trek back to the surface. Before he left, he looked to the book on the ground, feeling interested in the concept of learning what this man had done. He picked it up and returned to walking up the steps.

      Naruto came out of the cellar, seeing that it had started to turn dark outside. He walked back to the perch he had set up and sat down in front of it. He looked over some rocks to see that the birds had started to eat away at the bodies. He knew he couldn’t stop the feathered freaks from pecking at either the bodies of the slaves or jailers. So he just let them have what they wanted. Naruto settled into the ground as he wrapped himself in the cloak again. He sat on the floor as he looked up at the illumination given to him by the stars and moon.

      Naruto couldn’t sleep so he looked at the book again. It was brown and felt like leather, feeling tough and sturdy. But the edges were run and rough, showing that it had been gathering dust under the skeleton for some time. Naruto felt his curiosity peek at the writing he had seen at the back. What had happened? Why was it in blood? Naruto tried to fight but opened the book to the first page.

      Owner: Kazuya Sakumina

      He saw that the lines were full of very well done handwriting. Naruto got comfortable against the rocks and started to read.

      Date: X750, August 07 Age: 10

      Well, this is my first entry. It’s my tenth birthday today, and Okaa-sama gave me this journal to document my life in. I said it was a stupid idea but she said it was worth a try. That I should keep everything about me written in a little notebook so I never forget what I have done. I think this will be the only time I write in this but I can’t argue with Okaa-sama. There is a reason Otou-sama is so scared of her. And even though I begrudgingly accepted this book, I’m much more excited about my second gift. I am beginning magic lessons that I’ll get to start tomorrow. I’m very excited so I’ve decided to go to bed right away. Goodnight.

      Naruto finished the first entry of the boy’s journal. Apparently he had kept this book with him as a biography about what he had done. And by the state of the pages in the book, he didn’t follow through with his ‘just this once’ idea. Naruto continued to read the journal of the boy’s life, finding it fascinating. Completely forgetting that he should be trying to fall asleep.

    
    

    
      It was night in Magnolia Town, the moon shining over the entire town. The light illuminated the waterway, making it shine across the entire street. She sat on the edge, her feet lightly touching the surface of the water. She knew she shouldn’t go swimming but the water just felt so cool on her feet, she had never felt anything like it. It was a completely different sensation for her feet to go through. For the first time since she arrived, without letting anyone see, she let a small smile grace her face.

      “Well, you seem to like the water.” The girl gasped a little and shot her feet out of the water, blushing ever so slightly at being caught. She turned around to see the short man dressed in a brown coat he had grown accustomed to wearing. He had his eyes closed and had a grin plastered on his face.

      “O-oh, Master, it’s just you. I-I’m sorry, I should—”

      “Nonsense Erza-chan, I’m not going to tell anyone. You just enjoy yourself.” The armored girl looked at the man who now had a warm smile on his face instead of a grin. She nodded her head and submerged her feet. “You seem to like that armor a lot. You haven’t taken it off since I gave it to you this morning.”

      “Oh yes, thank you master. This is a very generous gift you have given me.” She placed her hands on the breast plate of her new armor. He had given her a choice of clothes to take from a large inventory he had. After giving her a white blouse and skirt, he said that she could take anything else she wanted. She looked around and found this armor. She immediately became attached and wore it immediately.

      The little guild master sat down next to her on the river bed and relaxed in the night air. “Are you sure you want to keep wearing it?”

      The little girl felt a cold sweat go down her back as she clutched her chest. “Y-yes, I-I feel better if I’m covered. I feel… protected.” Makarov looked at the new girl in worry as she slightly trembled. He remembered what she had told him yesterday, about the tower and Rob. He had kept a strong face but he felt sick at the idea of what the little girl had been through.

      “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to remind you.”

      “No, it’s okay. I can’t forget where I came from. Everyone that was lost and helped me on the way.” She quietly remembered her grandpa, her friends and family, and her best friend that had saved her by pushing her out of the way. “Their sacrifice can’t be forgotten.”

      Makarov watched the girl grow quickly downcast and become sadder. He felt his heart pinch at the idea of his new daughter feeling distraught. So he took a dell breath and rested on the back of his hands.

      “You know, I don’t think you should ever give up.”

      Erza looked to her side at the wizard saint.

      “If your friends were so worried about you, they would want to make sure you are happy. And they would want to be there with you to witness your new happiness. So instead of thinking that all of them had given up their lives, hope that they are just around the corner. Because even though we have to work toward our dreams, hope makes them easier to bring. So don’t be afraid and just hope.” He looked to her and gave her a toothy grin, causing his wrinkles to build up at the side of his face.

      Erza looked at him and felt a tear build up in her eye. This man was like a combination of Rob and Naruto. He had so much wisdom to give, but made sure she never lost her will to go on. She wiped her tear and nodded her head in agreement. They sat there, enjoying the night sky in silence.

      “Hey, want to see me put my feet at the bottom.”

      “Uh Master, it’s too deep. If you try you migh— WOW” the elder jumped off his seat and his feet immediately stretched to immense lengths, surprise the scarlet haired girl. He started to show her his Titan magic as she cheered for him to go on.

    
    

    
      Naruto woke up to the sound of waves crashing to the shore. He sat up and rubbed his eyes to wake up. There were no sounds of bird squeaking and waking him up, so that was a plus. Naruto looked to his side to see the book he had been reading until late last night.

      Naruto had quickly become hooked to reading the entries Kazuya had put in his book. He had read about his training in magic from several magic teachers. About the basic understandings of magic and its history. And Kazuya had written all of it down because there were so many notes. And it also helped Naruto understand his magic status better.

      He had learned that magic is the physical embodiment of the spirit. When the physical spirit of an organism connects with the spiritual flow of nature, the spirit forms Magic as a product of the connection. And that he could access his magic by imagining an invisible force appearing around him it was similar to using chakra, but it was quicker to use because he didn’t have to meld the spiritual and physical energies.

      But even though he could access his magic, it didn’t do much to help him use it. So Naruto continued to read about what Kazuya had done back then. He opened to where he had left off and continued.

      Date: X750, November 15 Age: 10

      Now I have finally started to learn a magic. When I was asked about what kind of magic interested me, I said I had been interested in swords for a while. I told my teachers about all the books and stories I had read about famous blades and weapons used over the centuries. Blades that could gather magic and transform their use. Even swords that were rumored to help slay dragons.

      I became fascinated at the idea of owning swords legendary swords like that, but they told me weapons as rare as though were banned from the public. And only the immensely rich and thieves could ever get their hands on them.

      So I asked if there was a way for me to get the blades but not be in trouble. They didn’t say anything at first but then the elder Mage told me a a special form of Copy magic. I had read that the most usual Copy magic was capable of briefly copying one’s magical abilities before moving on to another’s. But he told me there was a way to use your magic to copy other thing by touching them. That using Copy magic to leave an imprint of something’s existence on you would let you summon it at any time. A type of combination between Caster and Holder type magic.

      Naruto raised his eyebrow in surprise at what he had read. Using your magic to permanently copy something into your magic pattern. So you didn’t have to keep an item, but you could make an exact copy just by touching it. Naruto laughed at the concept. If he found a weapon that could destroy anything, he could make copies and send them out and become famous. ‘Hehehe, that would show Erza who’s boss.’ Naruto continued to read about how Kazuya had learned the magic style.

      He had written that the basic of the magic was that he had to let his magic cover the object of choice. Let it dissolve and form around the blade, making a part of him. Then he could let it go and keep a copy of it with him at any time. All he had to do was let his magic take the form of what it had copied.

      Naruto read that Kazuya had a lot of trouble at first with this new form of magic. That he tried several times to get a good hang of the forming until he could do it easily. Naruto had read on that it took him almost a year to make the feeling instinctive.

      Naruto looked from the book to the blades that he had picked up. He s irked as the idea came to form. “Alright! That ain’t so tough! Let’s see if this is as hard as he said.” Naruto walked over and picked up the katana, holding it in a firm grasp. He started to take deep breathes as he followed what Kazuya had said was the standard way of using it. Let his body relax as it let the magic flow over the weapon. Let the magic take control and cover his weapon. Naruto felt a warm sensation cover his body a he felt the sword be consumed in his power. Naruto stayed calm as he started to flex his other hand, a form taking shape in his palm. A sword handle had been created from his magic and started to grow from there.

      Naruto smiled as he felt his magic finish. He opened his eyes and raised the new blade high. “I DID IT!”

      On second examination, Naruto realized that his new blade was a piece of crap.

      It was barely half a foot long and the metal was broken and scratched. Naruto sweat dropped as he looked at the makeshift knife in worry. “W-well it’s not presentation but quality. That’s what Rob-jichan said.” Naruto laughed nervously as he regained his confidence and held his new Copy sword. He saw a medium sized rock lying beside his foot, which would be perfect for a test. Naruto picked it up with one hand and got himself ready. He tossed the rock in the air and timed himself just right. Right as the rock was coming back to the ground; Naruto swung his knife and made contact with the stone.

      “HA!”

      *SNAP*

      Naruto felt his confidence drop as the metal shards fell back to the floor. He looked down as the metal dissolved and faded away as magic. His eyes were shadowed as he stared at the broken hilt. He spiked it in anger as the entire thing crumbled into dust. Naruto started to kick the dirt in a tantrum as he realized that his effort had failed. The rock hadn’t even budged in the descent, but just shattered the sword copy.

      “Damn damn damn damn. Gotta try again.” Naruto continued to take the sword and make a copy of it, the copy materializing in his other hand. Each time the sword was still a crummy knockoff but had little improvement to the preceding copy. Naruto tried for many hours as he started to grow tired from the effort.

      “Oh right, Kazuya said that in his journal. The more magic you use, the more tired you get. What did he say fixes that?” Naruto picked up the journal and found the page of magical background. “Alright. I’ll just relax and eat something; I forgot to eat while practicing.”

      Naruto walked over to his food group and grabbed some fruit to eat. It had started to go brown but when you’re stuck on an island, you have to live with it. Naruto walked back to his perch after taking some water to drink as well. He opened the journal again and continued to read. What could he say? A good story got him hitched.

    
    

    
      Gray was sitting at the table with Cana again, glaring at the new girl. She had been very reclusive since she arrived, just talking to Jii-San and eating alone. Even now, she was sitting at a barrel and eating some bread and water. “Pfft, what’s wrong with her? She’s always by herself, like she’s better than us. Hey Cana, go talk to her or something.” The Card Magic girl looked at him with a tired expression.

      “Well I’ve tried to, but she just ignored me.”

      The stripper stood up with a cocky smile and pounded his fist in his hand. “Well we can’t have that. I may have to teach that newbie how to respect the great Gray-Sama.”

      “Since when are you great?”

      Gray walked over to the seated former slave and tried to gain her attention. “Hey you!” The girl just tried to ignore him as she changed her gaze. The boy grew ticked off as his patience ran thin. He lifted his leg and kicked the stool underneath her, causing her to fall to the floor. The noise had alerted the rest of the guild to see the two of them disagree.

      “Uh, what was that for?!” She asked from the floor.

      “This is a mage’s guild. You don’t go wearin’ armor round here.”

      “Well, I’ll take that under consideration when you start wearing clothes yourself.” She patted her skirt as Gray blushed at the accusation, the entire guild cackling at the burn the new girl served him.

      “Why you little!” Gray circled around her and pointed his finger in a challenging manner. “I’d like to see you be so funny when I kick your ass!”

      “I don’t wish to fight you…” She then matched Gray’s glare as she stood confidently, “but if you wish, then come at me.”

      “Hehehe, you’re gonna regret that, armor girl.” He kept his fist in his palm as magic started to build in his hands. An icy wind building up as he got in his stance.

      “Ice Make: LAN—”

      *SMACK*

      The entire guild looked in surprise as the girl just punched him in the head. The boy smashed into the wooden floor as his head smoked and his eyes swirled. She stood there with a smoking fist as silence built around them. Cana slowly stood from the bench and walked over to them. She knelt down and poked Gray in the face, hoping to get so reaction. After receiving nothing, she stood back up and coughed in her fist.

      “The winner: Erza!”

      The guild clapped in acknowledgement.

    
    

    
      “*Pant* *Pant* Al-almost there. Just a bit longer.”

      Naruto had his hands propped up on his knees as sweat dropped down his face. He had been practicing with the Copy magic for well over a week now. Forgetting his circumstances and need to eat so he can continue controlling the new magic. He had spent hours working on the copies of the two swords, switching between the two so he can test his mettle. The results of using the magic so much were obvious from the area around him.

      Dozens and dozens of half complete swords and sword handles laid on the sand. Unlike the first few times, the results did not collapse into dust when they were dropped. So when he started to make more solid copies, the end results would stay there until they were destroyed by other means. He looked down at the original blades a few feet from where he stood. He stood up as tall as he could and readied himself.

      “Alright, same course.” Naruto took deep breathes to calm his body, letting his magic flow over him. He opened his palms as the familiar sensation started to build itself again. He felt the handles start to form as his hands gripped them. He spread out his arms as the rest of the swords had begun to take shape. After a moment, he knew his magic had finished the task. He opened his eyes and looked at the results.

      In his right hand was a sturdy knight sword, the setting sun shining down on the iron blade.

      And in his left was the katana, radiating power and grace from its excellent workmanship.

      He leveled his arms and brought them in a high arc. And then brought them down on a large rock chunk besides him. The blades collided with the stone and created a loud impact, but neither of them broke. The swords reverberated in his hands as he held the tightly.

      He smirked at the result. He had copied two swords. For the first time after so many tries, he had done it.

      “Yes!”

      Naruto jumped up in glee as he started to dance around like an idiot, avoiding the stray sword parts around him. After some celebrating, Naruto smiled contently as he placed his new blades at the side, brimming in pride. He then calmed himself as he knew that he was only partially done with the training session. He reached over and picked up the journal he had been reading so much. He reopened to the page he had found over the week about another magic type.

      The process and abilities of it were written down by Kazuya. He said he was so impressed that he asked her to write down what she knew. So once again, Naruto let his magic take over. But instead of creating a form from memory, it just started to build and compress around him. His new magic style…

      Armor of the Knight

    
    

    
      Date: X759, June 9 Age: 19

      It had been about one year since I left home and became an independent Mage. I have thought of joining a guild but I feel that I can do more help if I can travel freely.

      Today was… Well, it is best described as a cluster fuck. I was hired by a small town to help control a bandit problem they had been having. Bandits had continued to come from their mountain hideout and terrorize the people. When I arrived and gave them my services, they immediately begged for my help and pointed me in the direction.

      When I arrived, it was a large tavern that dozens of criminals had occupied. They all charged me but I was able to hold them off quite easily. I didn’t have any problem beating them when I summoned the swords with my Ex-quip. I guess that is the result of my training, huh?

      I was taking care of the issue quite easily until I met someone who stopped my swing with her hand.

      She had long red hair and purple eyes. She was looking at me with contempt in her eyes, I thought it was because I had defeated her comrades. I continued to attack her but found that my hits had no results. It felt like every time my swords met her fists, her hands turned into steel and parried them. And when she started to attack me, her fists left craters where she had impacted. I had never met a woman so strong. We had fought for hours and reduced the tavern to rubble, scaring off the criminals.

      So hey, I guess I technically did the job.

      After a while, we had taken a break from the fighting. I asked her why she had joined with these guys but she looked at me like I was crazy. Then she asked me the same question. I told her that I was sent from the village to stop these delinquents. She started to bellow and point at me like I was a fool.

      It turns out she was hired to do the same task by a neighboring village. And that we had wasted hours fighting from just a misunderstanding.

      Needless to say, I was embarrassed.

      We then continued to talk about our magics. She told me her magic was a type of enhancement magic that covered the whole body. Instead of increasing muscle mass or such, it creates a covering over the body, like a suit of armor. The more experienced and powerful you become, the stronger you can make the armor.

      When she punched a wall and it crumbled, I asked her if she was using it then. She said she didn’t have to use it all the time anymore. Apparently, she used a method of weaning herself off the continued use of it to make her stronger. She would use less and less of it to complete her quests and missions. So her body could grow stronger by itself and not rely on the armor ability, as a form of adaptability.

      I was surprised about the concept and asked her to explain further but we had no time. So enough, the Rune Knights had started to charge at us due to the fact we had caused such a ruckus. We had bolted off a came to our separate paths. I asked her name before she left so I could meet her again.

      Erika Sōko

      Heh, I hope to meet her again.

    
    

    
      Date: X760, March 20 Age: 20

      So, it has been about half a year since Erika and I have formed a team. And we had apparently become famous around the area. Everyone was coming to us with their magical problems and needs. It is fun to have so many missions to take on.

      Erika has started to teach me the basics of her Armor of the Knight magic. I asked her if she wanted to learn my Copy magic but she said she wasn’t one to use so many blades. She was comfortable with just the sword at her side.

      Anyway, I am finding this style harder to use then my magic. Apparently, it is hard to learn too many other magic styles after using one for so long. It is embarrassing to see her laugh at me when I can’t even form the cover. Even with her explanation which she says ‘even a toddler can learn’.

      I think she just says that to spite me.

      The magic is based on a very simple idea. The basic thought that magic can be used to strengthen one’s body. I just have to let my magic gather around my body like a cocoon. Then when I have enough eternano around me, I constrict it to a level almost like a layer of skin. The compressed raw magic is supposed to increase your base power by at least a factor of 2.

      Erika laughs at me and says hers makes her almost 10x times stronger. 15x if she pours everything into the armor.

      I wanna say that I hate when she does that, but it feels kind of endearing to know that I can make her laugh. She doesn’t do it very often so it is fun to see her giggle like that.

      I think I’ll ask her out on a date to the restaurant in the town down the road to see how she likes being in the laughee’s position.

      See just how much she likes it. Heh.

    
    

    
      Naruto laughed at just how Kazuya was slowly becoming infatuated with Erika. How he had started to write more and more about her and less about his missions. In fact, he had started writing less in general. Finding that some entries were days to months apart. He would have to make sure that it never happens to him.

      Naruto rapidly shook his head and focused back on the task at hand. Just like his Copy magic, he let his magic expand and flow out. But instead of letting it form an object, he stopped it and compressed it around him. He felt his body become warmer as the magic stayed very close to his skin. Changing its shape to stay around his fists.

      Naruto turned around and looked at a large wall of rock he was practicing on. He walked up to it and raided his fists in a fighting stance. He reeled his fist back and punched the solid wall, feeling a painful sensation pass through his arm. He pulled his fist back and saw that a small crack had appeared where he had punched. Not large enough to change the structure but enough to know that he was stronger with the armor.

      He smiled and let the magical energy dissipate from his body. He stumbled a little as he felt lightheaded. “Aw crap, I have got to sit down. Hehe, I keep spending so much time learning this stuff that I forget I get hungry.” Naruto walked over to his shrunken pile of food that had started to go bad. He picked up some molding bread and sat down to gain his strength.

      Naruto had once again picked up Kazuya’s journal, his only defense against talking like a mad man and naming a rock Wilson.

      He opened up to the page he had left off at last night. He had gotten very far in the Copy Mage’s tales, well over half the book’s length. He had read about how the man had traveled around, met a girl, became a team and fell in love. And last night he had passed a very important event in his life, his marriage.

      Naruto looked to a small photo that had been placed in the book’s pages. It showed a tall man with black hair and a huge smile in a tuxedo. Naruto had never seen the man before but he was sure that it was the happiest the man had ever been. Besides him was a shorter woman with waist long red hair in a wedding gown. She was holding a bouquet of flowers and was hugging the man so tight she could have popped him. Naruto smiled at the happiness the two had shared together. Wondering if he would ever be able to have something like that with someone.

      As Naruto looked at the written stories, he had noticed that several years had since he wrote down about the marriage. And that every entry afterwards was erratic and nervous. Like he was scared and panicking. Naruto looked at the last article he had written.

    
    

    
      Date: X765, March 8 Age: 25

      Oh man, Erika has been telling me to calm down but I can’t help it. Somehow, she is calmer and more collected about this then I am.

      That’s bullshit!

      If anyone should be scared it’s her. She’s the one having the baby! But no, she just sits on the couch, reading books like it was just another day for her.

      It wasn’t like this when we found out eight months ago. No-o-o-o, she was smashing my head into the wall when she thought I called her fat. Plus her cravings. I have never seen her eating so much cake with pickles and steak. And cry when she saw that her plate was finished.

      But somehow, now I am the one who is terrified.

      I feel like my hair is coming out as I speak.

      But you know, it is kind of fun to wait for the result. She told me that she got the sex of it from the doctor when I wasn’t looking. It’s going to be a girl. I was shocked when I first heard but then I felt excited.

      I’m going to be a father in a month.

      I can’t wait to see how she grows up. I’ll make sure she’s beautiful and strong, and I’ll keep her safe at all costs. I want to see her become a woman, and find a happy life.

      But I’ll kill any man that looks at her.

      No joke.

      And to top it all off, after several months of arguing, we’ve finally agreed to a name.

      We couldn’t think of anything for so long but then Erika thought of a great idea. She got the idea of taking some of each of our names from a kind woman she met in a village. So now, I have a name for my child.

      My Daughter.

      Erza.

    
    

    
      “Tch. Damn it.” The ice maker softly touched his bruised cheek. His face was black and blue from taking so many beatings from the annoying armor girl.

      “Haha, what’s wrong Gray? Got your ass kicked by Erza again, huh?” A rough looking, spiky blue haired Mage laughed at the embarrassed alchemy boy.

      “Shaddup ya asshole!”

      The older mages just laughed at his attempt to stay tough. A smoker with a pompadour just chuckled as he took another chug from his drink. “But seriously, that Erza-chan is amazing. She has only been here for a few weeks but has beaten Gray from one side of the town to another. We’re probably going to be calling her Erza-Sama in a few years.” The adults laughed some more before a loud crash was heard behind them.

      Gray had smashed his fists into the table in anger. His teeth were gritted and a vein was pulsing in his neck. “I WILL NEVER ACCEPT THAT GIRL AS OUR NAKAMA!” He stood up and marched out of the guild, looking for his mark.

      Gray ran around the town, looking for the scarlet haired armor girl. After an hour of searching, he finally found her sitting at the edge of the river. She had her knees to her chest and seemed to watch the water. He smiled as he charged down the hill at the girl.

      “Found ya Erza! Today, I’m going to beat you down!” She turned around and Gray immediately froze.

      She was looking at him in surprise, tears in her eye. Gray felt his stomach knot as she just wiped her eye with her sleeve. “Oh, it’s you again. Okay, let’s go.”

      He didn’t move.

      “Well, are you coming? Are you surrendering?”

      Gray felt nervous as he suddenly felt like a bully. “H-hey, why are you always alone?”

      She looked surprised as she lowered her eye. “I just feel easier by myself. I get nervous around other people. So I like to be alone.”

      “Is that why you are crying?”

      She looked up at him in shock as he just looked at her. He walked beside her and sat down, he legs crossed. “If I’m around you can’t cry, right?”

      She gave a soft smile as she sat down beside him. They sat there in silence, looking at the river.

      “Hey.” She looked at him as he had a pink hue. “I’m sorry I’ve been an ass.”

      “Heh, it’s okay. You remind me of a friend of mine.”

    
    

    
      “Erza…”

      His eyes were widened and his pulse was racing. His hands were shaking as the book started to readjust. This was her father. He had been reading about her father’s life for weeks now. He was studying the magic he and her mother were using. He had felt a moment of excitement take him over at the idea. But then… he realized what it all meant.

      They were dead.

      That body he found was probably Kazuya’s as he died. Those swords he had used were probably mementos they had. Naruto felt a sense of dread wash over him as the idea hit him fully.

      He couldn’t help her find her parents. What was he supposed to do? How was he going to tell her? How would she take it?

      After a moment of worrying, he remembered what it was that he had first read from the book. He looked at the last few pages and saw some old dried blood staining the outside. He made a quiet gulp as he flipped to the back and saw the message written in blood.

      In… my final moments… I wish to say I’m sorry… I’m sorry that I wasn’t able to help my beloved and my beautiful child. All I can do for her now is make sure she sleeps in a grave instead of rot out here. And I can only hope that old man can take care of her.

      We could only grab our swords and this book before we were attacked. We thought we could save everyone but I was a fool for that. Now I can never see my daughter again, and I…

      Naruto saw stains besides the words. He thought that Kazuya must have let some tears out as he wrote this. He couldn’t blame him. He wouldn’t be able to go on either.

      If this is ever found, please give it to my daughter Erza. Along with the swords my wife and I made. The Excalibur and the Kusanagi. These are all I can give her now. In my last moments… I can only regret.

      Not for my actions or fear of death… But that I have left my daughter as I bleed out.

      Erza, if you ever see this, I am sorry. I’m sorry I was never able to see you grow up into the beautiful girl I knew you would. Sorry I couldn’t be there for you when you felt scared or alone. If I could, I would have spent my last moments with you.

      Just remember, no matter where you are or if you never know, we will be with you. Always. Watching you grow as you become anything you want to be.

      Your mother and I loved you more than anything else. And even now…

      I love you, my precious daughter. Erza

      Nothing.

      That was it.

      He had finished, his last message written in blood as his wounds had taken over. The last thing he had done was giving a message to the daughter he had tried to save. Naruto couldn’t describe what he felt. Fear. Anger. Shame. That was the best he could tell.

      Naruto sat there in silence as the wind and waves just continued to move. He stared up into the sky for he didn’t know how long until he stood back up. He walked over to the cellar doors again. He found his way to the farthest door, gate to the graveyard. He walked down the steps and into the dark, finding his footing on the ground. He walked last the skeletons and rocks and made his way to the lying skeleton.

      This was his last place. Kazuya’s last places of rest as he felt the hand of death reach for him. Under him was the grave he had dug for Erika as he had slowly died. Naruto just stared at the bones for some time before falling to his knees and digging his hands in the dirt. The dirt jumped as he continued to dig for hours, the moon rising over the surface. Naruto felt his hands tear as he dug, not minding the pain as he was focused on his task.

      He reached the bottom as he wiped his forehead, covering it in dirt. He stood up and picked up the skeleton with a careful grab. He lowered the bones into the bottom as he climbed out. He pushed the dirt back in as his eyes showed no emotion.

      He finished as he patted the dirt flat. He stood back up and bowed in front of the graves. Showing his thanks for what they had done for him, even if they didn’t do it directly. He walked back up the steps and arrived at the same rubble he called home for weeks. He measured off at the wall he had scratched earlier and charged his magic. Feeling a new purpose fill him up.

      He pulled his fist back and punched the wall again with no result. But instead of pulling back, Naruto punched with the other hand as he started to pound the wall. His fists made contact as skin started to break, blood staining the stone. But he did not stop, continuing to punch as his emotions started to flare.

      And the wall started to crack.

      “Rob-Jichan…” *Smash*

      “Kurama…” *Smash*

      “Jellal…” *Smash*

      “Milliana… Shō… Simon… Wally” *Smash Smash*

      *Smash smash smash smash smash smash*

      “Erza… I won’t lose anyone again. I’ll protect everyone I care about, and I’ll never let them die. I’ll become strong! The strongest!”

      “I’LL NEVER BE WEAK AGAIN!”

      *SMASH*

      The wall crumbled into chunks as his fist punched through it. The crashing of stone around him as he took deep breathes, blood dripping from his hands. He looked down at the rocks around him. He had to do more; he needed to grow stronger than this.

      He looked around at all the rocks that towered over him. He clenched his fists as he got into another stance.

      “Great. More practice.”

    
    

    
      “Hmmm. Hmmm.” The elderly pink haired woman grumbled as she looked at the scarlet girl with an eye patch. She rubbed her chin as she inspected the empty eye socket. “That’s a nasty wound you’ve got there… It won’t be easy to fix that.”

      “Aw c’mon” the midget master said as he stood beside the nervous girl “she’s got such a pretty face, it be a shame if she hide it.”

      “Yes I suppose you’re right, which reminds me.” She bent down and grabbed the elder mage’s ear as he shrieked in pain. “I don’t ever want to see you hit on her when she grows up. You got it? I would hate to test out some new supplies I found about causing impotence.”

      “O-of c-c-course.” Makarov unconsciously covered his nads.

      “Where did she come from?”

      “She was sent her by Rob apparently.”

      “R-Rob?! Where is he then?”

      “She said she thinks he is dead.”

      Porlyusica looked over at the scared girl as she looked down in worry. She let her eyes soften as she worried about the little girl. She walked over to the door of her tree and motioned for them to walk in.

      As they walked in, she asked Erza to sit on the stool as she examined her. She looked at her eye so she could get a good guess of eye color. “Dark forest brown. I’ll get your new eye ready, so you just wait there.”

      Erza looked up at the elderly woman as she worked, Master chuckling in the background. As she was getting excited about getting a new eye, she thought of something.

      “Wait.”

      The medical advisor looked over at the girl. “Yes?”

      “I-I don’t want a brown eye.” The older woman looked at her in surprise. “I would like it to be sky blue, please.”

      She looked at Erza and then at Makarov. He was surprised but just shrugged his shoulders at her request.

      After a few hours, Erza was getting the bandage off her eye. She kept her eye closed as she didn’t wish to see the result yet. “Here” The pink haired woman passed her a mirror to look at. “I don’t know why, but I think I got the color right.”

      Erza opened her eye as she looked at the mirror. The left was brown and the right was blue. The same as her best friend but on different sides. She felt joy overwhelm her as tears started to pour down her left eye. “It’s healed.”

      “Yeah, so you can leave now. I hate humans and I just can’t stand them being here. So you can le— What? Oh no, your eye. I thought I fixed it. What did I—”

      “No no, it’s alright.” The older Fairy Tail members looked at her in confusion. “I don’t need to cry from them anymore. I just wanted to remember that I have this eye now.”

      “But Erza-chan, why didn’t you fix your eye to match your lost one.”

      “Because Master, I never lost my eye.” She looked at him and smiled “I just gave it to someone else.”

    
    

    
      “Aww crap, I’m almost out of food.” A heterochromic boy with two swords tied to his back whined as he looked at the raw steak, rotten apple and bag of water he had. He scratched his head as he thought through the situation he was in. No ship had found him in the last month and he was close to finishing his supplies.

      “Maybe I should see if these rocks can float? Or I could use the bodies to gather up some birds and use them to fly me home.” He nodded his head as he grew sullen and started drawing in the dirt. “God I’m an idiot.”

      He stretched out as the swords on his back rattled. He had made a promise to their graves that no one else would use these swords. He would carry them with him alongside the journal to give to Erza.

      “Maybe I could swim? But how far is that?” He looked out to the sea as he stood over rubble and dust, nothing left of the huge slabs that had once stood there. He kept looking around as he saw nothing. Until…

      A ship in the distance. Approaching the island as he stood there.

      “H-hey. Hey! Hey!” Naruto jumped up in excitement and waved his hands like a mad man. Trying to get the attention of the sailors as they came closer. “I’m over here! Please, come get me!”

      He came to the shore and continued to make a show. He saw that the ship was definitely coming to him, so he calmed down and laughed. He was safe now. He was going to be saved.

      Naruto kept chuckling as he saw that several lights were shining on the wooden ship. He stopped his glee as he heard loud sweeping noises growing closer.

      *BOOM*

      The spot besides him exploded, knocking him to the ground. He fumbled on the sand as he started running closer to the center of the former tower formation.

      They were shooting at him.

      Trying to kill him for some reason.

      Why?

      He had to survive. He had to see Erza and everyone again. He couldn’t di—

      *BOOM*

    
    

    
      The ship landed ashore as anchors fell onto the beach. Rope ladders descended the side as two dressed soldiers walked the sand.

      “So why are we here again?”

      “Because Master Brain is sending that weird blue haired kid back here and we have to make sure that it is clear. But I didn’t think that there would be any survivors from the destruction last month.”

      They approached a smoking corpse. On its face as half of its body was gone, ruble and dirt had made large hills around where the blasts had impacted. “Well, there are no survivors anymore.”

      “Yeah, poor kid. He was probably hoping we could save him but oh well.” He bent down and grabbed the boy’s corpse to get a better look. “Let’s see what we—”

      He turned it over to see a half decayed corpse of an older male. His torso had been eaten away by birds and his face had rotted off. The soldier dropped the man as he wiped his hands.

      “Ewwww, what the hell? He was already dead! Where’s the kid?”

      They both looked around trying to find the small boy they had seen on the shore.

      One of them turned back around as he heard some rocks shuffle. As he turned, he saw that a blond boy with whiskers had jumped out of a pile of rocks. He dual colored eyes’ blaring with anger as his fist was pulled all the way back.

      “Eh?”

      “HA!”

      Naruto punched the man with his full strength increased with Armor of the Knight. The man felt his face bend around the boy’s fist as he was slowly pushed back. And then, he was thrown back at vast speeds as his body crashed into the rock piles.

      “Um, Wha—”

      Before the second soldier could finish his question, he felt his feet being swiped out from under him. He looked down to see the boy who was pulling back his foot. He let it out as his foot impacted between the man’s lungs and colon. The man spit out blood as his body flew several feet in the air, flying around like a rag doll.

      Naruto calmed down as he wiped the dirt off from his shirt and pants. He made sure the swords were still on his back and the book in his shirt. He ran forward towards the ship that still had the ladders down. He made a dash for them as he climbed over the railings and onto the deck. He stood in a crouch as he saw several soldiers look at him in surprise. He stood tall as he smirked.

      “Hey assholes. I’ve been trying out some new magic but haven’t had a chance to use it. So…” He summoned Excalibur in his left hand and Kusanagi in his right. “Want to see where this leads us?”

      “Attack!”

      Naruto jumped to the deck and dashed forward, slicing three men in his way. As they fell back, he felt a killing intent aimed towards as a magic fireball was shot at him. He enhanced his legs and jumped over the explosion, landing on some crates. He turned his sights to some men coming his way, swinging staffs and swords at him. He loosened his grip on Excalibur and sent it flying, the blade imbedding itself in a man’s shoulder.

      Naruto jumped over a swing from the staff and landed right on its arc, stopping it from moving. He kicked the man in the face as he ducked another fireball. He jumped from the crate and ran around the ship, cutting the ropes to the mast as he did so. Wherever he ran, the soldiers fired magic at the ship, damaging it further. And any man he met, he would cut his legs with Kusanagi. After some time, Naruto saw that he had done well on fucking up the battle ship.

      He looked over to see a row boat held up by some pulleys and rope. He smirked as he dodged another blast. He kicked another crate that collided with a soldier, knocking him on the ground. Naruto ran to the rail and cut the ropes holding the small ship, causing it to fall into the water. Naruto jumped over and landed on the boat, it swaying with his weight.

      “Thanks ya bastards! I will forever be in your debt!” He gave them the bird as he jumped off the boat and applied his Armor magic. He grabbed the back and started kicking, causing the boat to move forward faster as he pushed. Water exploded behind him as the boat men continued to try and attack him. But as they tried, they lost sight of him.

      “Damn it. We have to get back to shore and catch him.”

      The mast to the ship continued to burn as it fell over and into the ocean.

      “Shit.”

    
    

    
      “*Pant Pant* Yes. I made it.” The whiskered boy laid on his back as the ship swayed with the waves. He laughed out loud as his body dripped from the sea water.

      “Hehe. Now, I just hope the waves can do the rest. I’m so tirrreeedddd.” Naruto chuckled as he rested his hands behind his head, looking up at the stars. As he did, he saw that this was the first time he had seen the stars so clearly.

      And then it hit him.

      He was free.

      He wasn’t in a cell at the bottom of a village. Or in a tower doing work. And he wasn’t trapped on an island as he hoped for rescue.

      He was finally free.

      As the feeling he had wished for his whole life slowly swept over him, a tear fell from both eyes. He gained a massive grin as he looked to the stars.

      “Is this that freedom you were talking about Kurama? I like it already.”

    
    

    
      Done

      Here is the big news. With this chapter I am releasing several other stories I’m hoping to take up as regulars. So far I have…

      Greater than, Less than, The Inequal: NarutoxMedaka

      Ex-prince of Konoha, New King of Deviluke: NarutoxTo Love-ru

      Un:Coded: NarutoxCode:Breaker

      What is with all the Naruto stories? I’ve got to work on expanding my crossover choices. Along with these I hope to make

      Assistant Mercenary: NarutoxNegima

      And

      Ninjas and Samurai are enemies by nature, so they shouldn’t be a team: NarutoxGintama

      And to still make some regular update to Hunter. I will probably work on the stories with more viewer support.

      So, thank you for all the stuff guys.

      Pictures on profile.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You

      

    
  




    7. Get Strong or Give Up!

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 7: Get Strong or Give Up!

      Disclaimer: What could I ever own?

      Original Concept by Kur0Kishi

      I see that a lot of people are hoping I continue with some of the other stories. I like that. Gets my hopes up.

      Speaking of hopes: Sshhhhhiiiiitttttttt! A few more weeks! All I had to do was wait a few more weeks and these bomb shells could have been integrated easier into the story! Don’t want to waste time so I shall continue my crushed plans and fantasies at the end.

      Sorry this came out so late. Honestly; writers block and laziness. I could just walk around with drool dripping from my chin and that would have been an improvement.

      By the way, now that I’m getting further into this series I will probably start adding pictures to my profile. I already have some of Erza’s parents and the swords. Along with future pictures to add with my other stories.

      Also, I should state this now. This fic will be a combination of anime and manga. Anime because it goes deeper into events and manga because they portray characters better.

      Now as far as anime, recent Fairy Tail. Awesome Anime Opening and FUCK YEAH ERZA

      Nothing else at this point so…

    
    

    
      January 15, X777: Hargeon Port

      The sun rose upon the port town as everybody started to do their daily work. Civilians all walked around the market to purchase imported fruit and fish. Children were running around, chasing each other. And a few men were throwing papers to each building they could find.

      A middle-aged man with black and white hair walked out of his store. He raised his hand to block out the sunlight that was pounding down on his adjusting eyes. The old man grumbled and yawned as he bent down and picked up the newspaper. He walked back into the store and warehouse he owned. He sat near the counter of the shop and flicked the paper open. He skimmed through the first few articles to find something interesting. And then noticed what was written on the front page.

      Heartfilia Konzern Takes Big Bunce Down!

      As we all know, for some time the big corporate Heartfilia powerhouse has been hounding the Bunce organization for their business across the countries. Wishing to join businesses and expand the rail tracks and increase their reach. But the Bunce group has held out, wanting to outdo their competitors in this field. But today, the Heartfilia Konzern has bought out the Bunce Corporation and taken control of the entire east half of the rails in Fiore. Insuring that the Konzern will expand and grow to become even more profitable than it already was.

      But in the wake of this buy out, the Bunce Corporation has gone bankrupt. One of the oldest and wealthiest families in Fiore is now destitute. What the Bunces’ are most renowned for is their artifact collecting through the ages. Their most famous purchase was the auction of 500 Million—

      “Pfft, more fat cats having to live with the rest of us in the gutter. That ain’t news. I swear, all of these rich guys are going to be joining us in the bowels of society soon enough.” He spoke loudly so his assistant in the back could hear him as he lifted crates around. The older man waited for a reply but did not receive one.

      He looked back to the paper in hopes of finding something good. “Hmph, maybe there is something in the sports or funnies.” He continued to rifle through the paper to try and find something interesting. He reached the middle of the newspaper and found the magical announcement.

      He furrowed his eyes at the bad news he was reading. The articles over the last few weeks had all been about the same horrible rumor that was passing all over Fiore. That several dark guilds were starting to team up and work together. They had started to take control of weaker guilds and were building some kind of team amongst themselves. The man knew what that meant. That there was a dark cloud boding over the peaceful state Fiore was in. Causing a wave of fear and angst among most of the wizards and civilians in Fiore.

      He then looked down at the following article which was written in a smaller box but was obviously just as important as the preceding note.

      Damnation Sighted! Fear Strikes The Hearts Of The Peaceful People!

      As most of the citizens of Fiore know, there is a rumor spreading around that the Dark Guilds are joining forces. Whether this is true or just an idea spread around by a joker, we cannot be certain. But we do know that a true threat has reared its ugly head into our eyes.

      Damnation.

      For those who don’t know what Damnation is you must have been living under a rock for too long. Damnation is infamous across the entire nation and beyond as one of the oldest, largest, and most feared independent guilds in history.

      They have gathered many followers and have trained to make each of their members stronger than most mages. And they have been watched and hunted by many guilds and mages for several decades. But none have succeeded, or returned.

      At the announcement of this rumor, they have sprung into action. Several small groups traveled around the country in search of these guilds. To hope and reinforce their belief. That they will protect this country. By any way possible.

      If you see any member carrying this insignia, please contact the closest Rune Knight Faction or Magic Council attention building.

      The man looked below the emergency warning article at the emblem of the independent terrorist faction. A picture of a fist clenched within a burning fire. Signifying that they would do anything for their cause, even if they burned in the fires of hell.

      “Man, it is scary to think that there are people out there like that. That can just kill and do what they want because they think it is righteous. Hey kid, make sure you stay away from those guys, okay?” The man barely looked over his shoulder to address his young charge that still paid no attention to him. Only picking up large crates that would crush most kids his size. The man growled in anger as he was still ignored. He mashed his teeth as a large tick mark grew on his head.

      “You know, I try to be nice and help him. Give him food, clothes and a place to sleep until his time to go. So you would think” he brought his hands down and crushed the newspaper as he turned around and yelled “THAT WHEN I AM TALKING TO THE UNGRATEFUL LITTLE BASTARD THAT HE WOULD ANSWER ME!”

      The whiskered boy roughly dropped the crate and matched the man’s angry glare with his own. “WELL WHY THE HELL AM I DOING THE JOB OF THE OWNER?”

      “Cause I’m on my break, gaki! I need a break to take the stress off of my back!”

      “Your back? You’re not that old, you lazy bastard! You’re just pushing all of the work on me so you can sit on your fat ass all day and read the boring paper!” Naruto stuck out his tongue and blew a raspberry at the elder man. “You’re so stupid, Ojii-San!” He continued his mocking until the man appeared in front of him and kept his head firmly stuck between his knuckles.

      “What was that you little shit?” He rubbed his knuckles into the blond boy’s temples as he tried and protest him to stop. ‘It sounds like you just called kind a stupid, lazy old man. But you didn’t mean it, right?’ Naruto sent some of his new magic into his fists as he tried to swat the man who was in front of him. But no matter how hard he tried, the man’s superior height had kept him at bay. “Oh oh, gonna have to try harder than that, gaki.”

      The grey haired man started to laugh as he increased the speed of his nuggie. Naruto started to grow irritated at the futility of his fighting back. So he grabbed the arms of the man who was playing with him and swiftly kicked his leg up into the man’s crotch. Parker stopped laughing as he felt the impact overcome him. His eyes almost turned white as he let the boy go and fell to his knees, holding his balls.

      “Geez, I don’t even know why I help you with this crap?” The boy whined as he picked the crate back up and put it with the others. Parker fell to his side as he looked up at the young boy.

      “Be-because, I to-took you in when you came to the port last week. And I’m letting you st— ow, god— stay until the train sets off tonight.” Parker took some deep breathes as he started to get the sensation back in his balls. Damn this kid can kick hard! “So make up for the free service and get working you punk. Oh god, my balls!”

      “Why couldn’t I leave when I arrived?”

      The man sighed as he grabbed the bridge of his nose in annoyance. “For the hundredth time, the trains weren’t moving last week. The company take overs between the train rail controls were to busy arguing to get any travel done. But they are moving again today so you can leave later.” He walked to the counter and opened the paper again, “and get out of my life.”

      Naruto matched his grumble as he continued to get the crates ready for shipping on the boats in the harbor. He couldn’t believe that he actually had to help this crotchety old man with all this work. When he finally arrived at dry land last week, he was starving and dehydrated. After a night of eating and drinking as much as he could, Naruto finally told all of the port men that he wanted to go to a special guild. They told him that the trains would not work until next week, so he had to stay put until then.

      Every sailor around him did not wish to take him in for the time being, so Naruto didn’t know what to do. But then, the salt and pepper haired Parker came from the crowd and said he needed an extra pair of hands. He had told the former slave that he could stay with him for the week, but that he would have to work off the interest. Naruto was not ecstatic about the idea, but hey, whatever helped him get through the week.

      Naruto had to admit, besides the attitude the man showed, it wasn’t so bad. He got much better food to eat then the stuff he had rationed from the tower. He was given new clothes to wear since his old ones were ruined, but he got to keep his boots. And sleeping in a bed was so much better than the alternatives he has had. Plus, with all the heavy lifting, he got many chances to test his Armor and chakra limit. And also, it was kind of fun to have an older figure take care of him like he was an actual kid. Not like a slave or weapon. Almost like a guardian or parent.

      As Naruto started to finish with all of the lifting, he noticed that the sun had started to set. He had been doing all of the work for several hours and it was time to get his reward. He headed back to the shop/house and walked in to see Parker messing with something. He walked up to the counter and looked over at the man. “What are you doing, Ojii-San?”

      The man lifted up the sack he was preparing and placed it on the counter. “I’m setting up for your travel, gaki. It ain’t enough that you got stamina, if you don’t eat you’ll pass out like you did before.” He grabbed the edges of the cloth filled with food and wrapped it up. “This should be enough until you arrive at a train station.”

      The boy started to shake in place with barely contained joy. “So this train is going to take me to Fairy Tail?” He looked up at the temporary guardian as the man brought his fist down on the boy’s head and kept it there.

      “No dumbass, I already told you I don’t know.” He turned his fist as the boy started to wave his arms in anger. ‘The train that is leaving tonight is a freight train. It only carries cargo and supplies so it doesn’t have passenger cars and a schedule for us to check. So the train might go to Magnolia or it could go all the way to Seven. The trains won’t start their normal travel again for at least two weeks.’ He looked at the kid with an inquisitive look, “you sure you don’t want to wait until then?”

      The boy shook his head as he looked up at Parker sternly. “No way! I’m tired of being stuck in one place. If this train doesn’t take me to Fairy Tail then I’ll just walk from where it stops.” He huffed in triumph as the elder man could only sigh and partly chuckle.

      “Okay, okay. Can’t defy you, huh? So, do you have everything?”

      “Yep!”

      “Swords?” Naruto picked up two wrapped blades that were lying in the corner.

      “Check!”

      “Book?” Naruto pulled out a journal that he kept in his pocket.

      “Check!”

      “Alright. One last thing.” Parker left the prepared boy as he walked into the back of his shop. Naruto looked confused as the man came back with a long black cloak. He bent down and fastened it around the stunned boy’s neck. “There. That will keep you warm and it will keep you hidden in the dark. Remember, if you get caught, you’ll get thrown off.”

      Naruto looked at his new cloak and played with it as he started to laugh. “Thanks Ojii-San, it looks so cool.” The old man laughed at the childish behavior Naruto displayed. He could tell that the boy hadn’t received many gifts if he was this happy about some clothes. Which would explain why the usually serious boy acted so young around him. This was probably the first kind of experience he ever had with someone who treated him just as a kid.

      Naruto and Parker walked out of the shop and faced toward the smoke from the train. Parker shifted and looked down at the young man. “So, are you ready?”

      Naruto grinned like a mad man and cocked his fists. “Hell Yeah!”

      Parker laughed as he placed his hand on the boy’s head and patted him. “Good. I’m expecting to hear great things about you soon. Becoming a famous Mage would be great for my business.”

      “Yeah. And when I come again, I’ll show you just how much I have grown.”

      “Ha, that’s good. Because when you come back, I expect you to work off the rest of your tab.”

      “What?! What do you mean?”

      “Never mind! Just get going kid.” He slapped the boy on the back and sent him off. Naruto laughed as he started jogging to the soon to be departing train. When he reached further down the road, he turned around and cupped his hands over his mouth.

      “Thanks Ojii-San! Take care!” He waved to the distant man as all Parker could do was shake his head and wave back.

      Naruto ran off as he heard the train start to whistle. He arrived at the station and hid behind some crates and barrels. He looked over the wooden covers to see some foremen conversing and packing the freight cars. As they finished talking, Naruto took this chance to run in the shadows and jump into the empty spaces.

      Naruto kept crouched in the narrow opening of the packed crates as he stayed perfectly still. The men continued to load the train as he waited for the train to start. After a while of baited breathing, the engine started to boom and the wheels started moving. Naruto had to hold himself back from jumping in joy at finally getting on the road.

      As the train started speeding forward, Naruto pulled open the fright door and looked outside at the passing terrain. The wind pressure blasted on him as he felt a cold wind flow over. But after a moment, he looked outside and marveled at what he saw.

      He saw fields and rivers glowing in the luminescence of the moon and stars. The mountains and trees could be seen as far out in the horizon. Naruto could only smile in amazement at the beautiful landscape. He first unrestricted view of this new world.

      Naruto just kept watching the terrain speed past as hours could have passed and he wouldn’t mind.

    
    

    
      Erza walked towards Fairy Hill as she yawned from the full day of work. She had started to take missions on a regular basis, going on one at least every day. She had started off with just simple tasks, like helping merchants and promoting shops around Magnolia. But now, she was starting to take new mission that went out of the town limits. She had found a strange sense of accomplishment every time she saw someone thank her for her help. She almost felt bad for taking the reward after finishing her work.

      As Erza arrived at the specialized dorm for the Fairy girls, she saw someone standing in front of the doors. A little girl with mismatched sized blue hair nervously stood in front of the door. She was wearing a little yellow and orange dress with a brown skirt. Erza walked forward until she was a few feet closer to the girl.

      “Levy?”

      The little blue haired girl looked behind her at the voice behind her. The older girl behind her was wearing her normal armor. With her hair put into a small ponytail and looking at her with those blue and brown eyes. She had felt very nervous when she joined the guild last week and she could feel a strong air around the scarlet girl.

      “E-Erza-San?”

      “What are you doing out here?”

      The little new Mage started to play with the hem of her skirt as she couldn’t voice herself immediately. “I-I was going to join everyone in the dorms. B-but I’m too nervous.” Erza looked at Levy with an understanding gaze. She could sympathize with the Solid Script Mage’s nervous feeling. She felt the same way when she finally arrived at the dorms a few weeks ago. She softened her face and gave the shorter girl a smile.

      “I understand. It feels uncomfortable and nerve wracking to come to a new place like this.” Levy nodded her head as she fiddled with the grip of her luggage beside her. ‘I didn’t think that I would ever be able to sleep in a new place like this. But you know,’ Erza put her hand on Levy’s shoulder and got the girl’s attention. “You’ll never know unless you try. And I’ll be here with you to take the first step.”

      Levy gave a weak smile as a small tear pooled in her left eye. The older girl was trying very hard to help her integrate easier into the guild. She and Cana had already started to play with her and Levy got many good laughs seeing Erza punish Gray every time he streaked in front of them. It helped her get thought the pain of losing her parents and the memories of those horrible men.

      As Erza led Levy into the dorm through the doors, she gawked at the beautiful rooms. The furniture and woodwork made the whole lobby as beautiful as a jewel. But before Levy could get more accustomed to the sight, she heard some footsteps coming from the doorway to the kitchen.

      A wrinkled old woman wearing a violet dress emerged and looked at the two girls. “Well, where the hell have you been young lady?” She walked out with a ladle in her hand and pointed it at the armored girl. “You were supposed to come back here an hour ago.”

      Erza sweat dropped as she backed away from the small woman’s seemingly angry visage. “O-Obaa-chan, I was coming back from a mission that was taking longer than I thought. It wasn’t my fault that—”

      “Uh uh, none of the sass. I’m reducing your portions today.” Erza’s eyes grew wide as she started to shake her arms wildly in protest to the older woman’s decision. Levy just continued to watch as the normally unflappable armor girl was being played with by the short woman. “And who are you?”

      Levy stopped her giggling and stood at attention. “I-I’m Levy McGraden, ma’am. I-I’ll be living here from now on, I-if that’s okay.”

      “Great, another mouth to feed. Like this wasn’t bad enough.” Hilda sighed as she scratched her head. ‘Well, I guess I’ll have to give you Erza’s half of the food.’ Erza looked at the dorm mother in shock as she continued to lower the amount of food she was going to eat. “But I have no beds, so you are going to have to live outside in the trees with the birds.”

      Levy looked at the aproned woman with big round eyes as she had no words to express. “Of course, I could use that other room but I like to keep my useless junk in there. Well, I guess I can clear some space for you today.” Levy breathed out in relief as she looked up at Erza. The two of them looked at each other and laughed nervously at the strange circumstances they had gotten into.

      “Well, if you two are just going to stand there, I guess there will be more food for me.” Levy and Erza both jumped and ran towards the kitchen, voicing their reasons that they should eat.

    
    

    
      Viola Train Station

      “Uh God, my back is starting to kill me.” A man with a bandana around his hair whined to his foreman partner. The other man dropped the other side of the crate they were carrying and took off his cap.

      “Well, what do you expect? When you take a job where you have to do nothing but heavy lifting, your back is going to starting taking its toll.” He waved the cap in front of his face to cool himself down. He put it back on his head as he prepared the next car for cargo removal. “C’mon, help me with this will you.”

      The bandana man groaned as he straightened himself out and walked over to the handle of the car. The two men both grabbed the handle and pulled, sliding the wooden door over and out of their way. They prepared to take out the crates but stopped at what they saw.

      A little blond boy with whiskers was leaning against a crate, eating a sandwich and reading an old book. He kept chewing on the bread until he noticed that something was looking at him. He looked over and his heterochromic eyes met the black eyes of the two men. He threw the rest of the bread into his mouth as he stood up and dusted himself off. He picked up the cloak he was sitting on and wrapped it around his neck. He then put the book into the back of his pants and picked up two large wrappings and strapped them to his back.

      “Thanks guys. I was in here for two days. I didn’t even know I arrived yet.” He jumped down from the higher ground of the car and casually passed the two stunned men. The whiskered boy continued to walk through the station and into the town like nothing had happened. The capped man looked over to his friend.

      “S-should we tell someone about this?”

      “N-no. Too much of a hassle. Just pretend that didn’t happen.”

      “But when they found out that some kid just traveled in the cargo hold and we let him walk off, we’ll get fired.”

      “‘You mean ’If’ they find out.”

      The man with the cap cupped his chin as he nodded. “If. If is good.”

      Naruto walked down the streets of the beautiful town. Buildings and stands could be seen as far as he could view. As he walked by, he got out of the way of some young kids playing tag. The new Mage walked through the town and silently chuckled at what he saw. This was so amazing. He had never seen so many people together that were all just living their lives. Even back at Hargeon, he mostly stayed to the shop. Parker sort of kept him busy with all of the work.

      Naruto walked up to a fruit stand and looked up at the bearded man that owned the place. “Hello little boy. How are you this fine evening? Are you hungry?”

      Naruto poked his stomach as some grumbling noises came out. “A little.”

      “Well lucky for you, I have the best fruits in all of Fiore right in front of you. I have apples that have been gently picked from the healthiest trees. Bananas and oranges that make all others taste like garbage. Here, have a taste.” The man handed Naruto an apple as the little boy inspected the red fruit. He brought it to his mouth and took a large bite from it.

      His eyes widened at the wonderful taste in his mouth. “Wow, this is great. Thanks mister.” The bearded man laughed a throaty chuckle as the boy devoured the red apple.

      “No problem ma boy. The first one is always free, but the next few will cost you. But how about this, I’ll give you a whole sack of apple for only 300 jewels. What do ya say?”

      “What are jewels?” The boy questioned as he finished his apple. He looked at the core and threw it to the side as he raised his palm for another. The man just stared at the boy with a stone face.

      “Get out of here kid. You’re bad for business.” Naruto tilted his head and walked off, leaving the bearded man to shake his head in disappointment. He continued to walk down the streets, watching strange four wheeled carts speed past and people walk around in stunning outfits. He looked over the houses and saw a mountain range not too far off. He walked up to a woman wearing fur and tugged at her skirt.

      “Um, excuse me. Do you know where I can find Fairy Tail?” The woman looked down and saw a boy dressed in black with strange eyes. Naturally, for any high class member of society, she reacted as she was expected to.

      Overly.

      “Oh, OH. HELP! I’m being mugged by this-this ruffian!” She screamed as other people started to talk and gather around them. Naruto panicked from all of the screaming and crowded space and ran out the clearest path he could find. He continued to run until he couldn’t hear that old woman’s shrill voice pierce his ears anymore. He breathed out in relief as his heart stopped racing.

      Naruto looked around at his surroundings. All he could see were people, stores and roads. As he surveyed, he noticed a woman who was putting down a crate of sugar outside of her store. He gulped as he walked up to her, thinking this was going to go just as well as the other meetings with people. He tugged at her long skirt and got her attention. “Excuse me.”

      The brown-haired teenager felt a tug on her skirt as she looked down at the shorter boy. He had blond hair and strange scars on his face as well as two different colored eyes. He wore a black cloak and had two wrappings on his back. The girl thought he looked very strange as she bent her knees to look directly at him. “Yes?”

      “Do you know where I can find the Fairy Tail guild? I try to ask people but they either interrupt me or scream at me.” He grumbled in annoyance at how he was treated by the people he met. The girl tilted her head in confusion at what the strange boy had said.

      “Um, honey, Fairy Tail isn’t here. It’s in Magnolia. This is Viola.” The woman saw that the boy just looked at her cluelessly as she shook her head. “Magnolia is a long ways away. A week by cart and a few days by train.”

      Naruto deflated as he realized what she said. The train didn’t stop at Magnolia and had shot way past where he wanted to go. Naruto grabbed his head as he whined in irritation. He kept stomping his feet until he breathed out and let his hands fall to his side. “Um, Nee-chan, can you tell me which way it is? I’ll just walk there myself.”

      The girl gasped as she looked at the boy in shock. “What? You can’t go all the way there by yourself, it’s too dangerous. There are monsters and crooks that could kill you. And the dark guilds and Damnation reports have sent people into riots. You would never make it.”

      Naruto shrugged off her warning as he looked around. “It’s alright Nee-chan, I can take care of myself. See ya.” As Naruto started walking, he felt a pair of arms encircle his chest and pull him into a developing chest. He started to squirm out of her grip and felt his air start to cut off.

      “Oh no you don’t. You need to listen to this Onee-chan and stay where you are.” He started to wave his arms wildly as he tried to escape her grasp. She heard a muffle vibrate in her chest and pulled him out what. “What?” He took a deep breath and looked up at her with a slight pink hue dusting his face.

      “I said I don’t care! I want to join Fairy Tail.” He almost pulled out of her arms before she dropped to the street and brought him along. She increase her vice grip and brought Naruto in deeper.

      “No way! I’m not letting the death of some impatient kid stick to my soul. You are staying here.” She continued to grapple with the boy as people on the street watched them with a variety of interest.

      “Awww, that sister loves her brother so much she doesn’t want to let him go. How sweet.”

      “My goodness, children these days don’t even have the decency to be in a private place anymore.”

      “Why don’t you do stuff like that with me.” “For the last time, I’m tired when I get home.”

      “Hmmmmmm, I like this.”

      “Besides if you want to join a guild so badly, we have one up the pass. Blue Pegasus is one of the most famous guilds in all of Fiore. I’m sure Master Bob would give you a spot so you don’t have to kill yourself.” She felt the boy fight even harder as her grip started to fade.

      “For the last time, I only want to join—” Naruto stopped his fighting as he lay on the girl’s chest and looked up at her. “Wait. Did you say Pegasus?”

      “Huh? Yeah, why?”

      “And Master Bob?”

      “Yes, his is the guild master for that place. Why do you care?” Naruto didn’t answer her as he just remembered the stories his old grandfather told him so much about. And about his friend Bobby, and the horse ranch he started.

      “Ca-can you show me the way?”

    
    

    
      The building was large, larger than any other he had ever seen. It was formed by pink bricks that covered the entire building. It had two large towers and colored glass framing the windows. At the sides of the building were intricate wings that looked like a bird’s. And over the door way was a banner with a pink horse covered by two flowery ornaments.

      Naruto felt a wave of nervous tension spill over him as he walked up the beautifully crafted steps. He reached the doorway and took a deep breath. “Okay, here goes nothing.” He grabbed the handles of the door and pushed forward. A bright light took over his view as he squinted and tried to see past it.

      As the light died down, Naruto saw what he could only describe as a huge ball of wealthy people. Several men and woman were dressed in the fanciest and most stunning garments he had ever seen. The room was dimmed slightly to give the entire place a fancy visage. Every adult was holding onto a glass with the most finely imported wines and beverages. They were talking about important events and parties they had recently been to. Naruto felt a sense of amazement strike him at what he was seeing.

      He then felt like it was pretty obvious he wasn’t a member. From the way he was dressed in hand-me-down pants and shirts while the men were dressed in suits and tuxedos.

      He walked through most of the crowd as they all talked and laughed. He noticed a wooden platform with stools in front of it. Behind the bar were hundreds of wonderful wines and glasses. And looking away from him was a round man with a bald head. Naruto couldn’t see his features from any angle he could make. So he jumped to the leather stool and sat at the bar, waiting in baited breath.

      Naruto took several deep breathes as he prepared his question. “Um sir, can you help me? I’m trying to find a Bobby-San, do you know where I can find him?”

      The bald man let out a content sigh at what the new voice said to him. “Ah, Bobby, I haven’t heard that name in a long time. Why do you ask?” Naruto chuckled as he scratched the back of his head.

      “Well, I remember hearing that name in some old stories and I thought he could help me.” He lowered his hand and put it on the counter. “So can you tell me where he is?”

      The faceless bartender let out a strangely feminine giggle at what he just said. “Oh, that shouldn’t be too hard.” He turned around and looked at the boy as the young man gained a slightly surprised look. The bartender had squinted eyes and lipstick on his lips. And his cheeks were vibrant red with some strange paint. A pair of white wings came into view as they popped out of his back. Naruto finally noticed that the man was wearing a strange pink dress that no man like him should wear. He was also wearing a stranger hopped necklace around his neck.

      The transvestite lifted his hand to cover his mouth as he let out a tiny giggle. “I am Bobby.”

      Naruto’s eyes turned white as his blood turned to ice and his face went pale.

      Bob moved towards the bar counter as he rested his chin in his hands, looking the new boy directly in his empty, fear stricken face. “And may I ask why such a cute young lad would be asking for me? And what it is I can help you with, mr.—”

      Naruto shook violently as sweat poured from every part of his body; even the parts he didn’t know could get sweaty. “N-N-Na-Na-Naruto Uzu-Uzumaki, s-sir-ma’am!”

      “Oh, Naruto-chan~, that is a very nice name for such a nice young boy. And I love these whiskers you have on your face. They are so mesmerizing; I’ve never seen anyone with something like them.” Bob reached forward to touch his face but Naruto lurched back, accidentally falling out of his stool. Bob looked over the counter at the boy who was sprawled on the floor with stars over his head.

      “Oh my, are you okay?” Naruto looked up at the concerned elderly man but froze when he saw that half the man’s body was coming out of the bar! The man walked out like he had no body and bent down, meeting Naruto on the floor. “You are lucky. Not many boys are as tough as you.”

      Naruto crawled backwards as he tried to get some distance between him and the man-lady. Beer and wine from some of the most expensive variety. Men and women all looking like they came from the most famous banquet in the country. And now a half man wearing a dress was coming on to him while he walked through walls.

      Could this get any weirder?

      “*Sniff* *Sniff*”

      Naruto stopped in his tracks as he felt another force behind him. Something that was inhaling his hair as he was lying on the ground. Naruto raised himself on his hands as he turned around; trying to see what was keeping him from safety. What he saw was so horrifying and traumatic, that it would affect his life for years to come.

      “~Men~”

      “AAAHHHHHHHHH!”

    
    

    
      Erza punched Gray over the head as she saw the boy walk through the guild almost naked. She sighed in disbelief at how this boy could just walk through an open area without realizing he was in his skids. “Geez Gray, are you ever going to learn? No one wants to see you strut naked.”

      Gray grabbed his aching red bump and glared at the armored girl. “Shut up Erza! If you have a problem tell me don’t smash my head in! I can’t take any more of it! What if my brains turn to mush?”

      “You mean more than they already were?” Gray glared to the table where Cana was silently drinking her juice as Levy laughed at what the fortune teller had said.

      “Hahaha, th-that’s mean, Cana-San. You shouldn’t make fun of Gray-San so much.” Levy held her sides as some joyful tears appeared in her eyes. Cana just sighed and tapped Levy’s back to help the girl.

      “Levy, you shouldn’t bother with honorifics here. All sense of decency and politeness goes off faster then Gray’s undies.” The Ice Maker yelled at her choice of an analogy but was smacked by Erza again because he still hadn’t put on any clothes. “Just call me Cana, okay?”

      Levy smiled and nodded in agreement. The two girls noticed Erza had sat back down and continued to eat her cake. “My goodness, I’ll never be able to eat in peace with someone like him around.” She took a big bite of her cake and smiled happily at the wonderful taste. She swallowed and looked at her guild mates, “thank god there aren’t two of them.”

      “Yeah, keep eating Erza. One day you’ll eat so much of it that armor is going to pop right off of you.” Erza grew a tick mark and started to pull the cheeks of Gray after his smartass remark. Everyone who saw only laughed as she continued.

      “~~~~aahhh~~~~”

      Erza stopped her torture as she dropped Gray and looked off into nothing. The three young mages all looked at the dual eyed girl as they wondered what she was doing. Cana looked between all of them as she touched Erza on the shoulder.

      “Hey Erza, are you ok?”

      The scarlet girl looked back at her with a startled movement. She took some quick breathes as she regained her bearings. “Yeah-yeah I’m fine. It’s just…”

      “What?”

      “I felt like something horrible just came into this world.”

    
    

    
      “Ah yes, this is quite an interesting and unique scent.” The short stature man mused as he silently nodded and looked at the new boy. The new boy who was currently clawing his way out of the wall and trying to run, his eyes pale from the experience of seeing his ‘handsome’ face no doubt. “The scent that makes me see the wonders and experiences that such a young youth has gone through. ~Men~.”

      The short man with the orange hair, shiny flat nose and high cheek bones walked over to the now slightly calmer boy and reached out his hand. “What is your name, my young friend?”

      “N-Naruto. Who-who are you Ossan?” He took the hand given to him and stood back up, noting that he was about the same height as the strange troll thing in front of him.

      “Ossan? I am not an old man my boy. I am only 21 years old. But it is understandable.” He moved his hands in a wonderful formation, lights and stars seemingly appearing from where his hands moved. “I am looked up to by many as their wise and wonderful Sempai. A man who has seen the wonders and beauties of many lands and people.” He struck a pose with his body in a different direction and his hands sparkling at the young boy.

      “The man who changes the world in One Night. Ichiya Vandalay Kotobuki. ~Men~ ~Men~ ~Men~”

      Naruto was silent as he could only gawk at the absurd man. Soon enough, other members of the guild gathered around and saw what one of its most famous members was making so much fuss about. The people gathered around and looked at the frightened blond boy in a cloak and wrappings.

      A male member voiced his thoughts, “My, what a strange boy.”

      An older man then said his piece, “His clothes are quite horrendous. He must have gotten them out of the garbage.”

      Then a female member walked up to the boy and pulled his cheek, gaining some grumbles of protest in return. “But these little lines on his face make him look like a kitty. And he is soooo cute too. He is going to be quite the looker when he grows up.”

      Other female members started to gather around and play with the boy who was trying to squirm out of their grasp. They all squealed and giggled as they started to pull on his cheeks and look at his wonderful eyes. Soon enough, a pair of heels started to click against the floor as another member made herself known.

      “What is going on?” Some of the other male member looked away from where the blond boy was being gang banged and looked at the teenager who asked the question. A young woman with light green hair and wearing a red coat asked as she wondered what all the noise was about.

      Bob walked over to the teenaged girl. “Ah, Karen-chan, I see you are back from your mission. How was it?”

      “About the same as all the other missions I get. I just had to let them take some pictures and we were done.” She looked back to where most of the female members were gathering around. “What happened here?”

      “Oh, you mean what is with all the excitement?” Bob let out a girly giggle as he looked to where a pair of booted feet was swinging back and forth in the pile. “We just found ourselves a new toy and the girls want to test him out.”

      “Is that so. Well, I’ll have to see what he is like myself.” She started to pat herself down and realized that she had lost something. “Can someone help me find my purse?”

      “I have it Karen-San.” The green haired beauty looked over to see a young man about the same age as the aforementioned blond boy run up to the slightly older woman. The boy in question had messy brown-blond hair, wearing a small black suit. He ran up to her and handed her the purse. “Here you go Karen-San.”

      “Oh, thank you Hibiki-kun.” She bent down a little and took the purse from his hands. She held his face with her hands and looked him in the eyes. ‘You are so kind to me. That is why I love you so much.’ She gave him a kiss on the cheek as the boy blushed and swooned a little. “Always be my little man, okay?”

      “Yes ma’am!” The boy saluted as the woman playfully laughed. Bob only chuckled a little at the young man’s enthusiasm to her teasing. And a few feet away, another young girl was sitting at a table with another boy, watching what was happening with a cute pout.

      “It’s not fair! Why does she get everything just because she’s pretty? She keeps teasing Hibiki-kun like he was her own personal play toy. What do you think?” The blond girl with the wavy ponytail hair asked her booth mate in irritation. She got no answer in return so she looked over to the fair skinned boy. “Ren-kun?”

      “Huh? Oh sorry Jenny, I wasn’t listening.” The black haired boy said as he looked off into the distance. ‘I was thinking about what Aniue said to me earlier about making myself more appealing. Like I should play a different attitude or get a little tan.’ He looked over to his female friend with an inquisitive eyebrow, “would I look good with a tan?”

      “Watch out for those things Ren-kun, I hear they are bad for your skin.”

      Ichiya walked over to his master as the commotion about the whiskered boy continued. “Master?”

      “Hmm, what is it Ichiya-chan?”

      “Well, it is about the ~perfume~ of that wonderful new lad. You see…”

      Bob looked at his guild member with an inquisitive look. “What is it?”

      “Sir, that young man has some traces of ~perfume~ similar to your friend from a few weeks ago.” Bob’s eyebrows lifted in surprise as he kept his eyes closed. That was more than surprising.

      “ENOUGH!”

      Everyones’ attention landed on the panting boy whose clothes were all messed up and pulled out. He took in some deep breathes as he looked over to the strange sniffing man and the transvestite. “What the hell kind of place is this? I try to ask a guy something and it turns out he is a woman. Then some guy sniffs my head and I get attacked by all these girls. What is this place?”

      Ichiya stuck another pose as he pointed to the worried child. “My dear boy, this is the pinnacle of beauty. Where the most fabulous of men and women come together to save this nation. We are a beauty that matches the wonderful creature of legends and myth. We are Blue Pegasus.”

      All of the members gathered together and struck their own individual poses. “Our motto: Pants are Optional!”

      Naruto only sweat dropped at the craziness this weird guild was showing. He shook his head as all of the members laughed and dispersed, forgetting about him and going back to their conversations. “There is no way Rob-jichan’s friend owns this place. It is just too weird.” Bob stopped his musings as he heard what the whiskered new boy had said and walked over to him.

      “Did you just say Rob? As in Robby-chan?” Naruto looked up at the strange man in surprise.

      “Ye-yeah. I met Rob-jichan when we were stuck together and he told me so much about all of his friends. And he said that his friend Bobby made a guild named Blue Pegasus. Are you really that Bobby?” Bob nodded his head with a heartfelt smile. “You are nothing like the stories said.”

      “Yes well time does crazy things to all of us.” He laughed a dainty laugh as he concentrated on the boy once more. “When was the last time you saw him?” Naruto looked down in shame and pain as he was forced to remember that awful memory.

      “I-I left him hurt on a boat to get off the island. I thought he was going to be safe but…” He clenched his fists in regretful anger. Bob looked at the boy in worry as he put his hands on the boy’s shoulder.

      “It’s alright. I think I have someone you might want to meet.” Naruto looked up at the confused man with wonder as he was led out the back of the building. Naruto saw a long road pass going into the forests and into the mountains. He looked up at the cross-dressing master.

      “A friend of mine lives right up this passage. He lives in the mountains around the snowy area. Tomorrow, I’ll show the way there and I’ll be able to help you then.” He was about to lead the boy back inside before the young man sprinted down the path and into the trees.

      “Wa-wait! It’s almost dark out! It’s too dangerous by yourself!”

      Naruto turned around and yelled back to the old Fairy Tail member. “It’s okay Bob-San, I can take care of myself. I’ll see you soon.” The boy sped forward into the snowy mountain range.

      Bob raised his hand to signal for the boy to come back but he was already too far. “*Sigh* My goodness, that boy is so impulsive. He’s just like Makky-chan and Rob-chan in the old days. I hope he will be okay.”

    
    

    
      Naruto stomped forward through the snow as his boots crunched into the white frost. His path had been covered by the frost and he couldn’t see a clear path through. All he could see was illuminated by the light from the moon and the stars. The night had come faster then he had expected as noises and strange calls were being made through the bushes and trees.

      Naruto took in the scent of the pine trees and the snow around him. And even though he wasn’t certain, he thought he was being followed. It wasn’t a mage because they didn’t follow him from behind. It wasn’t even a person from the sound of continuous crunching of the snow. Naruto continued to walk forward until he was sick of it and faced the moving bush.

      “Whatever is there, show yourself! I’m sick of hearing you follow me like some pussy coward freak! Come out now!” He turned around as the sight of his flapping cloak and wrapped swords was intensified by the moonlight.

      He waited a few moments in baited breath as he got no reply in the end. Then a low, loud rumble over took his ears as he heard branches break and snow crunch. Naruto felt his breath hitch as out of the trees and bushes came a white scaled lizard monster with wings. The thing was quite large, bigger then him but smaller then what Kurama shrunk into. At least a medium sized creature with sharp talons and fangs. It looked young for its size and race, whatever it was? The creature stared at the boy, its black eyes made more threatening by the reflection of the moonlight.

      Naruto waited a few moments until he let his hands slowly come out of his cloak. He continued to look at the monster as Excalibur and Kusanagi started to form in his hands. They continued to stare at each other as neither the boy nor the creature made a move.

      Suddenly, the lizard lunged forward at the boy, its teeth blaring as its mouth was wide open. Naruto’s eyes widen in surprise as he rolled to the side, dodging the beast’s bite. He landed on the floor and saw that the creature had taken a bite out of the tree he was in front of. The lizard pulled back and looked at the boy that had dodged him.

      Naruto put the swords in front of him in an x-formation. He sent some Armor to his feet and sped forward, swinging his sword at the monsters wings. The creature ducked down and dodged his swing, hearing the air being spread above its head. Naruto continued to swing his swords like an experienced amateur as the creature swiftly moved side-by-side.

      Naruto made a weak swing as he stopped it mid-arc and brought his Excalibur down on the creature. It took the blunt of the weak attack with its scales as the boy tried to cut through the hard body. Naruto mashed his teeth as he got no further in his cut. He brought Kusanagi up to follow through with attack but the lizard swung its spiked tail and broke the tip of Excalibur. Naruto made a sound of displeasure as he jumped back to avoid the second swing from the tail.

      He held on the broken knight sword and gripped the Japanese sword tighter. The nervous whiskered boy felt his heart beat as he continued this fight. He barely had any personal experience in fighting that wasn’t changed by Kurama and was an amateur at hand-to-hand and swordplay. The only fighting he had done was with flunky wizards and weak jailers. The lizard brought its tail crashing into the snow as some vapor came flying up. It leveled itself and glared at the slightly panting boy.

      It opened its mouth and felt some magic pool together in the back of its throat. Naruto stared in wonder as the white energy started to crackle and form into sparks. His eyes opened in fear as he realized that he was about to be shot at.

      The lizard shot a bolt of lightning that headed straight for the stunned boy. Naruto instinctually raised his Excalibur to protect himself but the force from the attack destroyed the rest of the cracked steel. The blade broke into pieces as part of the attacked nicked Naruto in the shoulder, causing him to roll back. He steadied himself and glared at the lizard as its attack faded out.

      Naruto ran forward with all of his might and sent more Armor to his arms and legs, increasing his strength. He threw the hilt of Excalibur at the creature to gain its attention as he grabbed Kusanagi with both hands.

      The lizard jumped to the side to avoid the useless hilt but was right in the path of the boy’s next attack. It leaned back to avoid most of the swing but Naruto raised his blade and shifted into the creature’s scales, drawing some blood from the scratch. The creature made a weak growl as it avoided more of the attacks.

      Naruto’s blade made weak but quick contact with the scales, his strengthened swings caused scratches to appear all over its body. When the creature shifted to the side, Naruto made a fast cut into the first layer of the monster’s wing. The creature looked at the small scar appearing on its wing. It growled in anger as it looked at the whiskered boy.

      Naruto held the blade in front of him and matched the heated glare it was giving him. The creature flapped its wings and gained the height advantage, blocking the light from Naruto’s eyes as it swung its talons at the boy. Naruto used his magic to take the blunt of the attack but fell to his side. He groaned in pain as he looked back up to see the lizard prepare the second attack.

      He jumped up and held the blade up, parrying the attacks from the talons as he was forced backwards. He took several steps back as the creature continued its charge forward. Naruto felt his back land to a tree and felt another attack get prepared for his head.

      As the reptilian ram its claw forward, Naruto added all the strength he could and thrusted the blade forward. Kusanagi pierced the creature’s paw and continued into the base of the leg. As Naruto moved the blade, the lizard roared out in pain.

      “Wwwwrrrraaaaaaaaaaaa”

      The winged beast flew back and landed on the snow, its blood staining the pure white frost beneath it. It held back another roar in pain as he softly limped on its pierced leg. Naruto got his back off the tree and leveled the blade back at the creature. “Dumb move to attack me, you bastard. Now get out of here before I make you wish you never met me.”

      The lizard raised its head and half of its face was darkened from the moonlight. It continued to glare at the human until it opened its mouth and gathered more magic into it. Naruto prepared to dodge or receive the next attack by any means.

      The lizard opened its mouth and shot the lightning straight into the ground, evaporating the snow and raising a cloud of dust and vapor. Naruto’s eyes widen in surprise at the clever strategy the monster had played on him.

      He raised the blade and waited for any signs that he could see in the covering. ‘Did it run? Was that a cloud covering to keep it safe?’ Whatever it was, Naruto had decided to take this chance to get out of here and run.

      Just as Naruto had turned around, he was met with the sight if the lizard creature ongoing forward with an open mouth. Naruto panicked and raised his Kusanagi to intercept the beast but the monster’s jaw broke through the blade and clamped down on his left shoulder and arm.

      “AAAAAHHHHHHHH!”

      Naruto let out a scream of bloody murder as the creature painful mashed its long fangs into his arm. He continued to scream as he could feel the creature’s teeth pierce his muscles and veins. He felt the intense pain maximize as the creature’s teeth reached the bone and broke into the marrow.

      “Ah! Ah! Ah! Ah!” Naruto clawed at the creature’s face in a futile attempt to fight back as it swung its head side-to-side, partially tearing the skin in the shoulder and giving a partial view of the bone socket. Naruto tried to do anything but he couldn’t concentrate, the pain was just too intense for him to focus on making magic.

      The creature increased its jaw strength as more pressure focused on the bone, already having pierced the Auxillary artery. Blood spayed out as it covered Naruto’s lower left cheek and the creature’s flaring teeth. Naruot continued to scream and cry in pain as his body flailed around and tried to do whatever it could. His hand continued to shake on the ground until he finally grabbed something.

      Naruto felt the partial blade of Excalibur that he had thrown earlier sit in his hand. He held the broken sword in his hand as he started to pound against the monster’s teeth, trying to weaken its hold on him. He pierced the gums and drew more blood as the creature let out a muffled scream of pain. In retaliation, it bit down again, completely breaking the arm as its teeth pierced and separated the bones and joints into a grotesque mess in its mouth. His arm was now bloody and bent in several different directions along the entire limb.

      Naruto felt an even worse pain shoot through him as he felt weak and powerless from the blood loss. He continued to hold onto the broken Excalibur in hopelessness. He looked on in semi-consciousness as the creature dug deeper into his arm. Until Naruto finally saw a way to fight back. He lifted the severed blade…

      And brought it into the eye socket of the lizard.

    
    

    
      Levy continued to braid the hair of her scarlet friend as they both sat in the armored girl’s room in their pajamas. She hummed a silent tune as Erza just smiled at the strangely good feeling of doing such a girly thing. As Levy finished looping the last braid through, she smiled in delight.

      “Finished.” The scarlet girl opened her different eyes as she picked up the small braid from her still growing hair. She looked at it in a mirror Levy provided her and smiled at how she looked. “So, what do you think?”

      “I love it Levy. I think you did a great job.” The new Mage laughed at the praise she received from the older girl. Erza continued to admire the way it looked in the mirror. “I think I should keep it like this. Maybe I should grow my hair out, what do you think?”

      “I think it would look good on you Erza.” The two girls laughed as they continued to talk to each other. “Hey Erza, why did you join the guild?”

      Erza opened her eyes and looked thoughtful into the sky, looking up at the full moon. “I… I heard a lot about it from an old friend of mine. He used to tell me so many stories about the wonderful times he had here and I wanted to see if I could have something like that.” She looked over to the bluenette who was looking up at her with wide eyes “and so far, I think I can see why it is so wonderful.”

      Levy nodded in agreement as she smiled back at Erza. She fiddled with some of the things she had brought from her room over to the other girl’s. Erza stayed there in momentary silence until she decided to ask. “Why did you join Levy?”

      Levy flinched as she remembered the events that had happened at her old village. “My daddy died when I was really young, before I can even remember. And I was always taken care of by my mommy. But she was always really sick, needing to stay in the house all of the time.” She clenched the fabric of her pajama pants as she found it hard to say the rest.

      “A-and one day, sh-she passed away and I couldn’t do anything to help her. I-I was supposed to stay at the village in the orphanage until another family member could take me in. B-b-but…” Erza shifted on the bed and looked behind her, seeing that Levy was holding her sobs and trying not to cry. She turned around and embraced the girl in a hug, Levy taking the chance to let out some sobs into her chest.

      “The-these horrible men, wi-with fists of fire just attacked our town, killing so many people. They sa-said that the town was harboring lawless fugitives, an-and that they had to take care of them itself. Only a few people and they almost destroyed the town. M-most of us got out but we had nowhere to g-go. And I heard about this guild and I wanted to be safe and stay away from them.” She let out a few more sobs as Erza’s eyes softened in understanding.

      “I-I-I wanted to have another family.”

      Erza patted her back to calm the shorter girl down, hoping to help her through this. She had heard in the papers and whispers from older guild members about that horrible guild. It spoke of saving the country and its people, but it was only a terrorist group that thought it was doing the right thing. It was obvious that anyone who attacked a single group of the independent guild would incur the wrath of the entire battle force. And they would hunt down the guild that started the fight and take it out. It was suicide to try and fight those men.

      Erza thought back to how her friends would have reacted to something like this. People who killed others just to get their point across and raise their own image were no different then the jailers. She clutched onto the crying girl and thought back to what her old blue haired and whiskered friends would have done against men like that.

      “It’s okay Levy. We are here for you at any time.” Levy looked up from her spot and into the kind brown and blue eyes of the normally armored girl. “We are your family. And we will protect you always. So never forget that okay.”

      Levy made a weak smile as she nodded and continued to hug her new friend. Erza wondered if they would be safe if those monsters ever came to their door knocking. Fairy Tail was very well known for causing trouble and spreading bad news. She just quietly listened to the sobs of her friend as she opened her eyes with new found determination.

      If she ever saw them, she would make them pay.

    
    

    
      “Wwwrrraaaaaaaa!”

      The lizard let out an excruciating muffled roar of pain as it kept biting the disfigured limb. Even as blood poured out of the pierced eyeball and down the side of its face. Naruto kept twisting and pushing the blade further into the bloody eye. He kept his teeth mashed as blood started to excrete from his mouth from the pressure and pain.

      “How about that you bastard? You like that? Have some more!” He harshly pulled the blade out and thrusted back into it, blood spraying out over his right hand. The reptilian just kept letting out more muffled screams as it held onto the arm, the boy making no attempts to stop stabbing. The creature then started to pull on the limb as the boy planted the hilt back into its ruptured cornea.

      “Gawk!” Naruto felt the lizard like monster pull on his dismembered limb, ripping the muscle fibers and stressing the socket joint loudly enough for him to hear. Naruto knew what was going to happen so he pulled the blade up, meeting the skull bone of the eye socket. They both knew that they weren’t going to be able to use the damaged area ever again.

      So they had a contest to see who could make the other one’s more painful.

      The creature pulled with its disrupted might as it still felt intense pain from the eye gouging. Naruto just tried to pull the blade out as the bone and fibers were being pulled out of the shoulder. They both put the last of their strength into it as they made the final blow.

      “Rraa!”

      “Aahh!”

      The creature completely pulled out the left arm, leaving only some stray fibers to float from the exposed socket.

      Naruto pulled the blade with all of his might, cutting into the skull and making a deep gash along the left side of its face.

      The creature spit out the broken and dismembered limb as it stared to flail around, taking in the intense pain of having its skull pierced and pulled. It continued to roar until it started to flap its wings and take off. The creature left unsteady as it flew back into the depths of the mountain range.

      Naruto was silent, and near breathless, his eyes wide open as the strange felling took over him. He felt no pain or anxiety, only a slight sting and a sense of cold washing over him. He moved his blood covered face to the side and looked over to the left. Past his blood geyser spraying socket was his dismembered limb, lying on the floor like something the cat had dragged in.

      Even though he was numb, he could have sworn he could still feel the former body part move.

      The white snow started to be bleached in crimson blood as he looked up into the sky, flakes falling down the trees once again. He felt the cold take over as he let out some sporadic breathes, visualized by the cold air. He lay on the floor as he didn’t know what to do.

      He couldn’t feel his legs so he couldn’t stand up.

      He couldn’t move his arm and crawl his way back to the blue guild.

      Hell, he couldn’t even say anything because his voice wouldn’t come out.

      The blood started to bleach the wrappings on his back, the original Kusanagi’s rags started to turn red. Naruto only hoped that none of his blood got onto the book or it would have been ruined. As he lay there, he remembered that the book was on his right side and the cloak was keeping it from getting touched by the snow.

      Heh, he was lying here bleeding out and he couldn’t even think of his own predicament.

      Maybe this is what Kazuya-San was feeling as his time came?

      No! Not like this! Naruto wasn’t about to come all this way just so he could die in the middle of a snow covered road in the deep forest. He still had to find Jellal and get him back. Milli-chan and everyone were probably still out there. He had just gotten his freedom; he wasn’t about to lose everything again.

      He still had to see Erza.

      He still wanted to see Erza.

      As the blood started to pool together, Naruto thought through some possible options. Maybe he could wrap his wound and run back. Or maybe the snow and ice could cover it. God, he wished he could heal himself!

      Naruto’s eyes widened as he realized his best choice. He remembered all the pain and blood he lost as a child weapon, and how those were healed.

      Kurama’s power.

      He closed his eyes and calmed himself down, remembering how he used to do it as a child. He opened his eyes once again to see he was no longer in a snowy field but a watery sewer. Here, he could stand and walk, no longer feeling the pain. He looked to his side to see that his arm was still gone, even in this mental mindscape. But that didn’t matter right now; he had more pressing matters right now.

      He walked up to the old, rusty bars of the jail cell and peeked inside. Just like he remembered from years ago, the featureless, expressionless hunk of non-moving chakra body was still sitting there. He was still reminded of what his old friend had looked like by this empty husk.

      Naruto knew he couldn’t access the full power of Kurama’s chakra because the former Biju’s mind and soul weren’t in control. The body was just a husk of energy, memories and emotions. He couldn’t even touch the power unless his mental state was pushed into such a state of angry frenzy that he just let himself go.

      And he knew that the chakra would not be able to heal him like it once did. But even if it could make some skin and cover the worst of it, there could still be a chance. Naruto walked forward and lifted his hand, trying to touch the unmoving orange body. His hand made contact with the leg of the former indestructible creature and the chakra started to slowly form a round his arm.

      He opened his eyes back in the real world and saw that the wound had started to scar over and partially heal. Naruto also felt some strength return to his limbs and body. He thought that it had finally worked.

      Until…

      Naruto felt an immense spike and burning sensation take place over his left gash. He mashed his teeth again as he let out another pain staking yelp of agony. He looked to his side to see a vile red energy take over the former left shoulder. It started to bubble together and form outward, making a formation.

      Inside of his mind, the chakra started to turn black and gather together on his left side. Naruto tried to claw at the amorphous black energy that made a small string towards the unmoving body. It started to form its own version of an arm as the unstable energy made a claw of some sorts.

      Naruto felt a horrible burn as the red energy started to form a white mass where his shoulder left off. As some time passed and he tried to fight back, more and more of an arm started to shape itself underneath the red covering. Fibers and veins were created from the powerful energy and wrapped around the bone. Finally muscles started to take shape and finish of the product.

      But then it changed. The skin was darker and jaded. It twisted around and the exposed bone started to stretch and point at the end, making his fingers closer into claws. A strange dark fur had sprout out of where the first of the skin laid.

      Naruto noticed none of this as the pain and sensations were taking their toll on him. His vision started to tunnel and fade as a strange feeling had started to take him over. Why did he do this alone? Why did nothing ever go right for him? How come he always saved people but they never helped him?

      What did he do to deserve this?

      Why was his life like this?

      He should teach these people a lesson! He should show these people he is not someone to be fucked with! He should kill them!

      He should kill all of them! It was what he did best!

      Naruto’s faded eyes widened at why his thoughts had suddenly swerved to murder and torture. He then realized that all of those pent up emotions from the chakra were affecting him worse then he could even believe.

      He tried to keep some semblance of himself as his whiskers had started to grow a bit rough. And his hair was getting spikier as he lay on the ground. And he didn’t realize it, but his blue eye was close to changing into crimson.

      As Naruto had this panic attack and a strange change happened to his left arm, he didn’t realize that another pair of feet was making a crunching noise in the snow as it came closer to him. He tried to lift his head but all he could see were some boots speeding towards him.

      “Oh no, this is worse then I thought. I had heard noises from the cabin and thought someone was killed, but this. And not you. Why did this have to happen to you?” The feet had sagged a little as the figure bent down and patted the irritated boy’s head, earning more growls from the feral changing boy.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll fix you right up.”

      Naruto tried to look up but still found no result. But he did notice something that his pain and anger soaked mind didn’t notice before. He had heard this voice before. It was soft. It was calming.

      “And I am so happy to see you again Naruto-kun.”

      And it all went black.

    
    

    
      Date: X768, April 9 Age:27

      We have just moved from our old town into this new one. It is quite a nice place. It’s called Rosemary. It is quite beautiful and very peaceful.

      We have some wonderful neighbors with a little girl of their own. She is about the same age as Erza and I just know they are going to be wonderful friends. Her name is Kagura and she is almost as cute as Erza.

      Almost. But not quite.

      I hear that she has an older brother but he wasn’t there today because the father took him out to get checked at the doctor’s.

      It’s Erza’s Birthday tomorrow. My baby girl is going to be turning 3 years old. I can’t wait.

      Erika and I have planned to take her out of town and go across the sea to show her the land. Erza is always happy when she was out and playing in the grass or dirt.

      We have to get preparing for her little party. We might even let her take another bit of cake.

      Just one though. For a little girl she really loves strawberry cake.

      The metal fingers slowly closed the book and held it firmly in his grasp. His other wrinkled hand came up and rubbed the bridged of his nose. It was just too much to read about what her wonderful life was like before she ended up there. And it hurt even more when he kept re-reading the end. And he knew that if the unconscious whiskered boy behind him had found this personal book and those swords, then…

      *huff* It was just too much.

      He heard a uncomfortable grumble come from behind him. His blond charge had been unconscious for nearly a day, recovering from the horrible wound and the resulting regeneration.

      Naruto let out a painful grumble as he tried to move, his body feeling sore from the physical exchange from earlier. He slowly opened his eyes to look into the ceiling of an unfamiliar building. It looked like a building with a roof made of wooden planks. He was on a bed close to a wall in a small cabin.

      Naruto tried to prop himself up but felt the ghost pain from his left arm still strike him for an instant. He noticed that the smaller of his wounds had been patched up and healed. But he couldn’t see what had happened to his left side. As he was about to look, a voice made itself known to him.

      “You know, I could only guess that you were making a reckless move to come out here by yourself. Bobby probably tried to stop you but you probably ran off in a hurry.” Naruto looked to his right with blurry eyes as the figure with his back to the boy continued to stir a pot of food. Naruto could see his swords and journal lying by the man’s side and thought he had taken them from him. He tried to get back up and leaned on his side but find it was futile.

      “But I have to say it is endearing to see you come so far.” Naruto looked up at the back of the elderly man as he finished stirring. A metal gauntlet hand landed on the book and patted it. “That little boy who was so anxious to get out has brought himself all the way here. And with a mission of his own no doubt.” The man turned around and looked at the boy.

      Naruto’s eyes widened in shock at the sight in front of him. His top hair was shaven off but he still had the long beard that Naruto would pull to get his attention. The right side of his face and neck still had burn scars over it but they had healed somewhat. He was wearing a thick jacket as he sat in front of the pot on the fire. And his eyes still had that look of pride along with that smile that helped him through when he was in pain.

      Naruto felt tears well up in his eyes. “R-*sniff*Rob-jichan?”

      “It’s so good to see you again Naruto-kun.” The man said as some tears formed in the side of his eyes as well.

      Naruto tried to lift himself up but flinched as some pain passed through him once more. Rob saw this and took up a chair, bringing it to the side of the bed. “Ah, don’t stress yourself Naruto-kun. Your body still needs to grow accustomed to the prosthetic metal.”

      “Pro-prosthetic what?” Naruto asked his grandpa as he heard a strange clanking to his left. He leaned over and saw something attached to his left shoulder. He lifted the arm and saw what had happened.

      What had replaced his left limb was now a strange metal gauntlet. It was a silver arm that had layered points skipping on it. At the tip of his hand were the fingers that were moving with his thought. He flexed his fingers and noticed that the arm followed with his command. He followed the casing and saw that it was attached at where a nasty fresh gash was evident around his socket joint. He stared at the arm in wonder and horror.

      “Wh-what is this?”

      “That is a Metal Reformation Prosthetic Casing. It was used a lot during the war for injuries and amputations. It’s actually quite handy.” He lifted his right arm to show the boy his own. Naruto looked up and saw that where the burned and severed arm left off was followed by an exact replica of his left arm. The man lifted it up and started making fists and shapes.

      “What does it do?”

      “Heh, well it was meant for use during combat when soldiers were either wounded or poisoned. The casing was supposed to act as an extremely powerful sealing tool to cut off any poison or ailments from coursing through the rest of the body. And it was used to help amputees integrate easier into society with a functional prosthetic limb.” He moved in closer and helped Naruto lean against a pillow on the head board.

      “It feeds off the magical impulses the body sends through the body and function as a normal limb. So even if the body part was no longer useable or” he lifted his right hand once again, “blown to smithereens, you can use it again. I collected a bunch of this metal after the Cabria War ended. I thought it may come in handy if I ever got myself hurt too bad so I kept some in all of my houses. Looks like I was lucky.”

      Naruto lifted his aching arm again and gazed at its strange feeling. “What happened to mine?”

      Rob stopped his little laugh as he stood back up and picked up a bowl. He poured out some hot soup and brought it back to the bed. He pulled out the spoon and blew on it to cool it down. He lifted it to the boy’s mouth, signaling him to take a sip. Naruto leaned forward and took the tip of the spoon in his mouth; the broth poured into his mouth and slightly burned his tongue.

      He swallowed the soup and realized it was one of the best things he had ever eaten. Rob continued to feed him as he watched the boy greedily eat the food. “When I heard roaring from the forest, I thought that a Wyvern had flown from the mountain and attacked someone. As I ran, I noticed a young Wyvern fly from the forests like it was hurt. And when I came close to where the fight was happening, I found you missing an arm.”

      Naruto looked up at the man from where he was being fed and remembered what had happened. The horrible burning sensation and the thing that sprouted out of his side. “A strange red bubble started to form around the open wound and I didn’t know what was happening. But soon you started screaming and holding onto it as a new arm started to grow from where the old one was. Then it started to change.”

      “What do you mean change?”

      “Like what was being made wasn’t human. It was a claw, like a fox’s arm but mixed with a human’s. It actually looked like it had fur and was tearing up the ground underneath you. And you didn’t look like you were faring much better yourself. You looked like if I left you there you were going to change into a monster. So I ran over and knocked you out.”

      Naruto finished sipping the contents of the bowl as Rob laid it off to the side. “I thought you were going to be taken over by that arm so I thought fast. I covered your arm in the casing, hoping for the best. I knew it wasn’t magic taking you over and I didn’t even know if it would have worked. Lucky for me the reformatting cut off all energy the energy, not just the magic.”

      Naruto nodded at his explanation even though it basically went in one ear and out the other. He closed his eyes and quickly jumped into his mindscape, to see what had happened. When he did, the boy noticed that a strange shield was covering everything in front of his left shoulder and cutting off all sight on the other side. Like a massive wall built around a boy’s arm. Naruto looked down at the metal. “So, when can I take it off?”

      Rob coughed uncomfortably at his question. “Well, you can’t. The metal basically forms to almost a second layer of skin and takes the place of the affected limb. It is extremely difficult to remove and take off. Even so, in your case it would be a bad idea. That energy was cut off but it is still stored inside the case of your arm. If you find a way to take it off, it will build up and take you over again. And I won’t be there to stop you this time.”

      “So you mean…”

      “Don’t ever take that off.” Naruto nervously nodded at the simplified explanation. He felt an awkward silence take over the cabin as they both stayed silent, the flickering of the fire being the only sound they heard. Until Naruto shuffled underneath the sheets.

      “I…” Rob looked down at his young friend “I’m really glad that you are okay.” Rob saw that Naruto’s eyes were kind of watery as Rob smiled and wrapped his arms around the young boy. Naruto felt the nostalgic feeling of being kept safe in the man’s arms. They both laughed for a little bit.

      “What happened after we separated?” Naruto flinched at all of the events that had played out after he had left the burned man on the boat. Naruto started to explain everything that had happened to him afterwards. The meeting and betrayal of Jellal. Losing Erza and falling into the tower catacombs. Waking up and living on the island. And how he had found the graveyard. Rob nodded and listened to everything that he had said. After he was done, they stayed in momentary silence.

      “And what about you? Rob lifted his squinty eyes and looked at Naruto as he stared back at him.” I thought that you died when your ship exploded. How are you still alive?”

      Rob chuckled as he looked at his young charge. “I got some help.”

    
    

    
      Naruto ran off the deck of the ship as multiple other salves were setting the ship up for travel. The older male slave in charge grumbled as he looked to the damaged, singed man. “Oh fuck this! I ain’t taken care of some burning corpse!” He walked over and roughly grabbed the burnt arm of the former Fairy Tail Mage, earning a pained gasp of intense pain from the poor man. He dragged the body to the edge and prepared to throw him overboard.

      But just as he was about to, a pair of small hands grabbed the man’s arm and held his throw in place. The older man looked down and met the heated gaze of a slanted eyed red haired boy with what looked like a small snake on his shoulder. “What are you doing?” The boy questioned n his little voice as he grabbed underneath the burnt man’s arm and lifted him up. “You heard that punk, you can’t just throw him overboard like that.”

      “That guy is basically dead already. And he would just stink up the ship if we left him on here.” Several other large men followed behind him as they all had fearsome looks on their faces. “We are throwing him off.” The man reached down but was intercepted by a small wall.

      In front of the boy and the burnt man were several other children, blocking their path. A fat boy with orange hair. A little boy with sharp yellow eyebrows and a shaven head. A black haired boy with bags under his eyes. And finally a little girl with white hair and a feather resting on her ear.

      Erik glared at the in anger as he gripped the elder’s arm. “We are not letting you kill this man. You would be no better then those fucking jailers if you did something like this. So Fuck Off!”

      The man’s anger reached its peak as he started to reach for the boy but the child wall had intercepted him. The children all held the bulking slaves back as Erik carried the man over the deck. They reached a small life boat and Erik gently laid the man down on the benches.

      “Here Ossan, you should be safe here. I can’t guarantee that you’ll find land but it is better then being thrown off the side of a boat.” He prepared the ship to leave as the older men had captured the other children and had started to put them on a life boat on the other side to throw them off. Rob barely lifted himself up and looked at the crimson haired boy.

      “Why are you helping me?” The boy stopped his preparation as he looked to the old man. He smirked at him as the snake shook its tail.

      “Cause I can’t let that freaky cat bastard be the only one to be the hero.” He waved the man off as he started to lower the boat. Rob felt the last few feet fall faster as the boy was taken and thrown onto the row boat with the others.

      Rob felt the waves take his ship as he laid there, feeling the flow take it. He then heard another explosion and saw that the ship had blown up.

      He realized that he being crippled had just saved his life. But he could only regret at the feeling of forsaking his friends and those young children. As he silently floated on the water.

    
    

    
      “I floated for a few days until I was found near a beach in an old town. The closest guild there was Lamia Scale, so I got some help from a young lad named Jura and I was on my way. Blue Pegasus was just a week’s travel so I headed there. I got some help from my old friend Bobby and I walked up here. And have decided to stay here for the time being.”

      Naruto nodded as his eyes lowered in sadness. He was so worried about Rob and had thought he was dead. What did he know? Old people like him just never gave up. He continued this train of thought until Rob interjected.

      “What are you going to do now, Naruto-kun?” Naruto looked up and then back down at his hands, lying in his lap.

      “Well, I guess I’ll leave and go back to Fairy Tail. That is where I wanted to go in the first place. And when I’m there, I’ll go looking for Jellal and everyone again. It should be pretty easy. This was just a setback.”

      “Hmm.” Rob grunted in agreement as he picked up the bowl and walked back over to the stew. “And what if it wasn’t?”

      “What?”

      “I said what if it wasn’t?” Rob tuned around and looked at the boy. “What if you lost because you were weak?”

      “I-I’m not weak. I’ve fought hundreds of ninjas. And I beat all of those jailers back at the tower.”

      “Yes, but you beat those ninja with the help of the power from Kurama. And those jailers would have lost against a strong gust of wind. Those aren’t achievements to be proud about.”

      Naruto grew angry at what his friend was implying. “What do you mean?”

      The man stood up and towered over Naruto with his height. “I’m saying you aren’t going to be lucky like you were today. That was only a child Wyvern. An adult one can fight up to several experienced mages by itself. And there are some mages out there that would kill a child like you for just the boots on your feet. Maybe even less then that.” Naruto continued to glare at him until his eyes weakened and he nervously gripped the sheets of his bed.

      Rob softened his eyes as he knelt down and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I don’t want to see you get hurt anymore. You have so much to give to this world Naruto-kun. And I know that people would be crushed at the thought of losing you.” Naruto looked over at him. ‘I know I would’.”

      “So what do I do?”

      Rob smirked as he stood back up and pounded his flesh hand against his chest. “You are lucky to be in the same house as one of the most experienced mage’s in Fairy Tail history. I can fight of multiple mages and monsters by myself. And~…” He looked down at Naruto who was watching only him. “I may just feel like teaching you that strength.”

      “Really Rob-jichan?!”

      “Yep. And you are lucky. That new arm of yours can probably be used as a strength.”

      “Huh? What do you mean?”

      “I mean that when I cut off the flow in your arm, I left off a large amount of power still in there. So if you use it right” he winked at the kid and gave hima thumbs up “that power can become your trump card!”

      “Trump card?” Naruto looked into his hands as he still couldn’t understand what he meant. “What do you mean by that?” As he did that, he let his arms powerlessly swing out.

      And as his left arm made contact with the cabin wall, a chunk of the wall exploded out and vaporized the snow and wood. A loud crash and dust cloud rose up from where the impact had destroyed a part of the cabin wall.

      As the dust cloud floated out, it left an image of both Naruto and Rob looking at the hole. Their eyes blackened out by their hair as they both kept stone faces on. Naruto started to shake as he sweated profusely.

      “Eh-ehe-ehehehe. He-hey, Rob-ji-jichan, l-look.” Naruto turned around and looked at his older parent. Sweat pouring down his face as he tried to completely ignore the damage he had caused. “I blew up a wall with a punch. A-ain’t that cool?”

      “Yes, it really is Naruto-kun.” Rob’s face betrayed no emotion as he looked at the boy with a smile. “And it will be even cooler after the training we will start after you fix this wall.”

      ‘Da-Damn It!’

    
    

    
      Done

      I am so sorry that this took so long. I took a week off, which turned into two weeks, and then I realized that I was slacking off. And I couldn’t think of what to write for this so I just couldn’t think.

      Well anyway, back to what I was saying at the beginning of the AN. FFFFFUUUUUCCCCKKKK! Damn, I did not see that coming. I’m serious, that actually did take me by surprise. When Kagura said that she was Simon’s little sister and I had planned ahead, I felt like Kagura had metaphysically formed out of the screen and kicked me straight in the balls.

      And as I cried on the floor, holding my cracked manhood and let a week pass by (don’t forget this was a Kagura kick so the things were basically shattered at contact) I read the Rosemary chapter and felt like Erza had formed this time. But instead of kicking me, she made a gun out of nothing and remade that scene from Django Unchained when he raids that cabin at the end and that poor bastard gets out of the tub. Shit! I felt like she had whispered ‘Kazuya and Erika? Pfftt’ before she pulled the trigger.

      Anyway, I am really hoping that no more curve balls smack me in the face over these next few chapters of Fairy Tail. Except for that Rogue Shadow idea, that was pretty badass and that can go anyway it wants to.

      And as far as Naruto chapters go, can I just call bullshit! Not at the chakra cloaks for everybody, that seems to make sense. But at the conveniently placed Uzumaki Household on the outskirts of the village that apparently no one knew about except for the creepy ass child rapist that is Orochimaru.

      Did it never occur to anyone that the one Uzumaki in the entire village had a right to know about the house. And a mask to summon the Shiki Fuujin, seriously?

      Ah, oh well.

      Now I have to think about how to do these next few chapters and making them good. I’m off.

      Also, I should probably be putting this in my Medaka AN, but is anyone else hoping for a new fighter. I mean I am glad that Medaka is still alive and beat Iihiko, but now that Shiranui has turned, I hope that someone else takes up the responsibility of taking care of this situation.

      I mean seriously.

      Zen: Well looks like Shiranui has changed. I best leave this to Medaka-chan. Medaka-chan can take care of this by herself.

      Kum: [Are you sure Zenkichi-chan? I mean the girl has all of her bones broken, no rhythm in her heart and massive blood loss. Plus she had a pierced stomach and spine and can barely stand as it is.]

      Zen: Naw, it’s okay Kumagawa. Just leave it to Medaka-chan. Just join us as we all circle jerk it over Tsurubami-Sensei’s dead body over here.

      Kam: I don’t have to be first but I will if that is what you want.

      Med: *Blargh* Di-dying over here. Anyone?

      Han: Fresh~

      Seriously?

      ReadxReview

      Thank You

      Bye

      

    
  




    8. Strange Happenings on a Lovely Stroll

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 8: Strange Happenings on a Lovely Stroll

      Disclaimer: Oh how I wish I was rich.

      Short chapter compared to others. Reason being I want to let out the next few fast leading to an event.

      I should probably warn all of those who read this fic regularly. This is going to be a very long story. Like a lot of chapters and words. Also…

      Ok… Ok… I’m guessing in another chap— no no definitely not! Another five may— no 2— wai-wait back story need twenty— I’ll get it out in a few days— No way this isn’t a weekly thing!

      *Huff*

      *Huff*

      *Deep Breath* Three more chapters. I promise to make you guys happier in these next few chapters. Hell, the two before that one will be really good too.

      Just trust me.

      Post-made: Sayonara, Fairy Tail anime. You shall be remembered in our hearts. Fingers crossed that it pulls a Gintama. Well, not Gintama now, after the announcement.

      P.S. over 100,000 words! Woah!

    
    

    
      Her earliest memory was always about her beloved grandpa. His kind smile looking down on her as he rocked her back and forth. She had reached an age where those jailers made even infants start working by throwing the rubble away.

      And then after that, all of her experiences sort of blended together. The only moments that stood out in her mind were when she met her family for the first time. Naruto arriving at the cell and promising to join her in Fairy Tail. Jellal arguing with Naruto about who was the best. Wally and Simon thrown in here while they tried to fight back. And of course Milliana and Shō’s arrival. And after that it would only be important days and events up until her escape.

      Those were the only memories that she could ever recall being her firsts. Going back as far as she could, she would be met with the face of her deceased grandfather. They always were. They should be.

      So what was this?

      What was this tiny little bed she was laying in with a red blanket in her hand? Why was her body so small and her limbs so stubby? Why was there a ceiling and decorations, with windows and toys that she had never seen before? Where was she that light shined in so brightly that she could barely see in front of her own hand?

      ‘What-what is this? Where am I?’

      “I’m serious; we need to change her sheets. She gets restless at night and I don’t think that her bed is that comfortable for her.”

      ‘Wh-who was that?’ A pair of massive blacked out shadows stood over her as they looked to each other. One of them was taller than the other, slightly looking down at her as they talked. All she could see was the bottom of their chins and everything downwards from there. ‘Who’s there? Show yourself!’

      “Oh shut up. You just say that because you think that if we make her bed more comfortable she won’t cry at night. And then you won’t have to come and calm her down.”

      “We-well I guess that could be a factor. But maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if you helped out and changed her diaper instead of lying there and acting like you are asleep.”

      ‘What are they talking about?’ She felt like she could sweat drop if she knew what was wrong with her right now.

      “Hey now _, you can’t go saying that to me. Sit on a small table for thirty hours pushing a watermelon out of your hole and then we will divide the work. Plus I don’t see her sucking on your nipples for lunch.”

      “Oh don’t say that _, that’s just disgusting!”

      “Hey it’s the truth.”

      ‘O-okay, this is weird. I want to go now.’ She felt uncomfortable as she tried to move and get out but found it futile. She wriggled around and tried to get to her feet but found the task strangely impossible.

      She finally felt a sense of feeling in her throat as she could finally say something. She aimed to the two figures and prepared to order them to tell her where she is.

      If she could order Gray and Natsu to stop their bickering, she knew she could do this.

      She took a breath in, preparing to yell ’where am I? “But instead…

      “Wahhhhhh! Wahhhhhh!”

      ‘Wa-wa-was that me? What happened?’ She felt like she could die of embarrassment as the two figures stopped their talk and looked down at her prone form. ‘What did they do to me?’

      “Oh! I think we woke her up.”

      “You woke her up with all of your complaining about taking care of your daughter.”

      ‘D-daughter?’

      “Bu-wh-I wa-no you se—”

      “*Sniff* *Sniff* I get it. You don’t want to be with us, right? You would abandon me and her just because you can’t wake up in the morning.” The man was sputtering as the woman in the pair continued to lay it down and kick his butt. She felt herself being raised to eye level with the man as his face was still blacked out.

      “Say no to this face _. Say it~.”

      That man continued to stare at the little infant with the large round eyes as his steel will was crushed and melted into nothing. He lowered his head in shame. “I’m sorry.”

      “Good. Now promise to change her diaper and help her go back to sleep every night.”

      “I promise.”

      “And you will also get me any kind of cake I ask for, whenever I ask for it.”

      “Hey, that’s not part of the—” was forced to look at his daughter’s baby face again “yes ma’am.”

      “Good.” She raised the girl to her face and clearly gave a cheeky smile. “Who’s mommy’s little trump card? Who is? You are. You are.”

      The girl would have made a face of exasperation at this odd duo’s behavior but found that she was still quietly sobbing. The woman lowered her and kept her in a cradle in her arms. She rocked back and forth as she hummed a quiet melody.

      ‘These people are so strange. I need to get out of here.’ She resolved to run away as fast as she could. But then she realized something.

      This woman was warm.

      So warm.

      Being in her arms was like nothing she had experienced before. The only things that could ever compare were the hugs that she had received over the years. From Rob, Naruto, Jellal, Shō and Milliana and all of her new guild-mates over time.

      But this felt natural. Like this was the place she was always supposed to be in. She felt her restlessness settle and her breathing calm as her eyes became heavy. The woman looked down at her and had a small but content smile on her face.

      “I never thanked you, you know.” She thought the woman was talking to her but it was actually voiced to the man at the other end of the room. He raised his head and looked to the woman whose attention was on the infant.

      “My whole life I thought I was going to be alone. My parents abandoned me because I was out of control. My village threw me out because I always caused so much damage to the homes and stores. And I could never find a place where people could be with me. I was always jumping from place to place.”

      The woman slightly tightened the hold on the dozing infant in her arm. “And then you came along. You matched my tenacity and told me that I didn’t have to be alone. You got hurt and you suffered, just to show me that you could stand by my side. And then you ask to marry me and I only looked at you like you were some idiot.”

      The little baby felt tiny drops of salty water fall on her face as she looked up at the woman. “Bu-but I’ve never been so happy in my whole life. I have a home I can call my own. I have a husband and people who see me as just a person, not a monster. A-and” her voice broke a little and she sniffed and tried to hold her tears. “I have a daughter. A beautiful daughter. And she came from a monster like me. I could make something this beautiful with someone who loved me for me.”

      The woman let out a few more quieter joyful sobs before a pair of strong arms wrapped around her waist and held her close. “We could only make a daughter so pretty because her mother was the most beautiful woman in Fiore. A wonderful mother who is not a monster.” He raised his hand and wiped a tear from her eye. He rested his chin on her shoulder as he looked down at his daughter in his lover’s arms.

      “And I will always be here to protect you both. I promise.” The women sniffled one last time before she made a watery smile and nodded her head, giggling a little at his attitude.

      “Do you hear that Erza-chan? Daddy says that he will be here for us always. Isn’t that wonderful?”

      “Yeah. Because you two are my everything. And when you grow up, I’ll always be here to watch over you, okay Erza?”

      “Erza?”

      “~erza~”

      “Erza!”

      Brown and blue eyes opened in shock as the naked girl jumped up in fright but then fell in the hot water. She opened her eyes in the hot aqua before reemerging into the surface and taking a deep breath. She continued these gasps for air as the steam raised from the hot spring baths.

      “Erza are you okay? You fell asleep in the bath!” The usually armored girl looked up from the water at the brown haired and blue haired girls. Cana and Levy had invited the other girls of the guild to join them at the local bath house at the center of town. Of course when the guild heard this, every member had decided to join in on the idea and go to the local baths.

      Of course the males stayed on their side. God knows what Erza would do if she saw them peek. Although from what they heard, Gray and Natsu had to bathe with her whenever she said so.

      “Yes-yes Levy I’m fine. I was just day dreaming.” The scarlet haired pre-teen rubbed her face with her hands as she tried to come back to her senses, her long scarlet hair flowing in the water behind her and reaching her back. ‘What was that? Was I just dreaming? Who were those people?’ She took a deep breath and looked to the girls who were still looking at her with worry. “Wh-what is it?”

      Cana moved closer to the girl. “What were you dreaming about?”

      “No-nothing! It was nothing!”

      “Oh I know~.” Cana and Erza looked back and saw Levi with a sly smile on her face and eyes that actually sent a shiver in Erza’s back. “You were thinking about your boyfriend right?”

      Erza froze with a slight pink blush on her face from the accusation. She knew that Levy had been with her when she went on that stock worker job in Hargeon last fall. That Parker man who owned the shop said that Erza reminded him of a boy he had taken care of earlier in the year. She asked what he meant and he said that there was a boy with brown and blue eyes just like hers that wanted to go to Fairy Tail.

      When she continued to pester him about what the boy looked like, the grizzled old man said he was a stupid looking boy with blond hair and whiskers.

      Levy could safely say that she still had a ringing in her ears from when Erza shrieked as loud as possible next to her.

      And the resulting trip back was the Solid Script mage’s chance to pester her friend about the mysterious boy. She tried to deter the girl’s interest but found it annoyingly impossible. So when she became too flustered, she accidentally smacked Levy into the next train car. Safe to say, that didn’t stop the bruised girl from gossiping throughout the entire guild and embarrassing the armor girl. And the punishment Natsu and Gray received for their playful tormenting.

      Although Erza never said anything out loud, she was constantly worried about where her friend was and if he was okay. Parker-san said that he had last seen the boy in January. So where had he been for more than a year? Was he safe? Was he still alive?

      Erza stopped all of her worrying as her sight had softened and she relaxed once again in the bath. When she had heard that Naruto could still be alive, she had never felt so happy in her whole life. Her heart had sped up and her mind wondered to what he was doing. She had never felt so relieved. All she wanted to do was see him and see if he was still his old self.

      Erza smiled to herself as she slowly closed her eyes. If Naruto was in Fiore, then she didn’t have to keep worrying about him like he was some kind of child. If she knew anything about her best friend, then it was that he could protect himself from anything. If she hadn’t seen him, then he was probably off on an adventure, enjoying his life like he hadn’t been able to before. And that was enough.

      If he was happy, that was enough for her.

      Levy and Cana leaned towards each other with their hands over their mouths, “See Cana. I told you she was thinking about her boyfriend.”

      “You’re good Levy. Remind me never to try and hide a secret from you.” At that mention, Erza came back to reality and started to sputter out loud, her face almost as red as her hair.

      “Wa-wa-wait! Seriously, y-you’ve got it all wrong! We-we’re not like that, he’s just—”

      The bath doors slid open as a silence grew over the girls already occupying the bath. They all looked to the opening as two silhouettes could be seen walking towards them. One was shorter, seeming anxious and excited with the new place, her hair reaching around her head and spreading bangs across the top of her head. The girl next to her was taller by a few inches, her hair let loose and reaching to her back, uncaring of the fact she was naked.

      “Seriously Mira-Nee, you have to behave in front of everybody. We are new here. It is very rude to be fighting and causing so many ruckuses after just coming to the guild.”

      The taller shadow scoffed as she put her hands behind her head and yawned. “Oh come on. It’s not that bad. If I am in a fight, it’s because that bitch is the one who starts it.”

      “Mira-Nee, it’s rude to call her that. You should apologize to—” the young white-haired girl stopped her scolding as she saw the other occupants of the bath. “Erza-San!”

      Erza and the others looked to the new bathers. They both had blue eyes and beautiful white hair atop their heads. The younger sister looked at the three senior members with surprise and excitement as the older sister looked at one of them with contempt.

      “Hello Lisanna. It is very good to see you and—” Erza stopped her pleasant greeting as she looked from the bubbly young girl and glared at the girl who was giving her a hateful stare.

      “Mirajane.”

      “Erza.”

      The two reckless teen girls glared at each other as sparks flew between their eyes. The three other girls nervously chuckled as the two of them continued their staring contest. Mirajane threw her towel over her shoulder as she gracefully lowered herself into the water and sighed.

      “My, I had no idea that the city let filthy prostitutes like you wash in the public baths like this. It can’t be good for our health.” The three spectators all flinched in worry as Erza silently grumbled to herself. Gripping the rock underneath her so hard it had started to crack.

      “Ahaha, well you would know that best. With how often you walk through the streets wearing clothes that even the filthiest skanks wouldn’t wear, I’m sure you understand how the women of the night work.” Mirajane grew ticked off as she lowly chuckled to herself. The two girls then both started to laugh maniacally as the three younger girls all started to grow worried.

      “S-so, what have you all been talking about?” Lisanna tried to calm the tense feeling by conversing with the two other innocent bystanders.

      “Well, we were just talking about Erza and her boyfriend.” Levy slightly swooned as Cana lightly giggled and Lisanna gasped in surprise. The two older girls both flinched and then tensed up, for different reasons of course.

      “Wh-what? Erza-San has a boyfriend? Who is he? Where’s he from? What’s his name? Is he dreamy?” Lisanna pestered the two girls as they lightly laughed at her exuberant behavior on the subject.

      “We don’t even know,” Cana told as she adjusted herself in the water, “She never tells us anything about her mystery boy. We think she is hiding him for herself.” They all laughed as they kept to their tight circle. Erza continued to shake in anger and embarrassment before jumping out of the water.

      “I told you it isn’t like that! He’s not my boyfriend!”

      “I’ll say.” Erza stopped her explanation as she mechanically turned her head to see the smug face of Mirajane. ‘I could never imagine even the poorest idiot being able to stomach your presence, let alone hug or kiss you.’ She brought her hand out of the water and started to clean her arm. “It must have just been one of your little fevered dreams they misinterpreted.”

      A tick mark. “Did you say something you filthy skank?” The three other girls flinched in horror.

      “I was just talking about how you were a horrible, flat-chested beast that not even the blind, deaf or stupid could love.” Erza’s veins started to pulsate as her eyes grew black. Mira then made a lovely pose as a ray of light appeared out of nowhere and shined down on her. “Unlike me, who is so beautiful and wonderful that when I grow up, men and women will look at me with envy and wish they were me.”

      Erza continued to shake in anger until she breathed deeply and turned around, smiling cheekily. “I doubt anyone would want to be like a horrible S&M fetish whore who rages around like a demon slut from hell.” Mira abruptly jumped up and pressed her forehead against the equally ferocious Erza.

      “Don’t think you are so great because you got one little boy following you bitch. When my huge tits come out and you are left with a washboard, then we will see who is the best.”

      “You can have big breasts if you want. All that matters is that people will never be able to look you in your freaking face without going blind.”

      Lisanna, Levy and Cana all huddled together, trying to protect themselves. From the other side of the bath Cana tried to diffuse the bomb, “C-come on guys. There’s no reason to fight over something as petty as this. Let’s all just calm down and enjoy the baths, okay? There is no reason for the whole cake incident to ruin our— oops.”

      “THAT WAS MY CAKE YOU ATE YOU FILTHY STINKING WHORE!”

      “I TOLD YOU I DIDN’T EAT YOUR SHITTY FOOD YOU DUMB BITCH!”

      The teen girls started to grapple and pull each other’s mouth and hair, throwing each other around the baths. The three Fairy Tail girls desperately tried to avoid and dodge the rapid, violent movements of the strong girls. Water was flying across the whole room as they tried to keep themselves at a safe distance.

      Levy: “Oh No! They’re at it again!”

      Lisanna: “It’s rougher than usual! We have to get out of— ah, it got in my eye!”

      Cana: “Shit! Grab a towel; this is going to get messy!”

      Mira: “TIME TO MAKE YOU SCREAM YOU SCARLET CUNT!”

      Erza: “I’D LIKE TO SEE YOU TRY YOU BLEACHED SLUT!”

      From the other side of the bath wall; Macao, Wakaba and Makarov were all lazily resting in the bath water, towels atop their heads. All of them rested against the bath wall, a pink hue on their faces.

      Makarov sighed in content. “Ah, the wonders of youth. I wish we were still that young.” The two older gentlemen both nodded as they laughed, the screams from the girls side still ringing through the entire bath.

      On the other side of the bath, a tall blond boy with a lightning scar and a white haired lad listened to the noises around them.

      “God Jiji really needs to control his guild better.”

      The white-haired boy sighed in exasperation, “Geez Nee-chan, why are you picking fights with her?”

      “Come back her ice-brain! Give me back my towel!”

      “This is what you get for taking my towel from me, Charcoal-head!”

      “I told you ass-hole; your towel was gone before you even walked into the bath!”

      “Then I guess we are in the same boat now, huh?”

      Laxus and Elfman looked to each other as the adults perversely listened to the noises on the other side, Mira and Erza screamed as they grappled with each other, and Gray froze a section of the bath as Natsu made the other side boiling hot.

      They both sighed tiredly.

    
    

    
      He stood in front of the cabin, his eyes closed as he let the brisk mountain air run through his lungs. He brought his fists to his sides and kept them there firmly, slowly spreading his legs into a horse stance. He continued these calming breathe as he slowly opened his eyes and stared off in front of him. He then felt awkward at the strange circumstances of his test as he looked over his shoulder, “Um, what’s this for again?”

      The senior man continued to tap the large boulders as he tested their density, almost missing what his young charge had said. “I told you Naruto-kun, this is your last test. We’ve been training for more than a year now. And it is time for you to test your mettle in this little test.” The squinting elder made a fist with his prosthetic arm as beside him, his old teammate cheered jokingly for the young boy.

      “Can’t you just assume that I am set and see me off like a normal teacher?”

      “Nope.” Naruto looked blankly at the lackadaisical reply from his sensei/grandpa as the man set up the test area. He turned to the cloaked boy as he put his hands to his sides, “All right! Are you ready?” Naruto reluctantly nodded his head as he readied himself for anything.

      “Okay, here are the rules. I’m going to be sending these boulders at you from any and every direction.” For emphasis Bob started to showcase the rocks like he was a showgirl, every one of them placed on a catapult. “You are going to break every one of them before they hit you and touch the ground. Any method is allowed. Any questions?”

      “Is this legal?”

      “Nope.” Rob cut the first line as a massive boulder was sent at the unprepared Jinchūriki Mage.

      Naruto’s eyes widened in surprise as he got himself into a long stance. He sent a small amount of concentrated magic into soles of his feet as he used Armor to jump up and intercept the flying boulder. He cocked back his right fist before throwing it into the exterior of the rock and crushing it to pieces.

      As Naruto was in the air, two more boulders were sent his way as he noticed them fall towards him. He pulled back both of his fists and aimed towards their centers. Sending more Armor into his right fist, he crushed both stones into rubble as the gravel fell to the Earth.

      Adjusting himself in the air, he landed on the snowy ground and he crouched to avoid any impact. As he took a breath, four shadows surrounded him as they came from all directions. He calmed himself as he stretched his hands and sent more magic towards his palms.

      His eyes opened in confidence as Excalibur and Kusanagi appeared in his hands. He tensed his arms before swinging them in a large arc, slashing the stones through the middle and making eight new pieces.

      He smiled in smugness before regaining his focus and noticing that more than a dozen shadows had started to cover him. He looked up in surprise as a small avalanche headed his way. “Oh Come On! This is too much!”

      Rob and Bob laughed jokingly as they watched Naruto swing his blades in quick repetition, cutting and kicking away any rock that even came close to him. Rob leaned back as he enjoyed the rays of sunlight pouring down on him, easily switching between the many different strings he was pulling to fire the devices. “This is peaceful, don’t you think Bobby?”

      The transvestite raised a wine glass to his lips as he sat on a picnic blanket. “Aw yes, just the feeling of life and the sounds of nature.”

      “Damn It! Too Many Rocks!

      The senior, former Fairy mages laughed as they settled into the calming silence once again. As Rob sent more attacks at the quick boy, he remembered what he had been through over the last year or so.

      After the painstakingly long process of fixing the house (which in itself led to an argument about the workmanship of the house that caused more flailing of fists and cracked another side of the house, leading to more work), the two had finally started their training process.

      Rob deliberately made it tough and unbearable when they had started to test his limit and work ethic. It was quite a surprise when he discovered that Naruto was willing to go beyond his expectations to train. Not complaining or whining about any of the tough workouts and training programs the old man had set up for him. Actually appearing excited and ready for anything.

      Despite the scruff and bruises all over his body, Naruto was always eager to train as much as he could. Doing push-ups and sit-ups as early as he could in the day. Carrying weights and rocks on his back as he ran laps around the forest. Breaking rocks and jumping through the trees and the river. The kid was a boundless source of energy when it came to work.

      Rob was proud to say that he was significantly surprised at the boy’s tenacity.

      As Naruto continued to break and cut the flying boulders, he had started to channel some of his Armor in to the blades in his hands. As he swung the blades faster, they started to cut through the rocks like hot butter. The boy smiled in confidence as he started to unleash a flurry of sword attacks.

      The older mages chuckled at his exuberant behavior at the attacks coming at him. Rob remembered when Bob had come to visit a few days after Naruto had arrived at his house. The transvestite portrayed much worry when he came to see his old friend, asking where the boy had gone. When Naruto had emerged with his clothes all ruined and a prosthetic arm where his real one used to be, Bob was devastated. He had blamed himself for the fact Naruto was attacked and got hurt so badly.

      But the little boy consoled the large man about his worry. He said that he didn’t mind that he lost his arm anymore. Just glad that he had a sturdy replacement and that the confused man shouldn’t blame himself for what the boy had done to him. Rob had to say that he was pleasantly surprised that he could throw off a major event like that and console a friend when they needed it. That would be a useful skill in the future knowing the lad’s track record.

      Bob was so surprised at the boy’s heartfelt forgiveness that he actually opened his usually shut eyes. On an appropriate level, he smiled and nodded at seeing the boy take such a huge step in maturity. On his level, he started trying to glomp the young man, keeping him firmly in his grasp as the little boy started to flail around like a monkey.

      Bob silently but contently sipped on some warm tea as he sat on the picnic blanket he had brought up with him to the cabin. He watched the boy’s movements and attacks with a comprehensive and experienced eye. The boy was rough and inexperienced, but his raw power, stamina and attitude made him quite a contender. He could probably fight most of the mages in his guild to a standstill if he tried hard enough.

      “My my, Naruto-chan is doing quite well despite the ridiculousness of the test.” He earned an ecstatic grunt of pride from Rob as the man continued to watch his student fight, not taking his attention off of pulling the strings. “You don’t think I could make him reconsider and join my guild, do you Rob-chan?”

      “I’m afraid you wouldn’t even faze him Bobby. It not because he doesn’t recognize the strength your guild has,” he momentarily looks away from the boy and flashed a cheeky, arrogant smirk of elder understanding at his old friend. “It’s just that you don’t hold the certain ‘red hot quality’ he is looking for.”

      “~Ohohoh~. I hope I can meet this ‘red quality’ he is so interested in.”

      “Hey! What are you two talking about?”

      “Nothing!”

      As Rob almost finished his test, he watched as Naruto Requip his swords away and chose to finish the exam with his own two fists. Or in his case, his fist and demonically enhanced metal gauntlet arm. When Naruto had started to make replacements for the two blades that were destroyed by the Wyvern last year, he had expended a lot of magic to make multiple copies. Rob had told him that it was an inefficient and complete waste of magical power to continue making swords if he ever lost a pair or if they were broken.

      So to help him with the problem, he taught the young man to use Requip magic to change his weapon when he wanted. The boy found it quite useful and was already practicing with the concept a day after learning it. So much so that Rob had also taught him to keep certain objects in the extra dimensional space, like extra clothes and even the journal so that it was never lost. He also kept the original swords in his space, so that they would be at his side until he gave them back to their rightful owner.

      Naruto finished a flip kick in the air as his foot contacted the last visible stone in his sight and shattered it to pieces. He turned in the air and landed in a crouch in the still frosty ground, surrounded by rubble and dust. He confidently stood back up and looked over to his teacher with a confident smirk.

      “Well Jii-chan, are you satisfied?” Rob smirked in return and he grabbed one last rope with both hands.

      “Nope.”

      He hefted the rope and a much larger boulder dislodged itself from it place in the tree, completely overshadowing the blond boy. Bob looked as Naruto just stared at the approaching hazard, a worried tone in his voice. “Um, Rob-chan, shouldn’t we help him?” He received no answer in return as he looked up at his friend. “Rob-chan?”

      Rob looked on in total content as the large rock neared Naruto every passing moment. But the boy in danger showed no fear or worry as he just smiled at the big rock. The boy spread his legs out to keep a strong foundation as he chambered his left fist back to his side.

      Naruto instantly threw his punch into the center of the oncoming rock. His fist stopped its downward journey in its place as a crack appeared where he hit. Slowly, dozens of adjacent cracks spawned from the original and loud cracking noises could be heard throughout the entire place.

      Finally, the boulder crumbled from the titanic strength of his fist and the chunks of rock fell all around the triumphant boy. The dust settled and Naruto lowered his fist to his side. He let out a deep breath and then showed a massive, shit eating grin.

      “Yeah! I did it! What do you think about that huh!”

      “You did great Naruto-chan! Will you marry me?”

      “No!”

      Rob chuckled as Naruto started to flee from the advances of the heavy set man in drag. He knew that this boy could go far on his own abilities, but it never hurt to have a little ace in the sleeve. Literally.

      “Naruto-kun!”

      “Huh?” The boy looked up from the tangled mess he was in where his feet were used to keep the Blue Pegasus master at temporary bay.

      “One last thing we will test.” He lifted one last boulder onto the catapult closest to him and prepared to launch. “‘That’.”

      “Seriously?! But it barely works! You even said that it was too impractical to use in a real fight! How am I supposed to pass this if I try to—”

      “You don’t have to break it. I just want to see if it can do anything. You ready?” Naruto grumbled a little before pushing off his knees and standing in ready, nodding his head reluctantly.

      Rob pulled the rope. The rock flew off the catapult and sailed through the air straight at Naruto. He breathed out and gathered a fair amount of his Armor magic into his closed right fist. He had gathered so much that a small, shivering ball of the usual clear light had formed around his fist. He pulled his fist back and then shifted his stance, sending his fist out and lifting his back leg to complete the turn.

      “Flying Gauntlet!”

      The ball rocketed out of the boy’s fist and soared straight at the falling stone. After half a second of flying, the ball had started to slow down and become unstable. It impacted the stone enough for there to appear a crack in its surface but not enough to stop the rock from coming straight at the former slave boy. Naruto’s eyes widened in worry before he quickly ducked out of the rock’s trajectory. He rolled on the ground before looking up at where the rock had landed and he let out a defeated sigh.

      A hand landed on his head and ruffled his hair. He looked up to see an approving smile from Rob. The older man wordlessly reassured the boy about his strength, even if the attack wasn’t successful. Naruto had a smile slowly cross his face as he nodded in understanding and got back up on his feet. He dusted some of the dust and stray snow off his black clothes and new cloak.

      “So I guess you should use that when it is a little more efficient huh?”

      Naruto chuckled and smiled at the wizened old man’s joke. The man then turned serious as he gained the young boy’s attention. “So, you will travel down the path and reach a series of towns that will guide you to Magnolia in about a week.”

      “Yes sir!”

      “You should only be worried about getting there but if you meet any trouble you will push through and show them who they are messing with!”

      “Yes sir!”

      “Remember what I’d told you. With the use of Requip, you can use your magic more sparingly and concentrate on fighting with Armor if it becomes too much. But if it becomes too desperate, make sure you use your chakra and keep your magic for more important use!

      “Got it!”

      “And remember, not all fights can be solved with just your fists. Try to think more in battle and understand your enemies’ weak points. If you can, you should be able to beat anyone you meet!”

      “Um, yeah? I’m still a little fuzzy on the whole strategic fighting idea.”

      “Hehe.” Rob put Naruto in a chokehold and laughed wholeheartedly as Bob giggled several feet away from them, Naruto trying to release himself from the hold. “Well you always were fonder of beating your ways through a problem then thinking it through.”

      “You know it! I’m gonna be the strongest!”

      Rob chuckled as he nostalgically remembered when the boy first proclaimed that fact in the cell years ago with Erza. “I know you will Naruto-kun. You’ve grown so much from that little kid who always wanted to go out and show the world what he could do.” He patted the boy’s head as he looked up at him. “And I know you’ll show everyone at Fairy Tail just how great you are, right?”

      Naruto blushed slightly as he chuckled and anxiously nodded his head. “Right!”

      “Well then, don’t let me stop you. Get going!” He pushed Naruto forward, towards a path down the mountain and to a separate sections of the woods.

      “Got it! I’m off Rob-jichan!” The boy started running forward before suddenly halting and running off to the side, picking up a bag of supplies for the week long journey ahead.

      “Naruto-chan~, are you sure you don’t want me to see you off?”

      “No I’m fine! I’ve got to start taking care of myself! So I’ll get there by myself. Thanks Bob-San, Rob-jichan. See ya!”

      “Bye! And make sure you tell Erza-chan hi from me too!”

      “I will!” He ran down the path as his figure disappeared from the older men’s (?) vision. They both stayed in place even after he had vanished as they fondly remembered back to the time they were still that young and enthusiastic. A small breeze passed over them as Bob dusted himself off and stood back on his feet.

      “Well I should be off. Even if this is an enjoyable time, I have a guild I need to watch over. I must make sure Jenny-chan doesn’t turn all yandere on Hibiki-chan and chase Karen-chan across town with a knife. Again.”

      “Quite.” Rob walked over and embraced Bob in a hug that the master returned with a kind smile. “Make sure that you bring over some more tea and snacks next time. I really do enjoy them.”

      “Can do.” Bob started to head down the path opposite where their young charge had just darted down before stopping in his tracks and looking over his shoulder. “Are you sure he will be alright? I mean-I don’t doubt his strength but if he meets ‘them’ it may be an issue. He is the descendants of—”

      “Naruto-kun has grown a lot in this last year. I know that he will face many hardships and trials in his lifetime. Some that would destroy most men who tried. But I know that he would push through with all his might.” He looked over and grinned at his old friend. “I just know it.”

      Bob looked at Rob for some silent moments before smiling in recognition and nodded in understanding. He continued to walk back to his home as Rob walked to his cabin home. He started to clear up some of the rubble and push some snow off of his plants. He fixed them up as he enjoyed the peaceful aroma and air.

      After a few moments, sudden gusts of wind started to pound down and push the bushes and trees. Rob looked over his head and the descending shadow over him and just watched as the giant flying lizard landed in front of him. He looked at the scarred face of the Wyvern in front of him as it lowly growled at him.

      “Yes he is gone to his new home now. I couldn’t tell him that I’ve been taking care of you as well, he would have been infuriated. But it is your own fault for picking a fight with him. What is wrong with you?”

      “Grrrrrrrr.”

      “Don’t growl at me Majha. Or do you want me to stop feeding you with the vegetables I’ve grown?”

      The smaller man put his metal hand on his hip before the hulking creature growled in subdued anger before lying down and keeping quiet.

      “Good boy.”

    
    

    
      “Okay, let’s see. This says that I should arrive at Acacia just over this hill.” Naruto looked at the little leaflet of paper in his hand that showed the names of the towns on the way to Magnolia. Acacia was a very small town that was a stopping area for travelers and shipping. If he waited another day then a cart would pull in and he could catch a ride into the next town over.

      He lowered the paper and hefted the bag of rations and clothes on his back over his shoulder. He put out the fire and finished the rest of the rabbit meat he had caught on his way here. After only a day of traveling, he could only see the mountains where Rob-jichan’s house was in the distance. He chuckled to himself about his improved power and strength he had gained after the year of training. Jii-chan told him he was about as powerful as a high C to middle B-class Mage when he tried hard enough. So he wouldn’t have to worry about most thieves or bandits on his way to his new guild.

      As Naruto continued to walk to his destination, he finally let the idea hit him fully. He was actually going to Fairy Tail. The place he had dreamed about with Erza for so many years. A magical place of light that he was told of in the darkness of that cell. It seemed like a dream. A place filled with hopes and dreams. Filled to the brim with powerful and competent mages that could put him in his place if he ever tried to fight them. The place so many people had heard and dreamed about. The place Erza was.

      Erza.

      He had thought about the scarlet haired girl a lot over the last year. He wondered if she had gotten to the guild and if she was safe. He hoped that she was happy and had enjoyed her time away from that hell. Naruto didn’t know what would happen if she was actually at the guild and what she would do if she saw him.

      Would she be happy?

      Would she be angry?

      Upset? Worried? Overjoyed?

      He didn’t know what to think. She could embrace him and tell him that she missed him all this time. Or she could be reminded of all the pain and torture they had gone through at the tower and ask him to leave. All of his ideas ranged from that. But he knew she wasn’t someone like that, who would reject his mere presence because he was there. And even if she was, he would be happy if he knew she was happy.

      But what had him worried for all this time was what he was going to tell her. All this time he had thought of ideas to break the news to her. Should he just go right out and say it? Or should he keep it a secret until the right moment? Should he joke about it? Fuck no.

      He could only imagine what she would do when he told her about her parents. That she had lost them in the tower and she never knew. It would be devastating.

      That tower had done so much to him. To all of them. He was still reminded of what happened on the last day by the small scars covering his body. They weren’t completely noticeable, but if you looked long enough you could see faded damaged skin from where he had been hurt by the torture and fighting with Jellal.

      He stopped in his tracks as he looked up at the clouds floating overhead. What had happened to Jellal? And Milli-chan and Shō? Had Wally and Simon finally found their lost family like they always talked about? These worries had plagued his mind over all this time. He had wondered what had happened to Jellal to make him into such a monster. And if he met him again, would he be able to stop him?

      Naruto looked down at his fake hand and clenched his fist.

      Yes.

      This is what he had been training for. This is why he was given this strength by Kurama’s chakra. So what had happened to Kazuya-San and Erika-San would not happen to him. So he could save his friends if they ever needed him. And so that he could fight for this new life that so many people had helped him find.

      Naruto smiled as he felt himself became more pumped and anxious as he screamed at the top of his lungs and sprinted forward down the path. He neared the hump of the hill and saw the silhouette covered by the clouds. He finally reached the top and saw his destination, and felt an unsatisfying feeling rest in his chest.

      Acacia, the town he was running to, was ruined. They actually looked like ruins. It was far off but he could see that some of the buildings and homes were crumbled and broken. A small patch of smoke could be seen coming from the center of town.

      Naruto gulped as he started walking forward to the town. Worried about what he was going to find.

    
    

    
      Naruto came to the outskirts of the tiny town and saw what was left. Most of the homes he found were broken and ruined. A fog of dust and dirt was reaching his knees as he beheld the mild destruction of the area. He looked all over and saw no signs of people or life of any kind.

      “Wh-what the hell happened?” Naruto cupped his hands over his mouth “Hello! Is anyone there?! Do you need help?”

      Naruto continued to look around until he spotted something through the dust. It looked like the figure of a person. Someone with hair down to their back and appeared like they were looking towards him. He smiled and then noticed that he could vaguely see the forms of two other people alongside the first.

      “Hey! Are you all rig—” Naruto was suddenly tackled to the ground by something that hit his side. He grunted as he hit the ground, the same thing then grabbing his shoulders and pulling him into the shadow of the wreckage and taking his bag. He shook his head as he looked up to yell at whatever had attacked him and was met with a knife pointing at his face. He slowly lifted his hands to show he was not about to fight back.

      “Who are you? What are you doing here?” Naruto looked at the young boy at least two years younger with brown hair as he held the knife to his face, fear and shock evident in his eyes. Naruto stayed calm and looked at the other kids around the boy in front of him. A little girl with the same hair color as the boy leader. A girl with long black hair who looked as angry the first boy. And finally two boys that were silently sobbing to themselves, one very fat and the other a thin little boy. “Answer me!”

      “I was just passing by. I don’t know what’s going on. I swear.”

      “You liar! You’re a part of that group aren’t you!” He drew the knife closer to his face. The black haired girl grabbed his wrist before he did anything.

      “Tohen, stop! We can’t kill him!” She quickly glanced at the blond boy before lowering the boy’s hand and trying to calm down. “You know what will happen if they find one of their members dead. They’ll find us and kill us.” All the other children flinched at her straightforward words.

      “Who cares? If they hurt them, I’ll kill him in revenge.”

      “Onii-chan?” The boy named Tohen instantly started to calm down and look over at the frightened young girl with brown hair. “What will happen to Tou-chan and Kaa-chan?” Tohen looked from his sister to the crouching blond and then back to the girl. He hugged her as she sobbed into his chest and he patted her back.

      “It’s all right Touko. I’ll take care of everything.” He stopped holding the girl as he looked to the blond boy with the gauntlet on his arm. “Who are you? Are you a part of that group?”

      Naruto lowered his hands slowly and put them in his lap as the other children all looked at him worryingly. “My name is Naruto. I just came here because I heard I could get a trip to Magnolia if I found a carriage to take me. I’m not here to hurt you.”

      The other children all looked between each other before Tohen put away his knife and sat down. “My name is Tohen. This is my little sister Touko.” The little girl hid behind her brother’s back as she peeked out the side of her eye at the blond boy. He then gestured to the girl by his side.

      “This is Saeko.” The girl nodded her head at Naruto, who in turn nodded back. “And those are Bouchi and Rimi.” The last two boys flinched in fright as Naruto looked towards them. All of these kids were wearing normal clothes but they were ripped and dirty, like they had been in a fight.

      “What happened?”

      Tohen lowered his head and pushed his hand through his hair. “These people… these-these monsters came out of nowhere. Looking for someone. They just started to destroy the whole town and captured everyone they could find.” Touko cried into her brother’s side as Saeko and the boy’s all tried to forget the fighting. “Our parents got us away before they could find us.”

      “Who?”

      “Those people. The guys from—” they suddenly heard some rubble shake as all the kids except Naruto nervously flinch. “Shit they’re coming! Hide!”

      Naruto watched as the kids all spread out and hid underneath the rocks and ruins. Saeko grabbed his arm and pulled him with her, hiding under a broken wall. Naruto tried to protest but found her hand covering his mouth. She shushed him as she looked through the cracked surface at the moving shadows. Naruto then grew curious as he looked through a crack at the scene.

      He saw three people standing in the middle of all the ruins. Two of them were women, identical twins. One of them had long black hair and the other had short white hair. They both had a crazy look in their eyes’ and had their arms in appropriately wrapped around each other. The last one was a man with black hair and glasses on his face. They were all wearing a similar uniform, except the twins had it zipped down to their cleavage and the man had a brown vest on.

      “Oh~, I’m sorry Milt-kun, Miryoku-chan. I swear I heard something yelling over here” the dark haired sister said to the other two.

      “Ah, it’s all right Hanryoku-chan~.” The light haired sister said as she slowly slid her hands up and down her sister’s stomach. “Those little boo-boos are one of the reasons I love you so much.”

      “Can you two keep it in your pants? Honestly,” the glasses man droned as he pushed his glasses up his nose. “Aren’t you two siblings?”

      “That’s what makes it soooo bad!”

      “And soooo good!”

      “Whatever. We need to head back to the others. The master said he was going to pop over before he started heading to the border so we have got to make this place presentable. Besides,” The man turned around and showed a horrifying smirk plastered on his face. “It’s judgment time.” The two sisters chuckled darkly as they followed after the man. Naruto watched the backs of the retreating group, the symbol of a fist of fire sewn into the backs of their uniforms.

      Naruto felt the hand come off his face as he saw all the other children beside Saeko and Tohen sobbing. He looked to the girl over him as she watched the people leave. “Who were they?” The girl looked at him with some fear evident in her eyes.

      “Damnation.”

    
    

    
      Naruto and the misfit children all ran into the center of the town, hiding in the shadows. They kept towards the wall as they saw the three members join up with another two men, sitting in front of several men and women all on their knees. One of them had gold hair and a long black coat with several fringes separating it at the bottom, four swords tied to his back and two strange spiked batons in his hands. The man sitting on a crate had grey hair and had the sleeves of his black uniform ripped off. Naruto silently watched the group meet together as he noticed that all of the children were watching the adults with fear and worry. Obviously, the people on their knees were their parents.

      “Okay!” The large man on the crate hefted himself off his knees and stretched in front of the group. ‘Let the trial begin. Are the jury and witness in company?’ The group all yelled in confirmation while the adults all tried to make themselves small and invisible, shaking and crying. “Bailiff Cron. Bring out the accused.”

      The man in the long coat walked over to a broken home and pulled out a man with his hands and feet tied. He threw the man onto his knees in front of the leader. The man tried to escape but was surrounded on all sides by the Damnation group.

      “‘Skull Head’ Drin!” The man in front of the group cowered as he was questioned by the large man. “You have been founded on the charges of arson, larceny, robbery, forgery, illegal marketing and murder. How do you plea?”

      “What the hell is this? I’m getting out of—” before he could even stand, the swordsmen smacked him in the head with his large bat. Drin fell to his knees as blood dripped down his head.

      “Guilty! As to be expected.” All of the jury laughed to themselves as the man started to cry. “By the order of yours truly, Captain of the 19 section of the 3rd division of Damnation. I, Captain Mordreau, find you guilty. As such, you shall be punished.” He walked forward and in front of the man, raised his hand and placed it on Drin’s head.

      “Wh-what-what are you doing?” Naruto watched carefully as all the children huddled together and hid their eyes. All of the adults doing the same thing.

      “Oh the accused and accursed, we see you off on your journey to the next plane. Your sins and crimes forgiven and paid from the eyes of our judgement.”

      “Wait-wait please.”

      “Though through our act, we ourselves are cursed with the sin we punish. We continue on and aim for a better world.” His hand starts shaking as Drin starts to groan and scream in pain. “And from our act, we rid this world of evil and horror. We ready ourselves for our own punishment and judgment.”

      Drin starts to scream more as his head is pushed down lower and lower. He tries to lift himself up but finds it hopeless. “For from our great deed to this world…” Something happens to his hand and he crushes Drin’s head into the ground, blood spattering and skull crunching as the body twitches and stops. Everyone watching is speechless as Mordreau lifts his blood soaked hands and flicks the blood from it onto the corpse.

      “We make a place for our Damnation.”

      All of the group start clapping and congratulating the man as the women start crying and men start shaking in fear. The children all try to forget the sounds of the killing as they huddle together for protection.

      Naruto continued to look on in horror. What was that? They had called that judgement? That was nothing but murder! What the hell was happening?

      “Great job captain!”

      “You always give the best punishment!”

      “Yeah! No one can stand up to your Mass!”

      “Thanks. But it was nothing. I just wish we didn’t have to keep doing this trial crap and I don’t have to keep saying that damn prayer.” The large man wiped the blood off his hands with the clothes of the dead body as he lifted it up and tossed it a few feet away. “That stupid senile old man keeps making us say this righteous crap when we just want to have fun.”

      “Yeah. When he chose us, did he really think that criminals were going to make good judges?”

      Mordreau laughed as he put his hand on Cron’s shoulder. “Well whatever he was thinking, we’ve got to prepare. Even if he is old he still scares the crap out of me. Milt, check those guys for any special traits. See if they got a large magic source or if they’ve got that thing the old bastard is looking for. Even though no one ever has it.” The team all silently agreed as they started to clear up the space for the road. Milt pulled out a strange lacrima device and started to wave it around the men and women on their knees. The device let out some negative sounds before Milt sighed and pocketed the device in his vest. They continued to do this until one of the adults, a man with brown and silver hair, interjected.

      “Hey!” All of the members looked towards him as they stopped what they were doing.

      “Yeah?”

      “What happens now? You’ve done your whole-your thing, so will you leave? Please!” The Damnation team all looked between each other before all of them laughing menacingly, striking the adults with fear. Milt dropped what he was doing and walked over to the man.

      “Aw, that’s cute.” He pushed his glasses up before kicking the man in the jaw and sending him to the ground. Tohen almost screamed in anger as Saeko stopped him in his tracks. Naruto was right, that man was obviously Tohen and Touko’s father. They all shared the same hair.

      “Sir, you don’t seem to understand.” He lifted the man’s head up by the chin as he looked directly into his eyes. “You were harboring a dangerous criminal. You are accomplices to his crimes and efforts.”

      “We-we didn’t even know he was here! He was hiding in the storage with the cargo until the caravans came to pick up the next supply.”

      “Regardless, we can’t let incompetent people like you sully our work.” Mordreau dropped a large slab of stone before dusting himself off and pointing to all of the adults. “You all have to be punished.”

      All of the adults almost cried as they were assured a death sentence. Tohen tried to jump up and run towards them but Naruto grabbed his arm and pulled him down.

      “What the hell are you doing? I have to stop them,”

      “How? Running up there and getting yourself killed?” Naruto matched the boy’s furious glare as the little girl tried to calm down her big brother. “You have to wait for the right moment.”

      “Fuck you! That’s my dad!” He wrenched his arm out of the surprisingly strong hold and ran over the rubble and towards the center of town. As Tohen ran, he grabbed a large rock and kept it in his hand. When he finally reached close enough, he threw the large rock at the leaders head, hoping to kill the man.

      The rock broke against the man’s head as he lazily scratched his head. He and his group all looked over at the kid as he started to pick up more rocks and throw them at the people holding his family hostage. “Hey you bastards! Come over here! Come take me on!”

      “Tohen! No! Run!” Tohen’s father was punched by Milt again as the young boy continued to yell in protest.

      “Sir what should we do?”

      “I don’t know.” The captain scratched his head as he thought about what should happen next. ‘I mean. He’s attacking the people of the rightful law, right? Sooo’ he showed a devilish smirk as he made the boy cower in fear just looking at him. “He should be punished too.”

      “I got it. Let me take care of this kid, boss.” Cron slowly strode over to the boy as he held the bats in his hands. Tohen slowly moved back as to keep away from the threatening man. He suddenly sprinted forward and kicked Tohen in his chest, sending the boy flying and skidding in the dirt. The father was screaming out swears as Tohen coughed up some blood, seeing the feet of the swordsman arrive just in front of him.

      “It’s okay kid. You had a pretty good run. You were brave to think you could take us on all by yourself.” He swung his weapons around in his hand before holding them tightly in his grasp. “But the illusion ends here kiddo.” Tohen tried to crawl away but found a boot blocking each exit.

      “It’s all right. Even if you tried to hurt the bringers of justice and peace, we will still forgive. And we shall give you passage onto the next life while we…” He raised his bat up and started swinging it down towards the boy’s head.

      “Find Damnation.”

      Tohen heard the cries of his father and little sister as he felt a sense of dread fill his chest. He closed his eyes as he knew the bat was coming down on his head, resigning himself to the fate.

      *Clang*

      Tohen opened his eyes again as he heard the sound of metal clashing against metal. He looked up to the damned soldier, only for his vision to be obscured by a black cloak and blond hair.

      “You guys are really something you know that. I thought I was done with sickos like you.” Cron had shock all over his face as the rest of the Damnation team looked on in surprise at what had just happened. The adults and children all had wonder on their face as Tohen continued to look at his unwavering back. “People who think that just because they were stronger and had more power, they could control anyone they wanted with an iron fist.”

      “But I was wrong.” Naruto snarled out as he sent a death glare at the man in from of him. In his right hand he had Excalibur in a reverse grin, keeping the sword at bay and in place by pushing it into one of the spikes. On the left side, his metal hand was holding onto the struggling bat effortlessly, not even noticing Cron trying to pull them out of his hands. “And when I see guys like you hurt innocent people because they can.”

      “I get pissed.” Naruto jumped off both Armor covered feet as his boots collided straight into the face of the prone swordsman. He pushed forward and sent the man flying back into the ground, pulling the spiked bats out of his hands and onto the ground. Cron bounced a few feet before steadying himself and looking up furiously at the blond child.

      The boy made his sword disappear before lazily picking up the dropped bat in his right hand and spinning it, grasping the left in a reverse hold. “Now I really wanted to get going and see an old friend of mine. Haven’t seen her in ages. But you know…”

      He points the tip of his new weapons at the five soldiers and sent them a glare that promised pain and retribution. “I can take time out of my schedule to teach you bastards a lesson.”

      All five of the members of Damnations glared at the boy as they stood up and sent a wave of magical power at him, causing the children and adults to buckle at the surprising force of their killing intent. Naruto just shrugged it off as he stood ready.

      “Come on.”

      ########Omake: How I Met Your Bitch########

      It was early in March of X778. In the only guild of Magnolia, the guild members were partying and celebrating as they always do. For whatever reason… they didn’t know but hey, they were never ones to waste a party.

      Sitting at one of the tables was the newest members of the famous guild. A trio of siblings that had arrived just a few days ago. The two sisters and brother were members of the Strauss family. And they had come to the guild after their parents had died last month. The family was still very upset over their loss but tried to ready themselves for a new lifestyle at the Fairy guild.

      The master was extremely kind and had welcomed them with open arms. But besides him, they were having a very hard time integrating with the rest of the guild. Elfman was extremely nervous and shy when meeting with new people like this. Lisanna had been the best in this situation, being cheerful and plucky enough that she was the most approachable of the three of them. Already having talks with some of the other kids, like Natsu, Gray, Cana and Levy. But Mirajane…

      The oldest sister of the group was the most stubborn and the hardest to approach. She had an attitude that just screamed rebellious and was very secluded when she had first arrived at the guild. She only ever spoke to her siblings or the master. Besides that, no one had the courage or reason to go up to her and talk.

      “Mira-Nee, are you alright? You look upset.”

      “I’m fine Lisanna, just leave me be.”

      “Are you sure Nee-chan? We can sit here with you and eat, we don’t mind.”

      Mira looked to her younger siblings and actually felt moved by their worry and concern. “Honestly Elfman, I’m all right. Go enjoy your meal with the others.” The younger siblings looked at each other before reluctantly going over to join in with the younger guild members for lunch. Mira just sat there at the table, in the silence of her heart and with her thoughts. She knew that they wanted her to be better friends with the other guild kids but she just didn’t know how to talk to them. So she would just sit here and let her kid brother and sister go and have fun. And as Mira sat there silently at the table, she heard the sound of metal boots hitting against the wooden floor.

      “Excuse me, Mira-San?” The white haired Take-Over Mage lifted her head out of her hand and looked over to the questioning voice. She saw the form of that red haired armor girl that those Natsu and Gray kids were scared of. What was her name? Erza-San?

      “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry for the intrusion. But Natsu and Gray had told me that you had taken my strawberry cake. I don’t really know if that story is true but do you know where it is?”

      “Your cake? Did I take it?” She showed a bit of a tone of surprise when she was accused of taking something that she had never even eaten before.

      “I’m sorry. I’m not accusing you or anything but I just wished to know.”

      “No I didn’t take your cake. So can you leave know?”

      Erza looked at the girl with anger as her tone became far less cooperating and much more hostile. She bowed and turned around, “Sorry for wasting your time.”

      “I don’t know how you can even eat that fatty food? Keep trying and you’ll grow up to be round as a ball.”

      Erza stopped her walk back as she abruptly turned around and headed back toward the gothic dressed girl. She sat across from her, gaining a surprised look from the oldest sibling as the Requip Mage glared at her. “What did you say?”

      “I said I would never be caught dead eating such fatty food. I hear you can gain ten pounds from just one slice.” Mira matched the senior mage’s glare from across the table.

      “I’ll have you know that if you eat it in moderation, it can be a wonderful treat for the senses.”

      “Moderation. Right. And how many pieces do you eat a day?”

      Erza actually blushed in ridicule as the new girl lightly chuckled at her. “Th-that’s not important.”

      “Right. So I’m guessing you hide your fatty folds in all that armor, right? Keep your image.”

      “How dare you!” Erza jumped up and slammed her hands on the table. “That is unnecessary!”

      “What’s unnecessary is for you to come down here and say that I ate your food!”

      “I was asking you a question! Even if you did I wouldn’t have mind!”

      “And I say you should get your facts straight before you start asking people if they take your things. I find it insulting when a little girl in armor thinks I go out of my way to take her food.”

      “And I think it is rude when a little goth girl in black tries to look tough by acting like she is so much better than everyone else.”

      “You want to fight bitch!”

      “Bring it whore!”

      Mira and Erza jumped over the table and lunged at each other, their fists flying as they tried to gain the upper hand over the other. After the first few minutes, their fight was being cheered on by almost the entire guild. At first, only Lisanna and Elfman were making any real effort to break up the fight. Being told it was just a friendly little spat between girls.

      Then the minutes turned into moments. And the moments turned to hours. Soon, the entire guild was running away from the carnage that came in the path of those two girls fighting. Makarov tried to stop the fight while he still could but was sucked in and beaten to a pulp, thrown out the side like a rag doll. Everyone ran from the guild as it had become ground zero for the worst cat fight in Magnolia history.

      To this day, there has not been a longer, more meaningless fight then what had transpired between those two vixens.

      In the aftermath of the battle, among the many destroyed tables and unconscious mages, a naked black haired boy clutched his arm and tried to rummage through the wreck. He found a crate with a frightened Natsu hiding under it. Usually he would kick the boy out but in these circumstances he hid with the dragon slayer.

      “Natsu. We took this too far. We should have never told Erza that Mira took her cake.”

      “But it was either her or us. And I remember what happened last time she found out we ate her cake.”

      “Even so. We can’t let anyone know this was our fault. Agreed?” Gray held out his hand to the pink haired boy.

      “Agreed. We take this to our graves!” And just like that, the two boys continued to cower underneath a crate as the war raged on.

    
    

    
      Done

      Where have I been! What have I done! Absolutely nothing!

      I know that it was bad that I haven’t made any new updates for this thing in like two months. So as a token of appreciation for not abandoning me, I shall make an announcement.

      (Trumpets play a powerful song)

      Hear me~, hear me~. As of this post, Master Attlon shall attempt to release a chapter of Hunter every week for the month of April. And in his attempt, shall also try to update Inequal and Prince. That is all~.

      Ah. Everything is always better when you make an announcement you probably won’t follow through. Just kidding. Gonna do my best for you.

      ReadxReview

      Thanks and Bye!

      

    
  




    9. The Shot Heard Around The World

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 9: The Shot Heard Around The World

      Disclaimer: You know the drill

      And in the second week, he brought the next chapter. Oh just kidding, but seriously, thank you guys for all of the support! Just so god damn awesome!

      In the last few weeks since I started writing the last chapter, Shadow Rogue is actually Future Rogue. FR took out FL in front of Natsu and gang. Fairy Tail won! Sting goes out like a bitch! And Natsu gets his ass handed to him by the Shadow Of Light! And the dragons emerge! I’m excited for the next installment!

      Hope things go my way because I have an idea for what I could do to make that segment more intriguing and surprising. Dan Dan Daaaaan!

      Also, the next two chapters after this will probably be my favorite. We are going to see some serious development!

      So here we gooooooooo!

    
    

    
      A cloud of dust passed over the desert road. Small bugs and reptiles passed over the dirt path as they heard a rumble closing in. They dispersed as the sounds of a train blasting its whistle was echoed through the empty pass. The train ran over the rails as it headed to the next major city area on its map. And in the opposite direction, a magical 4-wheeler darted down the desert road.

      The car moved up and down as it hit dirt clumps and holes in the ground. The two figures inside the vehicle bounced with the movement of the cart as one seemed to take it in stride while the other grew more agitated with every move. But the jokester at the wheel of the car with the SE plug on her arm just chuckled at the fun she was having, her modest chest bounced within her open front black suit.

      “Ahahahahahaha, this so much fun! I need to do this more often!” She continued to jump with the car as she heard more grunts and unpleasant noises coming from a rough, very baritone voice. As she hit another bump, the voice in the carriage seemed to rage as he slid the view window out and looked at the brown-haired girl.

      “For Fuck Sake Marika, Control Yourself!” The man with the shaggy black hair and long sideburns screamed as he found the hilt of the sword on his back blocking him from going out any further. “The Master can’t keep taking your abuse just because you get wet from adrenaline! So calm down now!”

      “Ahahaha, lighten up Uvo-kun. It’s not every day we get to hit a road like this on our route and have such fun.” She looked behind her shoulder at the burly man as she sent him a sly grin. “Besides, if we should blame anyone it should be the guy who carries around a sword as large as himself on his back. We can’t spend all of our time indulging in your whole compensation fetish because it takes ten minutes to fit in your sword.”

      “That’s it! Pull over! I’m going to teach you a lesson about respect little girl!” He started to comically grab her hair as she shrieked and bit his hand. The car swerved as their tantrum caused Marika to lose her concentration on the road. They were about to had a full out fight in this awkward position before a weary and aged voice grabbed both their attentions.

      “Now now you two. There is no need for you to fight while we are traveling. Just calm down and take a deep breathe.” As the words left his wrinkled lips, the two enraged soldiers seemed to calm down and resume what they were previously doing. The man with the snow white hair chuckled as he watched the two of them pout in anger. “Better?”

      “Yes Matser/Jii-chan.” He laughed and resumed looking out the window at the fleeting scenery. His black uniform covered by an old time government coat around his man in question had shoulder length long white hair that he had gained in his advanced age. A small rugged beard that had grown around his chin after a long time of keeping it unkempt. Down his face was a faded scar that began at the top of his forehead straight down the right side of his face until it reached his chin and could be seen going down his collar bone. The scar ran down his eye and made the focal muscle useless and murky.

      “Now have two calmed down?” He saw Uvogin nod his head and through the window saw Marika nod hers. He smiled kindly and he chuckled at their behavior. “Good, I don’t like to see you youngsters fight amongst yourselves. Marika! If you start to grow tired, warn us okay? Uvogin and I can take up after you.”

      “You kidding Jii-chan? I could keep this up all across Fiore!” She screamed a triumphant yell as she raised her arms above her head. “There’s a reason so many people follow me you know!” The back of her uniform could be clearly seen with a green arrow sewn onto her left sleeve. On her back was the symbol of a flaming fist. General of the 3rd division.

      “He picked you because you were so annoying he had to shut you up anyway he could.” Uvogin readjusted himself and sat down with the blue arrow shown on his right sleeve. General of the 2nd division.

      “Now now. No more arguing.” His left arm emerged out of the coat and showed a deep red arrow put onto both sleeves. General of the 1st division. “We will never arrive at Mordreau-kun’s base if you continue to squabble like this. Now, full speed ahead!”

      “Yes sir!” Both companions yelled as Marika sent more magical power into the plug and sent the car speeding twice as fast. Of course, earning more complaining from Uvogin and the chagrin of their Master.

    
    

    
      Tohen looked up at the black cloaked figure of the blond stranger he had met only a moment ago. He was totally shocked at the event happening in front of him. No. No. Shocked is an understatement. Maybe flabbergasted? No that’s stupid. Anyway, back to this fight.

      All he could say was that he had never seen anything like this. He was told of the horrors of the independent mercenary guild and that most adults were terrified of this group. And that he should run as fast as he could in any direction he could if he met someone from that guild.

      But this kid, not much older than him, was challenging a merciless group right before his eyes. He knew the blond boy had seen what those monsters had done and yet he still chose to fight. Where almost every adult and soldier peed themselves and ran screaming, this boy went and challenged them straight to their face. Was this guy brave? Was he stupid?

      Was he strong?

      “Hey, Tohen right?” The brunette boy suddenly realized that he was being addressed by the blond with the bats in his hands. “I’m going to need you to run as soon as you find an opening. While I fight, you need to grab you friends and family and take off any way you can, okay?”

      “Wh-what are you talking about? You can’t seriously be thinking of fighting these guys, can you?”

      “Yep.” Tohen would have face faulted if he already wasn’t lying down on his side.

      “Bu-but you’ll die.”

      “Says who?”

      “Sa-says everyone!”

      “If everyone tried fighting then maybe it would work?”

      “What kind of shitty logic is that?!”

      “Whatever kid! I’m going to take these guys down and then you will escape while you can.” As he said that, all the members of Damnation seemed to burst into laughter except for Cron whose eyes were darkened as he looked at the ground.

      “Ah Kid! You can’t seriously be thinking you can take us!”

      Naruto just widened his stance as he held the spiked weapons in front of him as a guard. “Watch me!”

      He dashed forward as his boots lifted up the dirt with every step he took. He jumped in the air and flew straight at the members of the group. He landed in the middle of their group as almost all of the members were shocked at the speed and ferocity of the boy’s action. He adjusted himself, aimed the bats at the twin sisters and swung them at their heads.

      The girls barely dodged the boy’s efforts as he continued his arc and tried to attack Milt and Cron. Milt jumped back and Cron rolled away as they tried to keep their distance from the new boy. The only option allowed for the boy now was to attack the head honcho of the group. As Naruto reached out to hit him even harder, he was met with some surprisingly powerful resistance.

      Naruto looked up to see the sleeveless man was blocking his right attack with just the back of his fist. Naruto gritted his teeth before jumping back and diving at the man once again. Naruto started to make a flurry of fierce attacks that continued to impact against the man’s hands as he halted the boy’s attacks. Every chance he could, the man would try to slip in an attack of his own but was met with the boy blocking his attempt with a bat. The two of them continued this exchange as the other Damnation members all regained their bearings and watched the fight. Before long they all snickered and were preparing to blindside the advancing boy.

      Tohen watched the fight in surprise and horror as the strange boy put up a fight against the menacing captain and his group of monsters. Before the boy lost himself in the spectacle, he remembered the mission he had and the importance of the opportunity he was given. He wiped the blood of his chin and stumbled before standing up on his feet. He turned his head to the faces of the stunned children and motioned for them to follow him. They all flinched and seemed to contemplate before nodding their heads and coming out of their hiding spots.

      The captain parried a blow and sent Naruto stumbling for an instant. In that instant, the twin sisters appeared above him with slasher smiles aimed at the young boy. They kicked down and aimed at the boy as he back stepped and blocked their attacks with the bats. They started to jump over each other, mixing their kicks and punches together to confuse the young fighter. As Miryoku jumped over Naruto, he had to position himself to keep an eye on the descending girl and her attacking sister. But as the women fell, a strange magical sensation covered both her and her sister.

      With a smirk, her body suddenly soared straight at the boy, getting an attack on the side of the stunned boy’s head as he stumbled. As he tried to get his bearings back, Hanryoku kicked him in the face, sending him back a foot as he steadied himself and glared at the twins by each other’s side.

      While all of the fighters were distracted Tohen appeared by his father’s side. He got the man’s attention away from the fight as he gestured for them to make a move while they still could. The man was momentarily stunned from the fight to the need for an escape. He got his bearings as he agreed with his son as he issued all the other villagers to follow his lead.

      Naruto was desperate as he continued to fight and parry the moves of the strange twin fighters, their weird magic landing a hit on him whenever he was concentrated on one of them. Milt jumped in behind him, gaining the boy’s attention as the bespectacled man added his attacks into the flurry. The three members surrounded him in a triangle, cutting him off in all directions as every time he blocked two attacks one of them would slip in and contact.

      Mordreau stood off to the side of the battle as he laughed like a maniac with his arms crossed over, Cron at his side still kneeling and absentminded. “Ha! That kid was just a little too cocky! Oh well. I love to see those three use their Magnet and Analysis together! I guess the young learn a little too late, huh Cron?” The older captain looked to his side to see the swordsman was still unresponsive. The captain had instantly understood what that meant as he had seen that look on his face before. “Oh, I should probably step back?” He stepped aside as the golden haired man finally stood back up.

      “He… He took them… My bats… Those were mine… I kill with those…” He lifted his eyes with a cold, murderous glare aimed at the struggling blond boy. Slowly, a magical presence flared around him as his coat tails lifted and hardened. They started to twist around and change, forming imitation appendages. The coat tails made black and silver arms as they separated the coat and reached for the swords on his back. They pulled the swords off and lowered them to the ground, the swords gleaming in the sunlight.

      “You little fucker. You little fucker!” All the members dispersed as Naruto was left there puzzled. He looked over to where he could sense a magic flare and saw the coated man with four black arms and his normal arms jerking around like he was ready to slice the boy to a pulp. “I’ll cut you to pieces you little shit!”

      Cron dashed forward and suddenly disarmed Naruto’s left hand, taking back his bat from the boy’s hand. The man started to swing around and attack Naruto with all five of his weapons at the same time. Naruto struggled but was able to parry all of the strikes with the other bat and his metal arm. As the strikes began to turn stronger, he put more power into his blocking and started to hold even ground with the insane blade user. The blocks caused sparks between metal and cracks in the sides of the blades the soldier was using.

      As the fight continued, Cron felt some stress build on his Limbs when the boy started to match his speed and strikes. Even in this state of danger, he felt exhilarated that this little boy could actually match his ferocity. He watched as the boy’s mismatched eyes looked at him with a cold and malevolent glare. The man actually smiled and wished for more, until…

      “Move.”

      Cron instantly knew what that meant as he clicked his tongue in disappointment before jumping out of the way and leaving the blond boy open.

      Naruto looked surprised as he watched the multi-armed man jump away before he looked back in front of him. A massive fist impacted straight to his chest as he reacted and tried to protect himself. He was lifted off his feet with wide eyes as he spat out blood. The huge fist stopped and the young Mage flew several meters back as his body skidded on the ground, unmoving. The captain of the Damnation squad pulled his fist back as he stood between all of his subordinates. His Mass magic dispersed from his hand as he looked between all of his men.

      “Are you all alright?” He watched as the entire team looked over themselves for injuries. The twins and Milt all touched some small bruises on their arms and legs from where the boy had matched their blows. Cron lowered his arms and gazed at the cracked and dull edges of his blade. Mordreau sighed and scratched his neck, “I know you all wanted to play with the kid a little longer but we have work to do.” The man looked over to the vest wearing member of his squad.

      “Go check him out will ya? He’s probably broken but he might still be breathing. See if he’s got anything on him worth taking.”

      “Ugh, yes sir.”

      “Oh and grab my bat too!”

      “Yeah! Yeah!” Milt grumbled as he walked over to the still form of the unmoving boy. He bent down and started to search through the boy’s cloak and pockets. He grabbed the boy’s limp metal arm and waved it around, seeing that it was fused to the shoulder of the stranger. He raised an eyebrow as he realized that he found nothing on the boy he could take. Just as he was about to return back to the group, he felt a vibration in his vest pocket.

      “Oh what is it now?” He reached inside and pulled out the device he had used earlier to check the adults for potential. He received some weird readings before he started to fiddle with some settings. When he had finished, he looked at the results with a confused expression. Then his eyes started to widen, before he was actually stuttering and trying to find words. He stumbled to stand up on his feet as he turned and looked toward his teammates, actually losing his agitated attitude and looking at them with excitement.

      “Captain! Captain! I found it!”

      Mordreau and his team looked towards the brains of their operation as he jumped up and down. “The damn thing found him! We got one of the—”

      Just as Milt was about to finish his sentence, he was back-fisted from behind so hard he was sent head first straight into the ground. Damnation looked on in shock as the previously believed dead boy stood behind where Milt once stood, his right fist held out and panting mildly. He looked down at the unconscious man at his feet before looking back up at the group. He lifted his left hand and showed everyone a slim, crushed metal plate on a stick.

      “I got lucky that I put this thing in your way.” He looked toward Mordreau as he tossed the ruined weapon to his side. “If I was even a second late I probably wouldn’t have gotten back up.” He looked down at the vest wearing man and smirked to himself. ‘Glad to know my chakra could knock a guy out if I hit him right.’ He didn’t plan to use his chakra in this fight but he could tell he was going to have a tough battle just from the sparring he had with these guys. Especially the captain, if that last hit told him anything. He laughed and started to message his right hand.

      “Does that sting?”

      The large middle-aged man lifted up his right hand and saw that his knuckles were bleeding; the spikes from the bat had broken off and were stuck in his fingers. He clicked his tongue and glared at the boy coldly as he started plucking out the metal pieces. Cron at his side had seemed even angrier.

      “You little bastard! That was my bat you used!”

      “Whatever you freak! If you’ve got such a boner for weapons make sure your enemy can’t take them from you so easily!”

      Cron flinched before he actually started to froth at the mouth, barely being held back by the twins holding onto his arms. Mordreau raised his hand in front of him and stopped any advances he could take. “Do you really still think you can fight? We just showed you that we could take you down in a matter of seconds? And you still want to try?”

      “Oh, was I really fighting? Or was I just grabbing your attention?” The captain questioned his words before realizing what he said and turning around to see an empty village. He cursed when he realized that the boy was actually toying with them to let the hostages escape. He glared at him while Naruto laughed and stretched out his hands.

      “Now that the civilians are gone, the adults get to play, huh?” He Requip his swords into his hands and held them in a defensive stance, showing a devilish smile and gleam in his eyes.

      “Let’s go!”

    
    

    
      “~Oh, I know a song that gets on everybody’s nerves! Everybody’s nerves! Everybody’s nerves! I know a song that gets on everybody’s nerves and this is how it goes~!”

      “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhh! Shut up! Shut up!” The large man started to bash his head against the view window as he glared at the peppy woman as she sung her irritating vocals. “If you say that god damn verse one more time ill cut you to pieces!”

      “Oh yeah, I’d like to see you try~.” She continued to sing as she drove through the green area. She looked around at the change in scenery as the desert was lost and switched for the plains they were currently traveling in.

      “Damn it woman! Do you think the Master likes to hear you prattle on with these annoying songs? Master tell her to know her place!” He got no reply. “Master?”

      “Hmmm hmm hm hm hm hmm hm hmmm hm hmmmm hmmm, hmmmm hm hmmmmm hm hmmmmm— I’m sorry Uvogin what did you say?”

      “Master don’t hum the song! You’ll encourage her!” As the large man started to argue with the elderly man as he just chuckled and waved him off, the vehicle was brought to a sudden stop. The two men looked at each other without saying anything as Uvogin pushed the window and looked outside. “Woman, what did you do?”

      “I think we hit a little snag.” She unhooked the plug from her arm as she jumped to the ground, looking at the menacing men in front of them. Uvogin exited out of the car and walked over to the woman as she tiredly looked at the gang of bandits. “Okay, who are you?”

      “We are the guys who own this mountain, sweetie.” The man and woman looked around as dozens of men all came out from behind the trees, leering at them. “And you just trespassed on our territory. So you should probably just leave all you belonging and go. Before my men start to get hungry.” They started to close in on the two of them as they all drooled and crept closer. The man and woman did not show fear as Uvogin unhooked his massive sword from his back and the woman cracked her knuckles.

      “Race you?”

      “You’re on.”

    
    

    
      Mordreau watched the scene with a stoic glare. He had fought so many people through his many years of living. He had killed soldiers and bandits, mages and civilians, and everyone in between. People who could match him in strength, others that were so insignificant he could swat them away like flies.

      The only man he had ever met that completely outclassed him was the old bastard that converted him into this so-called guild. Even the members of his team couldn’t beat him unless they all attacked him at the same time.

      But this little kid was actually holding his own against the subordinates of his team. Mind you he was bruised and bleeding a little, and one of his swords was broken leaving only a short stretch of metal on a hilt. He just watched as the blond boy took in as many deep breathes as he could as he readied himself to fight again.

      The captain didn’t actually advance on the fighting, leaving it for the sadistic twins and the crazed swordsman. But the twins were both panting, blood going down their chins and a black eye for both of them. For Cron, two of his three weapons were broken and one of his of his extra limbs was cut off. And Mordreau knew what that meant as far as his endurance went. So he just looked on and watched as the fight continued.

      Naruto kept his form and breath steady as he looked at the enemies. He kept the broken katana in his left hand and fiddle with the broad sword in his right. He winced when he felt some of his bruised ribs ache when he tried to take a deep breath. He knew that his chakra wouldn’t be able to bring much of an advantage in this battle as it did with the other man. So he had to rely on his magic to help him win this battle. But his concern wasn’t with the twins or swordsman but with the large captain who just watched as he fought. The whiskered boy knew that the man was going to be more trouble than these three so he had to conserve magic.

      So what was he going to do? He didn’t he have any help. Didn’t have any other means of escape. And was running out of time before he was going to be a fish in a barrel. What did Rob-jichan tell him to do in situations like this? Use his head? Okay, what did he know? The twins came towards each other like magnets when he was between them. The guy could use his magic to make fake limbs and control them like they were his own. So how was he going to…

      …

      He smirked. Oh, that would work.

      “Man, what’s with you guys. I thought you were intimidating but wow I was wrong.” He laughed as loud as he could as he egged the people on as they all looked at him in hate. “I fought lizards that do more damage then you guys.”

      “Don’t let him get to you. He’s just trying to anger you—”

      “It works!” The twins both ran forward, pulling knives from their cleavage and holding them in between their fingers. Naruto jumped back and started to slash at the women, his sword overpowering their knives and throwing them off their feet. The women started to attack desperately as Naruto continued to toy with them, effortlessly parrying their attacks and dodging their throws. He flashed a grin that just pissed off the girls.

      “That’s it! Kill him!” Hanryoku jumped off of Miryoku’s back as Naruto watched her arc over him. Miryoku locked his arms in place and kept him close to her chest, facing him as she watched her sister land a few feet back. Hanryoku held out her knives and the twins surged their Magnet magic, causing the light-haired sister to lift up and pull towards the two of them, aiming to skewer the blond Mage in the back.

      “What now you brat?!”

      Naruto looked to Miryoku and smirked as he moved his hand and cut her in the leg with his blade. She screamed and lost her focus, letting the boy cut her arms with the broken blade. Her grasp was lost as Naruto was let free and she stumbled back. Naruto then Requip his broken sword and grabbed her face with his left hand. He turned around and watched as Hanryoku soared towards them, unable to stop as the boy put her sister’s head in the way of her flight.

      *Bam*

      The sisters’ heads collided as their skulls rung and they were both stunned, forgetting their previous pincer tactic in its entirety.

      “Miryoku-chan, that hurts.”

      “Shut up Hanryoku-chan!” The sister then both saw from the corner of their eyes that Naruto had shifted to their side, holding his hand out to keep the two of them in place. He smirked as he twisted and lifted them up before aiming for the ground. Their head contacted with each other and cracked the ground beneath them as they passed out from the pain.

      Naruto lifted his hand off and showed that the girls’ eyes had gone white and they were bleeding from their noses. He shook his hand and summoned his Kusanagi back in its broken condition. He looked over to the two remaining members of the group. He smirked as he lifted two fingers off the hilt.

      “Two to go.”

      Cron looked at the cheeky boy with an even glare before he held his blades out in front of him. He walked forward before then running forward with all of his weapons at the ready and the bat grasped in both hands. Both of them started to slash at each other with full power, aiming to cut them to shreds.

      “I’m going to cut you in half. Then quarters. Then sixteenths and then smaller and smaller. And feed ’em to a pig and watch as it shits you out.” The sparks from their exchange covered their eyes as the sound of metal clashing against metal rang out through their ears.

      “Okay. That’s interesting and all. But let me ask you something?” The final cross ended up in a stalemate, Excalibur holding three of the swords up as his gauntlet arm pushed down the bat and blocked the last sword with his elbow. They both were inches away from each other as Naruto looked at the mad man with a slight smirk on his face. “Your magic can let you make arms and stuff, right?”

      The man raised an eyebrow at the question as he slowly nodded his head. “And you can feel and control them like they were your own arms? And when I cut one of them off, your overall strength went way down. And I can speak from personal experience that losing an arm can be a killer. So… what happens when I do this?” He tensed his arms and unlocked them both, leaving the golden-haired man open for a second. He pulled back the sharp broken hilt and swung up; cutting off the fabric of two of his arms and making the man clench his teeth in pain.

      As the swords dropped to the ground and the fabric fell with them, the man stumbled slightly before grasping the bat as hard as he could. He used most of his magic to form the arms and make them follow his instructions when he wanted them to. So he had to have a sense of feeling to make the arms react how he wanted. So if they were cut, let alone cut off, it hurt like hell.

      Cron felt his vision go hazy and unclear as he tried to focus on his enemy. He lifted his head and prepared the last arm on his back to cleave the boy’s scalp off. When his eyes grew clearer, he saw the blond boy with his right elbow coming towards him.

      His head turned and he spun around once when the elbow impacted his jaw, shattering it on the left side. He stumbled again as the last coat tail fluttered and dropped the sword, returning to its lifeless form. He fell to his knees and his eyes turned to the back of his head, before falling on his face.

      Naruto panted heavily as he held himself up on his knees. Some sweat dripped from his chin as he shook his head to focus himself. He looked up to see that the captain of the little squad had left from his position and was walking over to him, taking off his sleeveless uniform as his boots kicked up the dirt. He tossed it to the side and flexed his massive arms as every step he took cracked the ground.

      “One last chance kid. You’re gonna die either way but I’ll give you a choice. I could make this all happen in an instant or it will be slow and excruciating? Your choice.”

      “Whatever the choice is” aimed the tip of his blade at the man as he cracked his knuckles. “That makes you wish you never met me.”

      The man actually chuckled at the boy’s undeserved confidence. He tensed his legs and smiled at the young man. “Here I come!”

    
    

    
      “Okay, so I cut up about 36 of them.” The man said as he walked besides his younger female teammate over the piles of dismembered body parts and unmoving corpses. “You?”

      “Ha! 38! I win!” She bragged as she wiped the blood off her knuckles and hands. She jumped over the bodies in victory before doing a little dance that irked her fellow guild mate. “Since I win, you buy the next set of beers when we go into the pub in Seven, got it?” As the two of them were about to reach the car to leave, a stirring and voice alerted them to a survivor in the mess of blood and limbs.

      “Wa-wait! Wait!” The leader of the group, the man who had first threatened the three travelers when they first arrived. The man stumbled out of the pile of his men, covered in blood and holding on tightly to his separated right arm. “Yo-you people! I know you people! You monsters!”

      “Monsters is a bit of a harsh term to use. Don’t you think Uvo-kun?”

      “Don’t try to be cute kid it doesn’t work for you.”

      “You!” The man let go of his severally bleeding wound and pointed at the young, brown haired woman. “You are ‘Marika the Disassembler’! You killed an entire platoon of Rune Knights with just your bare hands. You put the living pieces of the men on spikes for the entire world to see and laughed as they promised to hang you from the tallest tower in Fiore!”

      “Oh yeah, man I had some great times back then. Used to kill for food and live in the trees and shit. But hey, more civilized now. Now, I just do it for fun.”

      “And you! You’re ‘War Blade Uvogin’!” He pointed to the large, black-haired swordsman as he yawned in absolute boredom. “You murdered hundreds in the Cabria war on the front lines. Working as a soldier for hire for anyone who paid you enough. You could kill anyone with your swords in an instant.”

      “Yeah well Acceleration magic will do that when you use it right.”

      “You two were some of the most wanted criminals in all of Fiore for what you di-*cough**cough*” the bandits coughed out a large amount of blood as he fell to his knees. He looked up at them as if he was trying to tell them something. “Wh-why are you here?”

      “Well we joined Damnation because we were asked to. Jii-chan found us wherever we were held up and gave us an offer. Now we owe him everything. Followers, respect, the strength to put the old us to shame.”

      “Yeah. The Master came up to me while I was searching through a guild I had cut up. Told me that if I followed him, I would have over 200 men loyally following my side and never a dull day to be had. And” Uvo laughed as he hefted his sword off his back again. “He was right. Hey Marika you got more than me so I’ll be taking this guy, okay?”

      “Bu-but don’t you see who you are following?!” The man stumbled back as he fell to his rear, trying to escape from the intimidating man with the massive cleaver. ‘Th-that monster-that Demon!’ Uvogin stopped his trek towards the injured man as he and Marika both looked at him. “Do you know who that man is? That so called ‘Master’ you are following? The things he has done?”

      “You really should watch your words man.”

      “That-that ‘thing’ that all of you are so keen on following, it’s not human!” The man said with a tone of pure hate and disdain as he looked at the two Generals of the army like guild. “Everybody looked up to him; saw him as an idol and hero to the people of the royal city. Before he went crazy and killed all of those innocent people. He destroyed an entire town because he was chasing some kind of shadow. And he escaped the custody of the entire armed forces of the Royal Palace guard and Rune Knights. And he gathered up depraved and crazy people, just like him, and told them to kill because they could.”

      “Seriously, stop talking!”

      “And now he goes around the country, around the world, killing people! Looking for something that never existed! And you follow that like he is some kind of messiah! He thinks this is justice but he is just some old loon who can’t even understand what is happening in the world anymore! You think that is someone you can trust in! You think you can trust the ‘Tyrant Devil Alexander Sorrento’!”

      “It depends on how you gain their trust.” A soft, elderly voice said from the inside of the vehicle. The door opened and a pair of combat boots came out of it, following with the form of a man at least over eighty. He closed the door and walked over to them, showing that he was tall, probably 6-feet. He long white hair came down to his shoulders as he came to a stop on front of the injured man. A man who looked at the old elder with so much uncontrolled fear and horror that just the only thing keeping him from soling himself was the situation he was in.

      “I come to weary, broken children. Boys and girls. And I tell them that this world has been unkind to them. A world where they have been mistreated and abandoned, a world with no justice in it except the one they can make for themselves. And I tell them they can embrace that justice with their own hands. As long as they can trust me to help them find a new life.” He smiled kindly at the injured man as he seemed to try and crawl away as fast as he could with one working arm.

      “And… about that whole ‘shadow’ thing… it’s just a bit of an unresolved issue I’ve had for almost half a century now. I just want them to check out anyone they meet and send back word if they have met that certain someone.” He walked over to the crying man as he lifted him up by his good arm and dusted him off. ‘Of course it is still a bit of a sensitive subject and I don’t like to be reminded of it.’ He smiled at the man, which looked grim and evil from the way his voice was so cold and kind, and the scar down his face only worsened it. “But even my old age has softened my anger. So I’ll give you until the count of five.”

      He turned around and slowly walked back to the 4-wheeler. The bandit took the chance as he ran for dear life, ignoring his limp arm as he ran on the corpses of his followers.

      “5…”

      The man desperately jumped over everybody in his way and the rough any clear paths.

      “4…”

      The bandit tripped but then started to claw at the ground as he got back to his feet.

      “3…”

      Uvogin holstered his massive sword to his back as Marika out her hands in her pockets, following the old man back to the car.

      “2…”

      Several rings of silver air started to appear around Sorrento’s arms as he stepped over some rubble in his way.

      “1…”

      The rings gathered around his index finger and more and more appeared as a ringing noises echoed around him. He stood in front of his car and turned around, pointing his finger at the retreating man’s back like a gun.

      “Sonic Shock.”

      A loud bang burst out as his hand was sent back. All of the rubbed and clutter between the man and Sorrento was blown away or pushed back as the magic homed in on the dying bandit. It reached the man as a slight scream could be heard before an enormous bang rang out, causing Uvogin and Marika to flinch at the sonic boom. A huge dome of energy exploded out from where the man once stood as all of the plants, trees, bushes and bodies were blasted back. The loud ringing and air pressure continued for several seconds before it went quiet. Nothing standing there was left as a cloud of dust spread over the bodies.

      “M-man Jii-chan, your Shock is just a great as I remember.”

      “Yes, I have to keep in my best shape.” Marika was heading for the front before his hand grabbed her shoulder, causing her to look over at his face. “I’ll drive.”

      She stayed silent before slowly nodding her head and joining Uvogin in the back. The old man latched the plug to his arm as he took hold of the wheel. “We’ll be there in an hour, so stay focused.”

      The car took off as they passed through a cloud of red mist. A dust trail was all that was left from where the car once was in the center of a field of grass and bodies.

    
    

    
      Naruto was sent flying through the remains of a broken wall. He rolled several times before lifting his dust covered head and coughing, some blood dropping down to the dirt beneath him. He looked back up to see Mordreau standing above him, already with a smirk on his face and his fist held up high, full of his Mass to crush the kid’s head.

      He brought his fist down as Naruto dove to his side, narrowly dodging having his body squashed like a bug while his cloak folded on his back. He jumped back to his feet and pulled his swords to his side, jumping up and aiming for the man’s face. The captain leaned back, leaving Naruto in midair as he tried to turn around again and get another hit. He was met with a knee strike to the back as the blond boy gasped in pain and clenched his teeth.

      He jumped back and started to stab his sword at the man’s chest, only to receive some light laughter as he pushed the blade aside with the palm of his hand. Naruto felt anxious and scared as he was toyed with like a little boy being bullied by his older brother. He felt weak and powerless, like all of his effort and training was for nothing when he met this man who was so overwhelming. He felt like…

      Like he was back in the dark cage, watching the masked men walk by as he laid there on the ground.

      Like that little boy who tried to hide his fear and loneliness as he kept a brave face for all of his friends in the slave cell.

      He felt useless. And that terrified him.

      When his last swing went too far, Mordreau laughed and punched the boy in the chest when he was wide open. Naruto felt his ribs creak as he was sent flying into a harder, sturdier wall. His back impacted and he gasped for air, slowly sliding down the wall as his feet met the ground. The exhausted boy looked up as the barely damaged tower of a man walked in front of him, only a few feet away.

      “So… still think you can win?”

      “Yeah…*huff**huff* just need to catch my breath.” Naruto looked up at the man as he shook his head and put his hands on his hips. “Wha-what’s so funny?”

      “I used to be like you kid. Thinking I could come from some rich family and save the world. Could solve all of my problems with a can do attitude and some special skills. But the world doesn’t work like that. You don’t have friends you can rely on. You don’t have the strength to win against the strong people. And you don’t always come out of impossible situations for the better. That’s how the world works.” He straightened up as he wiped some dirt from his brow. “Let me tell you about what you are facing. A group of over 600 well trained, extremely coordinated mages that could make you cry in a second. Lead by my General, a fighting crazed she-male who gets her tits off when she kills people. A lump of muscle that has killed so many people he could start a market selling their body parts. And a man who is so powerful he was once considered to join the Ten Wizard Saints. That is Damnation!”

      Naruto continued to take deep breathes as he looked at the man’s feet instead of his face. Just as Mordreau thought he had destroyed the boy’s resolve, he started to laugh. “Hehehe, you don’t think I understand that? That I really just saw the world from some diamond glass and everything would be good? No. Let me tell you what I know.”

      He lifted himself up and looked at the man with a strong fire burning in his blue and brown eyes. “I know that there are people like you in this world. Guys who are so damn twisted and demented that they think they can do just about anything to weaker people because they are stronger. That they have privilege and status! I’ve lived my whole life having to listen to the words of people like you! And I’m not going to anymore!”

      “All of us? All over the country? The world? What? Are you going to hunt us down?”

      “That’s right! I will hunt down every single one of you and make you wish you never joined that fucking Damnation!

      He smiled as he continued to look at the stoic male leader. “I have friends I can rely on. I’ll gain the strength to win any battle I’m in. And I’ll push through and defeat any impossible challenge in my way. First off…” He held Excalibur at arm’s length as he pointed it at the man in front of him, “I’m going to cut you with this blade.”

      Mordreau shook his head and started to crack the knuckles of his right hand. “Okay, let me tell you how this is actually going to happen. I’m going to crush both that sword and your chest with this fist. And then, I’ll watch you bleed out as you try to say something through your pierced lungs.”

      “Well, we’ll see.” Naruto urged the man to come at him as he started to bounce on his feet. Mordreau ran forward and reeled his fist back, aiming for the boy’s chest. Naruto stretched his right arm out and let the tip of Excalibur touch his knuckles. As his arm started to be pushed back from the overwhelming strength, Naruto moved over and put the end of the blade’s hilt on the wall. Mordreau had no time to react as the hilt of the blade was reinforced by the wall and the sword was pierced through his fist.

      As Mordreau clenched his teeth in pain, Naruto dove to the left side of the man and cut his face with the broken Kusanagi. He rolled on the ground and jumped back to his feet, looking at the back of the man he had injured. The captain slowly turned around and pulled back his fist, the blade through his forearm and the hilt at his knuckles. He looked over at the boy, a long gash across his face with blood pooling down the lower half.

      “You should have just died kid!” He ran forward with the strength of a charging bull as Naruto flipped over the man’s charge, cutting a shallow cut through his shoulder. As the man continued to try and grab the agile boy, Naruto stayed on the man’s right side and continued to slash at his open side. After a few minutes of close calls, Mordreau was breathing heavily from the loss of blood, buildup of pain and wounds.

      He growled like an beast as he pulled the sword from his right arm, blood spurting out if his open wound like a fountain. He was unable to even use his right arm anymore but pulled the blade as far as he could and threw it at the boy. In retaliation, the boy gathered some Armor and tossed the broken blade at the other one, knocking it off course. But from a blind spot, the larger man came up to him and grabbed his shoulder, locking his right arm underneath and leaving him unable to hit the man.

      “What now you little shit?! What do you do now!” Naruto just looked at the man evenly as he seemed to lose his mind at the idea of losing to him. He gathered up some magic into his right hand, enough that it started to glow with a faint white glow. He pointed to the man’s chin, pondering a simple question.

      Yeah. That was less than a second of space.

      “Flying Gauntlet!”

      The Damnation squad captain widened his eyes as he saw a ball of magical power close in on his chin. Desperate, he sent a fair amount of his remaining magic towards his chin and increased its durability with his Mass to keep him safe. He felt the impact similar to a brick hit his jaw, making his eyes go blurry and his head reel. The powerful ranged attack ended as he felt the magic blast come to a stop, his chin bruised and slightly bleeding. But nothing else. He actually chuckled, a slight sting going through his skull from the fresh pain. “Nice try kid. But it’s o—”

      He looked down to see the boy staring directly at his chest. With his left arm, covered in metal, chambered to his side in a fist. And a flare of his magic power building up in his fist. Before the older man could even react for a defense, the boy’s fist had already impacted into his stomach.

      “HA!”

      Mordreau was lifted off his feet as the sounds of a loud thud rang through his ears. His eyes were swimming in his skull as he puked up his lunch and then some blood. His feet met ground again as he tried to take in some deep breathes, only wheezing in return. He lifted his left arm, aiming to crush the boy’s head within his grip. But only met with a fading light.

      The man fell onto the boy’s shoulder, slowly leaning off his side and landing with a loud thud at the boy’s side. Naruto stood there silently, taking in a deep breath before wiping some of his blood off his mouth and from his forehead. He looked up at the darkening sky as silence ran though his ears. He looked over his shoulder at the members of the independent guild he had defeated. Then down at the unconscious form of the man that he had barely won against. He realized that he had defeated all of them and let it wash over him. Before pulling his head back and screaming at the top of his lungs, his arms raised over his head.

      “Yeeeeeaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

      He leaned backwards and landed on his back. He lay in the dirt and took as many breaths as he could as he enjoyed his victory. He looked around at the battlefield of his first fight; all of the homes were reduced to rubble and dirt. Well, he was told that Fairy Tail members always made a mess. At least he fit the criteria.

      Naruto sat back up as he winced from all the bruises and damage. His breath felt ragged and his chest was felt bruised from all of the collective hits he had received. But then laughed that at least he came out on top. He hefted himself on his knees and stood back up in the remains of the town and the bodies of his beaten foes.

      He looked through the house that Saeko and Tohen had hidden him in. He pushed through some of the broken debris and piled rubble. He arrived at his make-shift sack of rations and food and found that it had been completely crushed. Naruto clicked his tongue and threw the ruined stuff on the ground as he looked towards the road he came in from.

      He looked up at the sky as the sun was at least an hour away from setting. He didn’t have any food or water, and there was definitely not going to be a cart coming by to take him to the next town any time soon. So he took the last option he had besides waiting.

      He ran down the road. Towards the next town on his list that lead to Magnolia. Ignoring his aching limbs and bruised ribs, he was running on pure adrenaline. Excited that he had defeated a group of people that no one else thought he could. And now he was on his way to his new home. He smiled and laughed and he cheered as loud as he could. Running down the darkened path to the next stop home.

    
    

    
      “So you were ambushed and defeated by an unknown boy from out of nowhere? And you don’t know his name or intentions? All you can identify him with is; Blond hair, Heterochromic eyes, whisker-like scar on his face and a metal prosthetic for his left arm. Great. Fucking perfect!” The brown-haired general of the squad shrieked as she came close to pulling out her hair. From a few feet away was her fellow General and Master, watching her discipline her followers. All of the members sitting in front of her, tending to their wounds and bruises.

      “General. Please. Let us explain—”

      “Let me explain it to you Mordreau! You fucked up! All of you lost to a little kid who probably still wets the fucking bed! Ah, I’m never going to live this down!”

      “I won’t let you!”

      “Fuck you Uvo!”

      Mordreau watched as he commanding officer had a heated argument with her fellow general. He tended to the multiple gashes along his right side, making it difficult to breathe. He also twitched every time he did, looking down at the massive black bruise centered on his chest. He looked between all of his team members as they all looked towards him as well, contemplating.

      “Um, I-I have—”

      “What? Speak up!”

      Milt reached into his vest and pulled out the device he used earlier. “I was analyzing the boy we confronted earlier from any signals or statistics he was giving off.” All three of the generals looked at him quietly as he fiddled with the device. “And, well, sir…” He looked up towards them as he held the device for them to see.

      “I detected a foreign element of power in the child’s system. The one you told us to look for in all of the potential people we meet. He was positive.” Uvo and Mari looked at him in surprise as Sorrento pushed past them and walked to the younger man, causing him to cower in fear. He grabbed the device out of the man’s hand and checked the system settings, making sure the lacrima device he invented was functioning properly.

      “They’re alive. They’re still here. Those shadows. Hashirama’s shadows are still in Fiore!” He almost shrieked like a child before calming himself and turning around, grabbing the man’s collar and lifting him up. “Which way did he go?”

      “Wh-what are you—”

      “Where!”

      “I don’t know!” He tossed Milt to the side like a useless animal and screamed in frustration. He continued to have his panic attack while Mordreau seemed to finally realize something. That he didn’t have to take orders from fools like these. He looked over to Cron as the man nodded and grasped the blade in his hand. The gold colored man jumped up and swung, aiming for Marika’s exposed neck as he head flew off her shoulders.

      Uvo and Sorrento looked over at the members of the 19th Squad as their comrade’s head landed in their Master’s arms. “That’s it old man! We can’t follow this crap anymore. From now on, we are taking control of this guild.”

      Alex looked as all the injured members stood back up, ignoring their wounds. He continued to toss the severed head in his hands as he just looked at them blandly. “I was provoked on my way here by some poor bandits. And now, I find out that the people I have been so obsessed with for decades now have just escaped from between my fingers. You really shouldn’t provoke me.”

      “Sorry old man! But end of the line!” Cron held the sword over his head as he descended towards the old man. But just as he was a few inches from cutting him, he felt a strange sensation pass through his body. The remaining chunks of the man’s body fell apart and dispersed as the blood was kept from touching the old man by his second General’s sword. Uvo wiped the blood from his blade as he made sure there was nothing left of the man he cut.

      “Wha-what the—” he turned to the resident analyst of their team. “Milt! What was that?” The man with glasses used his magic to check his surroundings and the remains of his teammate at their feet.

      “Th-that was a sword cut! Uvo cut him to pi—” before he could finish his explanation, a hand pierced his chest and grabbed his heart. As the rest of their team watched in horror as a disembodied hand pulled out the man heart and crushed it in front of him. As he fell on his face dead, a female voice laughed from Sorrento’s position. He held the head in front of him and showed the group the still moving head of Marika.

      “Hahaha, that’s so funny. You guys are a riot! You thought I wouldn’t use my Break-Apart magic and dodge that!” Her headless body stood back up and dusted itself off, its right hand missing before it came back and attached to her right arm. Sorrento walked forward and tossed the head back to the body as he glared at Mordreau with anger and hate the younger gentleman had never felt in his whole life.

      “This was a bad decision you made today Mordreau. And now, you will be punished.”

      The Mass man panicked and charged up his fist, ready to break the old man’s body apart. When his right fist was coming close, Sorrento lazily threw up his left hand to intercept him. A shockwave occurred and the man’s arm was broken and twisted in an inhuman fashion. Ignoring the pain, he tried again with his other fist. This time, Sorrento met him fist to fist and the resulting power struggle was so overwhelming, Mordreau’s Humerus physically popped out his shoulder blade. Before he could react, Alex gather some shock waves into his fingers and aimed at the man’s knee caps, blowing them apart into a bloody mess.

      He was ready to continue, using even his broken body parts to try a beat the man to death. But then, he felt an invisible pressure strike down on him like a waterfall of ice. His breathing stopped and he started to sweat profusely. He felt so cold and so weak compared to this extension of the Master’s will that he couldn’t even try to fight back. The pressure began to take its toll on the twins as well as they fell to their knees, crying in fear about what was happening. Sorrento kept his cold gaze on the bleeding man as his magical pressure caused the ground and wood to splinter and blood to spurt out of of the former captain’s open wounds.

      As the captain of the squad fell to the devastated knees, covered in blood and unresponsive to the pain, he watched as a demon walked in front of him, looking down on him like he was an insect. “This is your punishment boy. For betraying my trust and the trust of your family. Learn from your mistakes as you burn in hell fire.” A large ball of cascading shock waves and magic pressure appeared in his hand, rumbling as he brought it close to the unmoving man’s head. It faded into his skull as Sorrento placed his hand on the top of his head.

      “Shocker Bomb”

      A large bang was heard as Mordreau’s head exploded in a shower of blood and bone. Blood squirted out of his new apeture as the body twitched and fell to his feet. Sorrento just looked towards the ground, uncaring of the blood covering his face. He looked towards the twins as they were so scared they couldn’t even move. He shook his head and walked away, deciding to keep them for further questioning.

      “So, what now Jii-chan? Should we catch that shadow while we still can?”

      “Yes Master, this maybe your only chance to do so?”

      Sorrento shook his head and chuckled at their worry for his safe being. “Don’t worry. I’ll meet up with him when the time comes. I’ve been blessed with the gift of finding the shadow when the light had faded from other’s eyes. Besides” he looked up at the sky. “We could still use him for that other plan we have in stock so there is no rush. Just leave him be and we will find him soon enough.”

      The two generals shrugged and headed for the car, each of them grabbing one of the twins for questioning as Sorrento continued to look up at the stars, laughing to himself. The gears of fate were moving in his favor after so long. As his time for retribution was close.

      Oh, so close.

    
    

    
      Done

      Alright! Second chapter in April! And you didn’t think I could!

      Are you psyched? Are ya? Because I can’t wait to write the next chapter.

      Also, off topic, does anyone here watch Oreimo? I started watching it again and I actually forgot how funny it was. Especially when you realize that the people playing Gray, Wendy and Kagura are playing Kyousuke, Manami and Ayase respectively. Ha! Imagine Gray being a pervert while Wendy try’s to be the voice of reason and Kagura threatens people with sharp weapons…

      0-0

      Anyway…

      ReadxReview

      Thanks and Goodbye

      Next Chapter: In The Heart of The Grimoire

      

    
  




    10. In The Heart Of The Grimoire

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 10: In The Heart Of The Grimoire

      Disclaimer: Owned by respective parties.

      Finally! Chapter 10 is here!

      Also, so I can clear this up in the reviews, what happened when Naruto lost his arm was that Kurama’s chakra was taking over in his weakened state and was pouring into his newly formed limb. Rob used the sealing metal to lock off that influence and keep it sealed. As long as that metal is around his arm, he can not assess Kurama’s chakra. The amount of the 9 tails chakra in the arm is about several tails worth of power when he is at full strength. Naruto can still use his own chakra, but due to no one being able to teach him, he can only supply a basic coating of his hands and feet to strengthen punches and kicks.

      I hope that clears up the confusion.

      Also, One Piece Opening 16! Finally! And did you read the Fairy Tail chapter? That was fucking awesome! Go Natsu Go!

    
    

    
      In a mountainous region of Seven, an echo of destruction and the screams of desperation and fear rattled through the cold air. Beaten and bloodied men and women ran over the snow and rocks as their ragged breath was shown in the air. They continued to look over their shoulders hoping that they were safe from the demon like mages. But they didn’t see as several dozen of the mages cut them off in the path and massacred them, leaving the dirt road crimson.

      The third division general laughed manically as she ordered her dozens commanding teams to finish off the smugglers. She watched as the teams in control of the border of Seven mercilessly decimated the weak peddlers as they futilely tried to fight back. She stood their as a sword cut her back and sliced her in two. The two pieces stayed motionless for a second before fusing back together, terrifying the attacker she didn’t even acknowledge. Marika stretched back and grabbed the man’s neck, twisting and breaking it in several places before letting the body fall lifeless to the ground, joining the pile of twisted, broken and bruised corpses beneath her.

      The brown-haired young women hopped to the front door of the destroyed hide out of the drug peddlers they had intercepted. She knocked on it several times with a closed fist. And then opened the fist of the severed arm she was holding and pushed the door open, whistling as she tossed the appendage around like a baton. She casually strode up to a spare chair next to her resting master. “Hey Jii-chan! You feeling alright?”

      The elderly master raiser his head and looked to his cheerful, blood covered subordinate. “Yes, I’m quite fine Marika. Just a little tired from the traveling.”

      “Are you worried about that ninja kid?” The woman actually dropped her playful attitude and asked the old man with a hint of worry in her tone. She had heard his story and experience with the group and she knew what it had done to him. His paranoia and obsession was always bad. But now that they had concrete evidence that one of them was still alive… she couldn’t help but worry about his state of mind.

      “Him?” The man looked up and shook his head. ‘No… no, I think we still have many more things to worry about then a boy like that.’ He spread his hand through his snow-white hair as he lowly chuckled. “The time will come where we will meet that boy face-to-face, and when that time comes… an opportunity to begin anew will present itself. And I can’t wait to finally see it.”

      She threw the arm over her shoulder and started to pat his back, making sure he knew they were there for him. The man turned his head to her and gave her a thankful smile at her gesture. As a comfortable silence came between them, the second division general ran in to report.

      “Master! We’ve finished off the cartel. There won’t be another group coming in like this for quite a while!”

      “Good. That’s good.”

      “Also sir, we sort of got a problem going on outside.” Sorrento and Marika looked at each other before standing up and following Uvogin’s lead. When they arrived outside, they saw several fully grown adult Wyvern’s blocking the way to the 4-wheelers. The leader of the independent guild watched as several men tried to fight off the flying beasts with little to no result.

      “We’ve apparently disturbed their feeding habitat and they are quite angry about it.” Marika just shook her head in disappointment at the pathetic display her men were showing in fighting off the creatures. Her division was not doing to well this week. She might have to gather them up and teach them a few lessons.

      “What should we do Master?” The younger generals watched as the elderly scarred man slowly walked forward until he was at the edge of the hill overlooking the scene. He slowly extended his hand out and covered his entire palm with Shock magic. He slowly panned his hand over the lizard figures as spheres of magic floated in the air. He then pointed in the general direction of the Wyvern and the balls all shot off like bullets.

      The magic impacted the sides of the flying animals before expanding and blowing up, exploding at their sides and destroying their bodies. The creatures all fell to the ground dead as the subordinates looked up at the Master staring down at them. They all nervously started to pack up their belongings and place them in the vehicles as the leaders started to descend down the hill.

      “Anything else you need to tell me before we start moving inland?”

      “Yes sir. We just received this today.” He handed his Master a newspaper from his back pocket as the bearded man took it and opened it up. He read the front page and subsequent information. He let out a heavy sigh and rubbed his brow as Marika looked over his shoulder, whistling at the headline.

      “Damn they are scary! Makes me think we could actually have some fun with them!” The girl forgot the article and picked up the luggage to put in her vehicle as she looked towards her master. “So what should we do Jii-chan? Send out an order and have our guys hunt them down?”

      “Nope.” Alex ripped the papers to pieces before turning it to dust with his magic, the wind spreading away what was left in his hands. “I don’t want any of our men interacting with them unless either of you are accompanying them. It would be too dangerous.” He dusted off his hands as he walked towards his men.

      “There is no need for a massacre. Not yet.”

    
    

    
      It was another peaceful day at the favorite guild of many mages’ choices. The adults were all happily cheering and having their merrymaking times as they chugged down their drinks. Joking around and enjoying their lives to the fullest. And in front of the bar were the two rowdiest, most misbehaved members of the new generations group.

      “I’m telling you I don’t need my magic to take you down! I can just beat you down and you won’t ever get back up!” The shirtless, black-haired young man yelled as a vein throbbed on his forehead.

      “I’d like to see you try! You can’t do anything with your fists or your magic! You couldn’t even freeze a cold drink!” The scarf wearing, pink-haired young man said as his sharp teeth mashed together.

      “That’s it!” The two boys dove at each other, their fists back as far as possible to inflict the most damage. And just before they could, a red-head with armored arms smashed their heads into the wooden ground.

      “Geez you two, don’t you ever learn?” The scarlet haired girl just shook her head in disappointment at the boys’ continued defiance of her expectations. “Do you think we like to see you guys fighting everyday? It gets on my nerves.”

      “B-but Erza, you fight just as much with Mira, right?”

      “Y-yeah, why are you punishing us when you’re just as bad?”

      Natsu shut his mouth as he and Gray were lifted by their hair. They froze in fear as they were met with the heated glare of blue and brown eyes.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing Erza-San!(x2)”

      “That’s what I thought.” She dropped the boys with a loud thud as she walked back to her space at the table with her strawberry cake. The boy’s continued to cower as Levy chuckled nervously and Cana just shook her head in disappointment.

      From his space at the bar’s top, Makarov smiled and laughed at his family’s light hearted playing as he drank from his mug. He looked at the peaceful atmosphere that this early April weather and mood gave to his guild as they all enjoyed their lives. Even Natsu and Gray were up and about again. Granted they were still arguing about the most meaningless things but… well… one step at a time.

      “Hey old man.” The grey haired midget looked out of the corner of his eye at the tall, orange haired man that had walked up to his side. As usual, the man had his signature black cloak on with a bag still slung over his shoulder, just returning from his mission. “How’s everything holding up?”

      “Oh, not much to report. Since you left, I’ve received about 5 dozen pages of bills and royalties we have to pay to the magic council for damages to the properties. Speaking of which…” The old man leaned back underneath the bar and lifted up a hefty document of about 40-pages in his hands. He turned back around and handed it to the younger man. “These are yours. Great job on that by the way.”

      “Right. I’ll get right in that.” Suddenly, and with no conscious thought, Gildarts broke the paper down with his Crash magic and let it fall to the ground. “Oops. I seemed to have accidentally misplaced it.”

      “Good move. By the way, you didn’t get injured or anything, right?” The tall man shook his head after looking over himself for any injuries. “Good. Porlyusica is going to be gone for the week so she can stock up on medical herbs and supplies. I’ve already told the kids to keep safe and to not make too much ruckus when they are out on a job. You know what happens when she comes back from vacation as she has to treat a restless child’s wounds, right?”

      “Oh no. I like where my balls are, thank you.”

      “Smart boy.”

      “Gildarts! Fight me!” A fire covered, pink centered blur jumped up to attack the older Mage.

      “Got it kid. I’ll fight with my full power.” His absentmindedly flipped his wrist as they boy came in arm’s length of the ace of Fairy Tail. As a result, the Dragon Slayer was sent flying into the scaffolding of the guild hall, bouncing around like a rubber ball before rocketing back down into the floor, leaving another imprint of his body by the one Erza made for him.

      Makarov looked down at the spiraled eyed little boy as he raised an eyebrow. “He’s still here? You must have held back quite a bit.” Gildarts just shrugged his shoulders, attributing it to fatigue from the long mission. As most of the kids began to laugh at the poor boy as Lisanna started to worry and check him over, the man pulled a couple of papers from under his long cloak and handed them to the elderly man.

      “Here.” Makarov took the papers from his hand as he looked at the younger man with a silent question. “I think you should read that.” The man just put down is ever present staff and flipped the newspaper open, skimming through the stories and propaganda. He arrived at what he could only guess was the story he was supposed to read about. He sigh and shook his head, scratching the cap covering his hair.

      “Well that’s unfortunate. I hate it when they publish articles like this.” The old guild master detested when they publicly announced and commercialized tragedies like this. He believed that horrible events like this should be handled by the council and its people, and not to be used to cause paranoia in innocent civilians.

      “What is it Master?” The two men flinched at the sudden entry into the conversation by the armored little knight. And her intrusion caused the other young mages to put their attention on their old grandpa. She lifted an eyebrow as if she was expecting an immediate answer from the nervous looking men.

      “U-um…” Makarov suddenly ignited the newspaper in flames as the young children gawked at his actions. “It’s nothing Erza. Nothing at all. Natsu~! You wanna treat? You wanna treat?” He threw the burning papers up as the young boy just jumped up and gulped the fire down in one shot. The other children just looked at him disappointedly as he chewed up the leaflets, not noticing the looks before turning his head up at them.

      “Whuh?”

      Gildarts just shook his head as he chuckled at the childrens’ antics. “Well I’m done for the day. I’ll be heading home for now old man, see ya.” He walked through a wall as the wood crumbled around him, uncaring of any obstacle in the straight path to his house. As he went further into town, you could hear the angry cries of the townspeople as he walked through their stores and houses. And following him…

      “Gildarts! Rematch! I’ve eaten and I’m all fired up!”

      “Go away!”

      “No!”

      “Leave me alone!”

      “Never!”

      As the old master just laughed off the boy’s relentless efforts to beat the overpowered man, he missed the questioning look that Erza was giving him from the side. She couldn’t help wonder what it was that got the master and the experienced Mage to conspire like that. But whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.

    
    

    
      The young man continued to pant heavily as he ran as fast as he could down the beautiful and pristine marble hallways, the sight of boundless nature just to his side. He held the important file to his chest as the large and detailed doorway was in his sight. He came close to the doors as he caught his breath, looking around him to see if the other private in charge of the special information carry had arrived. “Damn. Damn. Where is he? Where is he?”

      “Where is who?” The bespectacled boy squealed as he almost jumped out of his skin and fell on the floor. He grabbed his jumping heart as he glared at the cocky, black-haired boy laughing with a smug grin in his face.

      “Tch, dammit Doranbalt, this is not the time to be playing games! Where in the world were you?”

      “What? I was here the whole time. I don’t know about your slow ass running but I’ve been here since I got my file.” He flashed the black file in his hands as he laughed at the ticked off glare his fellow trainee was giving him. “You seriously need to work on the meaning of urgency, Lahar. If you like I could teach you some of my Teleportation magic.”

      “No thanks.” The shoulder length, black haired boy dusted off his standard private uniform as he walked up to the doors to the council. He pushed them apart with both hands as his partner followed behind him, walking into the wide room of the council’s meeting place. As they walked in, many of the distinguished members looking over at the boys.

      “Private Lahar and Private Doranbalt, reporting for duty!” The two of them saluted to the older figures as they sat around the huge round table. One of the old members lowered their hand and motioned for them to ease.

      “It’s fine Lahar-kun, Doranbalt-kun. You arrived just in time.” A kind looking old man wearing a brown-shirt with a three spiked hat over his large eyebrows.

      “No it is not. If they wish to becomes competent members of the Rune Knights, they must practice punctuality and arrive when expected. They have been entrusted with an important task so they must give their best when we ask of them.” A short man with cat-like ear-shaped hair in a striped blue shirt sternly said to the embarrassed young men.

      As he was about to continue his accusation of the young soldiers, he was cut off by a young male voice laughing with glee as a soft, dainty giggle followed after.

      “I find it quite funny that you are scrutinizing them for tardiness. And yet you are wasting even more of our ‘precious’ time by doing so.” The cocky, blue-haired boy crossed his legs over each other as he put a fist to his chin. He opened his eyes to look at the elder mages as they all seemed to look at him with a slight glare. Behind his chair was a young teenaged girl with silky purple hair going to her back, wearing a white dress that went to her thighs with a yellow sash.

      “He’s right you know. Worry about training soldiers later and we can continue on with the matters at hand.” The girl lifted her sleeve over her mouth as she giggled a little at the annoyed glare Michello was trying to level at them.

      The two new recruits looked at the slightly hostile air around the council as the short haired boy leaned over to his fellow knight. “Um, who are those two?” Lahar sighed in disappointment as he looked at the other teenager with a blank look.

      “Did you not listen to the orientation last month?” Doranbalt just matched his blank look as Lahar realized who he was talking to. ‘Those are the two newest members of the council. They are brilliant political tacticians that were able to resolve and settle fights and problems all over the country in just a few weeks. They were so good that they were offered the positions of council members at such young ages.’ He pointed to the blue haired boy with a strange tattoo over his right eye. “That’s Siegrain-sama, a powerful Mage who is already being considered a candidate member for the Ten-Wizard Saints. And that’s his assistant Ultear-sama, a woman with a huge supply of magic and a massive communications network across the nation.”

      “Oh wow.”

      “That’s enough with the glares and grumbling!” All of the people in the room shut their mouths as the leader of the group, a bearded man with a bat on his head, yelled to shut them up. The council members all sat back down as he stood out of his chair as looked towards the boy with the red file in his hand. “Private Lahar, do you have any news to give us?”

      “Oh, uh, yes sir.” The bespectacled member of the couple started to flip through his file and look for the first order of business. “First on the list, we have the bills and damages caused by Fairy Tail in the last—”

      “Please not that. Anything but that. I get enough of that news on a daily basis so just skip it for now.” Lahar nodded as he complied with Org’s request and flipped the page. And then the next one. And the next. The council looked anxious as the boy spent several long moments flipping through the huge stacks of papers revolving around the trouble-making guild. As the men and women just sighed tiredly, Ultear and Siegrain seemed to take it as a joke and laughed wholeheartedly as the boy finally arrived at an urgent piece of news.

      “Yes-um-we have news on that mercenary guild that had appeared several weeks ago sir. The one owned by the heir of the Bunce family.”

      “Oh? What about it?”

      “It appears that the leader of the group is going around, searching for the best swordsmen in the kingdom to make a part of his peerage. And he was gathering magical weapons of the highest grade to use to their advantage.”

      Org nodded his head. “Any reports?”

      “Yes, we received a report from the Heartfilia family.” He pulled out a written note from the folder and showed it to everyone in front of him. “He has received death threats over the last year from the heir of the former corporation. We believe his motives are most likely due to the fact that Jude Heartfilia bought out and put the Bunce family out of business. He ignored the threats until he received word that the man was creating a guild for the purpose of killing his family.”

      “Is it a truly plausible threat?”

      “Well he is gathering enough swordsmen to be called the 44 Ronin, so he is undoubtedly recruiting strong members into the fray. Also sir…” He fixed his glasses as he looked at the council with a concerned look. “We received reports that the man was carrying a black sword with him, cutting his way through anything in front of him. So we believe that he is carrying…‘that’.” All the members seemed to tense up at the mention of the magical item in the unstable man’s grasp.

      “Well that is troubling. Put out a report to keep the Heartfilia family under protection of the council until these Ronin are put out of commission. Anything else to report?”

      “Oh! On the matter of the Damnation guild, we have a development we need to look into.” All of the people present bucked up at the mention of the infamous terrorist guild. “Last week, we received reports from a group of townspeople that had escaped from an attack from Damnation. They were civilians of the town of Acacia that were being held hostage by a group of the 3rd division lead by who we think maybe Mordreau ‘The Scaler’.”

      “You think?”

      “Yes sir. We couldn’t be certain because… well… he was missing his head.” The council members all cringed and gagged a little at the excessive way that the criminals were taken care of. “We also found the bodies of several of the groups members around the town, also deceased. We can’t be certain but we obtained witness reports that believe that Alexander Sorrento vacated the area with his subordinates Marika and Uvogin. So it maybe that he disposed of the group himself so that he had no loose ends.”

      Org rubbed his temples as he contemplated the state of how a man as respectable as Colonel Sorrento could fall from such pristine admiration to this. He remembered a time where he was looked upon with eyes of wonder and respect by everyone in the kingdom. He was about to be honored with the position of Wizard Saint and forever looked upon as a symbol for children to fight for. But then… the Tonewa incident. And his fall into insanity. Showing that one horrible, devastating event can change a person for the rest of their lives.

      Org opened his eyes when he realized something in the report. “Wait. How did the townspeople escape? They couldn’t have fought them off, not when they couldn’t even use magic.”

      “Well sir we believe there was some outside intervention. The townspeople gave us a description of a young Mage that appeared out of nowhere and held the group off long enough for them to escape.” Lahar reached into the folder and pulled out a paper sketching of the mysterious samaritan. “He was described as 13 to 14 years old. He has blond hair and eyes with two distinctly different colored pigmentation. Blue in the left socket, Brown in the right. He was also seen wearing dark clothes and a gauntlet on his left arm. Also sir, they said he had scars on his face. Ones that look like whiskers.”

      The rough sketch of the young teenaged boy was passed around the table by all of the council members. When it reached the hands of the newest council member, he looked at it for several long seconds. He did very well in keeping his composure as he looked at the graphite picture of his old colleague. He chuckled a little at the new information of his friend’s survival, handing it to Ultear as she was actually surprised.

      “Are you saying that this boy may have been the one to kill the members of that group?”

      “We can’t be certain. But I believe we should put out a report to the guilds to search and capture this man if he is found. So that we can debrief him on the event.” The council nodded at the teen’s suggestion as Org started to make notes to send out to the guild masters. He then looked to the other recruit as he stood there silently.

      “And what about you?” Instantly, the boy with the shaven hair appeared next to his side with the file out for the man to take. As Org took it from his hand, the boy then appeared by Lahar’s side once again. The old council man skimmed through the black file as his eyes glazed over. He put closed the file and looked at all of his fellow council with a stern fire in his eyes.

      “We must report this to every unit in the nation. Keep on full alert to report and capture these people. If they are found, they are to report straight to Era with any information they have received. We must keep watch of all possible strike zones and targets within a 100 mile radius of the last attack. And evacuate any civilians we can before they become casualties in the next attack. Go.” The privates saluted and charged off to report the orders to the senior knights.

      Stealthily, Ultear eyed the black file within the council leader’s hand. “Sir, what is this about?”

      “We have just received reports of a town int the mountains being destroyed to the ground. With every magical item and building being searched and destroyed. They have also appeared lately all around the country in search of something they need, and they have been using any method they could to reach their objectives. And being the founder and cornerstone of this so-called Balam Alliance in another reason we should be weary of this group.”

      “We must prepare for any and all conflict with this—”

    
    

    
      “…Grimoire Heart! I’m serious! These guys are making me wet my drawers. Making treaties with every dark guild in the nation! Attacking people in the thick of night! That’s scary shit!” The wrinkled man in the horse drawn cart worried as he continued down the road towards the city. “Seriously, do you understand what that means kiddo? We could all be in danger and taken out in a second!” He looked behind him at the blond boy in the black shirt and white pants with black cloak sitting back comfortably in the hay with a worn out book in his hand, not paying any attention to the one-sided conversation.

      “Huh-what?” The whiskered boy lowered the journal and looked up at the cab driver. “Oh, sorry old man. I wasn’t listening. What were you saying?” He scratched the back of his head and laughed as the old man seemed to get ticked off.

      “Ah! You never listen when I’m talking to you, ungrateful brat!” The old farmer grumbled as he continued to guide the cart towards the next stop. The traveling Mage he was escorting in his cart had appeared at his city’s entrance two days ago. Saying that he wanted a transport to Yarrow and then to Magnolia which would be only a day’s travel away. When the old farmer finally agreed, the boy had hugged the man until his spine seemed to make cracking noises. And here they were, on the riverside path to Yarrow.

      “So what’s so great about this city again? Something about magic?” Naruto put his chin on the bench atop the cart as he looked up at the cranky farmer.

      “I told you kid, Yarrow is a city of magic and wonders.” He emphasized the importance by waving his arms around frantically. “It’s a city that specializes in the use and distribution of magic around the country. It’s also known for being a popular center for health and self preservation.”

      Naruto tilted his head as he squinted his eyes. “What?”

      “The town centers its use of magic by the river right there.” He guided the boy’s eyes towards the river by their side. “That river is so abundant with magic that it actually assimilates the magic into the foliage and herbs growing on its bank. People from all over come to Yarrow to gather those plants to make special medicines. They are so famous that even high-ranked doctors from all over Fiore come to gather the plants that come into the for— Are you listening!” The driver yelled to the boy who seemed to have taken a nap while he was explaining the town’s history.

      “Oh sorry. I didn’t sleep last night. Too excited.” Naruto laughed as he tried to contain his anxiousness. Which he failed to do because he kept jumping up and down in the back of the cart, prompting more annoyed complaints from the chauffeur. He was there. So close he could taste it.

      “Well we are almost there anyway so just relax and then we can—” the cart made an abrupt stop as the two men looked on in shock. The town was burning. The many buildings and houses were covered in fire and smoke as there was echoes of screams reaching their ears.

      The man was shaking as he gripped the ropes in his hands tightly. “Wh-what-what is this? How-how can this be—”

      Boots connected with the ground as the boy walked past the horse driven cart. He petted the mane of the horse at his side as he looked out at the burning town. “Old man… turn this thing around and head home. Tell the authorities about this.” Naruto lowered his hand and started walking towards the location before him.

      “Wa-wait kid! You can’t just—” he was silenced as Naruto turned around and looked at him with a piercing glare in his eyes. The two colors looked right at him as if inviting him to try and stop the boy from going off.

      “Go.”

      The man did not hesitate as he started to pull the horses back and change directions to the town they had just come from. As the galloping of horses got further and further away, Naruto started walking towards the city and forest covered in flames.

      And then, he ran straight forward.

    
    

    
      The dozens of guild members lowered their armada of weapons and started to pile back into the massive grounded black and red airship. Across the front of the ship and all of the mens’ clothes was the insignia for a heart covered in thorns. All of the men were dressed differently with their own styles and quirks. But they were all dressed with a dark color and theme to follow their guild’s example.

      “Man~, why’d we have to come all the way out here just to destroy some stupid city?”

      “You know already man! Without Ultear-sama leading the charges we all have to come together! The Master said so!”

      “But why did we have to kill everyone again?”

      “Because the key that Ultear-sama discovered could not be collected without sacrifices! We can’t bring back a death Mage without using some death, can we?!”

      “Man whatever! I just wish we could be done with all of this—” the members of the dark guild all stopped their musings as they heard the shuffling of stone and rubble. They watched as a woman, tattered and bloody pushed her way out of some debris. She stumbled a little and tried to gain her balance, shell shocked from the traumatic event. Only until she looked to her side to see the men who had suddenly attacked her town did she scream and try to run away.

      “Shit. A survivor. What do we do?”

      “We need to go after her, right? Who knows what the Master will do if we let someone leave from here?”

      “I got it.” A black haired member said as he chased the terrified girl slowly. All of the guild members were laughing as she tried her best to escape their clutches. The woman was crying, tears going down her face as she desperately tried to find a way to escape. She could feel the man coming closer to her as she couldn’t find her feet and failed to run away.

      The man unsheathed his sword as the woman tripped and feel down at his feet. She tried to crawl away as she whimpered and shrieked. The man lifted his sword over his head, the fires of the homes and trees only intensified the fear in the woman’s heart.

      The dark wizard was about to finish it off until he saw a shadow moving in the forest in front of him. He looked up in time to see a large figure in a black cloak jump up in front of him. The person spun around and back kicked the wizard, making him gasp and soar backwards several meters.

      The guild members all watched silently as their fellow teammate skidded on the dirt for several feet before groaning and falling on his butt. They all looked from where he landed to where he came from. They all turned there heads towards a blond boy in a cloak and boots glaring at them.

      Naruto turned his head over his shoulders at the terrified woman. And with a strong and steady tone…

      “Run.”

      The woman wasted no time and scurried off as fast as she could through the forest. Naruto turned his head back to the surprised dark guild as he Requip one of the spiked bats he copied into his right hand. It took a moment before the mages realized what was happening.

      “Attack!”

      Naruto ran forward and dove under a sword swipe over his head. He beat the bat into the man and flipped him on top of two other men. Naruto dodged several spears and axes as he used the stolen bat to parry and disarm the men. When one of the blades came close to cutting him, he held up his left arm and defended against the swipe and destroyed the sword. As he stopped a large club from coming down on him, he tripped the large man and threw him over his head.

      Naruto jumped back up to his feet as a dozen men tried to kill him but he easily dodged the amateurish swipes. As one of them yelled loudly and tried to cleave him, Naruto jumped over him and used his back as a spring board. He used a Flying Gauntlet on the bending man and sent him crashing into the ground with a painful thud.

      As the whiskered boy landed to the ground, the members of Grimoire Heart started to utilize their magic, screaming loudly as they tried to frighten the boy long enough to end him. Naruto was not hindered by their attempts as he calmly and swiftly evaded all of their attacks. When he backflipped and attacked the men surrounding him, he saw a fire Mage at the side gathering his magic in his palm.

      “Fire Shot”

      The fire based attack flew straight into Naruto and he was covered in a cloud of smoke. The Mage looked on in amusement believing had killed the intruding child.

      His eyes widened when he saw the boy with his metal arm stretched out, smoke coming off the palm where he had stopped the attack effortlessly. No mark or even a speck of dust on the boy’s clothes. He lowered his hand and smirked at the surprised mages.

      “Please.”

    
    

    
      “Soooo, I take it you found another one of those keys on your little treasure hunt. Was it difficult?”

      “Not necessarily.” The old, bearded man said as he fiddled with his newest discovery on his way to making his dream a reality. The key in his hand was glowing faintly as he turned it around in his hand, illuminated by the light of the viewing lacrima behind him. He opened up a case in the room and placed it next to three other identical keys. And then carefully closed the latches to keep them safe. “It’s just important that we get moving before the council catches wind of our next move. We may have to go into hiding for a short time.”

      “Well if they send any forces against you, I doubt they’ll be able stand up to you. Now that you’ve got that new eye.” The black bearded man mused as he played with some of his paper dolls on the other side of the magical device.

      “I wouldn’t put too much trust in this thing just yet. I only just got it implanted and Tartaros told me that it isn’t even at half it’s full power. Something about obsolete technology and more time needed to create a more powerful apparatus for the magic. Plus I’m still weak after the surgery.” The tall man with the white beard lightly touched the bandages wrapped around his right eye. He turned to the man talking inside the lacrima from his disclosed location. “But I must thank you Ivan. Without your contribution of lacrima, I wouldn’t have been able to start this little project of mine.”

      “It is my pleasure Hades-San. Although I do ask that I receive my payment for this little favor of yours.” The former Fairy Tail Mage said as he looked at the guild master with expectation. “That information you promised me about Fairy Tail’s ‘weakness’.”

      “In good time Ivan.” The man looked back at the fellow Fairy Mage with an unflinching gaze. ‘I shall deliver to you what you want after I have gained the full power of this system.’ From underneath the bandage, a red light shined dimly. “Until then, we shall—”

      The doors to the dark room opened up as a guild member barge in panting. “Ha-Hades-sama, we have a problem!”

      The old Mage groaned as he rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I’ll call you back Ivan.” He discontinued the communication as he looked at his subordinate. “So, what’s wrong now?”

    
    

    
      Naruto hook kicked another assailant across the face as he fell to the ground. All around the boy were unconscious Heart members, spaced out and drooling from the bad beating they received from the boy. Some of the were kicked so hard in the head their eyes were swirling. Some of them so badly hit in the chest that they were finding it difficult to breathe.

      Naruto was surprisingly calm in the face of all the soldiers surrounding him. A scratch across his cheek that barely drew any blood. And some scuffed marks on his pants and shirt. The worst injury in his opinion would be that someone had cut off a corner of his favorite cloak. He had this thing since Hargeon, god dammit!

      He was not deterred by the fact that there were still so many soldiers out for his blood. In his professional opinion, none of these guys had the skills or mindset to go for his throat. In comparison, Mordreau and his group from Damnation were far more terrifying and bloodthirsty. These guys were just grub soldiers, used to thicken the herd and make more frightening on the cover. He doubted there were any people in this guild that actually had trained extensively in one magic instead of gaining one and using it on innocent people.

      So even though there were tons of them, he believed that he could power through.

      “Hey man, what the hell are you?!” One of the nameless guys said from in front of him. “Why’d ya come here?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Of course it matters! This doesn’t concern you!”

      “What concerns me is that there are people like you taking the lives of so many people.” Naruto looked through the corner of his eye at the multitude of dead bodies hidden in the rubble and houses. “And I’m here to stop you from doing anything more.”

      “Stop us! You are seriously going to stop us! Everyone here?” One of the men stepped out from the masses as he motioned to all of the fellow group around him. “You think you stand a chance?”

      “Yes. I do. Because you guys don’t have the guts to take the consequences of what you’ve done. So I’m here to teach you all what happens when you kill like this!” He flared his magic power as much as he could, covering his whole body in a light as the ground around him rumbled. “Who’s first! I’ll make everyone here pay for what you have done!”

      The guild bucked up and gripped their weapons tightly, aiming at the angered boy. But before they made a move, they all stopped. Looking at the boy in horror and dread. They all backed up and were shaking in fear. Naruto looked at the retreating men questioningly as he seemed to calm down. “Well, I’m not letting you off the hook yet.”

      “Then I guess I’ll be first.”

      Naruto flinched as he realized that the new voice was coming directly behind him. He then noticed that the figure behind him had an immense magical pressure coming off of him unconsciously. He would have punished himself for not noticing this impossible presence if he wasn’t so frozen in fear. He found it hard to even breathe as he mechanically turned his head to look up over his shoulder.

      The man looked down at him from his massive size, a little shorter then Mordreau but infinitely more terrifying. He had on a large black cape that attached to a mantle on his shoulders and reached all the way down to his ankles. He had long white hair with a matching mustache and beard that went down to his waist. He wore a dark red shirt and and brown pants. But what Naruto noticed almost immediately was the fact that the very old man had some kind of bandage wrapped around his right eye and forehead. Naruto was reminded of the bandaged man that had used him as a weapon back in his earlier life. But the eye that wasn’t covered was looking down on him, like how a mammoth would notice an ant that had moved in front of his path. Naruto tried to breathe as he found the air around him as cold as ice and even heavier to move in. Then, the man seemed to move his mouth, saying words that Naruto wasn’t able to comprehend until he was brought back into focus.

      “Don’t I know you?”

      Immediately, Naruto jumped as far and as fast as he could away from the frightening old man. He landed in a crouching stance, his arms and legs bent as close to the ground as he could. His breath was ragged and fast as the boy tried to calm his rapidly spiking heart rate. Naruto’s eyes were jetting from one side of his vision to the other, trying to find a route he could escape in with the most blood still in his body. He never would have considered that as an option against those guys from the tower, or even Damnation. Hell, he was still afraid of that bastard Danzo but he would do his best to beat the wrinkly fuck into the dirt. But this guy… he was…

      Worse then anything he had ever met before.

      “Honestly, I think I’ve met you somewhere before?” The man rubbed his chin as if in deep thought as he tried to contemplate where he had seen this blond boy before. ‘You weren’t on that cruise around Akane Beach last year were you? You know, where they ran out of shrimp and had to fish for more food and they caught that shark instead?’ He looked at the boy as his expression of concentrated fear and fury was still completely focused on the old man. “I guess not.” He looked around at all of his unconscious guild members and the ones that were still watching the conflict play out. And then finally, at the boy crouching down like an animal on the prowl.

      “So, what can I do for you?”

      Out of pure instinct, Naruto used all of his strength to propel himself forward at the man. He obviously caught him by surprise as the cape-clad man had a look of shock all over his face. He barreled his left shoulder in the man’s broad chest, earning a painful grunt from the elder. Flowing through it, Naruto sent as much Armor as he could into his arms as bashed the head of the bat so hard into the man’s stomach that he was lifted off his feet.

      Naruto turned around and used the bat to throw the man over his head, gritting his teeth as he put his focus only on the man in the bandage. Using as much Armor as he could, he ran forward to match the speed the man was barreling off the floor. Jumping behind him, he reeled back assured the spiked end of the weapon to bash into the bandaged blond spot of the man’s side. The man yelled in pain as he was sent in another direction by the force of the attack.

      Finally, he stopped bouncing and laid on the floor. He lifted his head only to see the boy looking down at him with pure contempt as he pulled back his right fist covered in glowing light. He punched the man in the face as hard as he could as he pushed down with all of his force.

      “Flying Gauntlet!”

      The man’s head was pushed even further into the ground as Naruto jumped back, watching the dust settle around the unmoving man. The rest of the guild looked on in shock as the boy took deep breathes and glared at the guild master. He seemed to calm down as some tense moments passed, no indications that the man was still conscious or alive.

      “Well, that was surprising.” Naruto’s eyes widened in shock as the man sat back up out if the man shaped dent in the ground. He pulled the notch out of his neck as he seemed to think the boy’s barrage was nothing more than a little nuisance. Barely a scratch of bruise on the man’s body or face.

      ‘What the hell?’

      Naruto was shaking. No one he had fought before would have gotten out of that unharmed. Hell, even Mordreau would have felt a pain go through his body. But this man… this wrinkled old, white haired man, barely took any damage. He watched in worry as the man just stood back up with no injury or pain evident in his move. He looked at Naruto with an almost uncaring gleam in his eye.

      “That was actually quite impressive. No wonder none of my men could face you, you overpower them before they get a chance.” He dusted off a speck on his custom cape as if he was having a casual conversation. ‘What kind of magic was that? That must have been Requip you were using to get that weapon you were using but that other one was quite surprising. A proportional ratio of magic to the increase of power in your attacks, right? That’s interesting.’ He chuckled as he invited the boy to try again. “Come.”

      Naruto felt an unknown feeling of distaste well up in his chest when he looked at the man before him. And hearing him invite to attack only angered the boy more. He bent down and jumped up in front of the man, summoning the other bat into his hand as he dual-wielded.

      He axe kicked the man as he just blocked with the back of his arm. Naruto flipped off the extended limb as he landed on his feet again, right in front of the man’s open chest. He started to swipe the bats as fast and hard as he could at the man. But he only evaded and dodged with the most minimal effort. Naruto got angry as he tried to beat the man into a pulp.

      He jumped up and started to send a flurry of Armored kicks to the man’s chest. As Naruto was suspended up from the continued contact against the man’s chest, the man was stumbling back with every hit the boy made. As he made the last kick, he looped his leg over his shoulder to keep him locked in place. He lifted his bats up above his head and aimed to smash the man’s head in between the spikes.

      With an unworried movement, he punched the blond as hard as he could in the chest. Naruto’s eyes widened as he spit up copious amounts of blood, splashing against the old mage’s face. Hades pulled back his fist and sent an even faster punch in the same spot, sending the boy flying into the dirt. Naruto rolled on the floor several times, dropping the bats from his hands as he finally stopped.

      The dirtied boy tried to lift his head but found it increasingly difficult, coughing up blood from the insanely powerful attack. He looked up to see the man slowly walk over to him, crushing the bats like old cans underneath his feet. The man stopped in front of him with a smirk across his face.

      “Seriously, I want to see the extent of your power. I have another guild member about your age, you know. She is quite strong as well. I believe that if you two were to fight, it would be a spectacular fight. But she would still win, if only by a small margin.”

      “Wh-who are you?”

      “I’m the guild master of Grimoire Heart. But that is nothing you need to concern yourself with boy. I’m more interested in you. Who might you be?”

      “I-I’m the guy who has to take you down!” Naruto pushed off on his hands and stood up on his shaky knees to glare at the man with all of his fury.

      “Why would you worry yourself with that?”

      “Because I know people like you! I’ve known monsters like you that just take the lives of others like they were flies!”

      “They are just flies.”

      “They aren’t! They are people! They want to live their lives and you just come and end it! Like it was nothing!”

      “It is nothing. I can take the lives of these people because they are nothing but blind sheep before my eyes. Living their useless, dreamless lives like a well oiled machine. I’m taking their lives and giving them a purpose. A means to which they can finally be of use to this world. For a greater cause.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened at that man’s last statement. He looked at the tall man as an image was superimposed on him. To Naruto, it was like seeing this man and Danzō standing side to side, spewing the same old bullshit about greater causes and purpose of taking the lives of others. Naruto mashed his teeth as he was seething with anger.

      “You bastard! How! How can you say that so easily? Like it doesn’t concern you? Doesn’t it mean anything to you? The lives you taken? The people you’ve killed!”

      “Does it mean something to you?” Naruto looked at Hades, shocked at the calm reply he gave the injured boy. “I can see it in your eyes. The look of someone who has had their hands drenched in the blood of another. Or at least have witnessed it enough to not seem too traumatized by it anymore. Am I right?”

      “N-no! No, I’m—”

      “Don’t even think you can lie to me child. I can see it with this eye.” He motioned to the eye wrapped inside the bandages. “That arm under the reformation metal, it is tainted with the power of the devil. I can feel it swell up inside you. The evil. The hate. The envy and greed. The pain. Your entire arm is drenched in it. So much so that it has become deformed and dangerous, correct?”

      Naruto shook in fear as he grabbed the forearm of his prosthetic covering. Feeling a horrible pain but eerie truth in the man’s words.

      “You’re not even a whole human anymore, are you? You’ve taken so many lives that you are trying to make up for it now. Protecting whoever you can against the people out their who still follow the path you once took. And it is admirable what you are doing. And it is going quite well too…”

      “But not for long.”

      Hades would be lying if he said he wasn’t getting a strange satisfaction from seeing how badly he was affecting this boy’s thinking with his words. “You can fight that impulse for as long as you want. Stray away from it. Ignore it. Imagine that it never existed in the first place. But one day, when the people you tried to help are dead at your feet and you are drenched in their blood… you’ll snap. And you will kill everyone around you. Be they friend or foe. Most likely with that very hand.”

      Naruto had a sense of unrivaled horror build up in his chest. Would that actually happen? He remembered that hate and power he gained from childhood whenever his temper was so wild he couldn’t control himself anymore. Would that happen again? Would he kill for no good reason again. Like what Danzō made him do?

      If he did, who would die? Jellal? Milli-chan? Everyone in Fairy Tail?

      Erza?

      The boy spaced out as this fear washed over him. Hades smiled and reached out his hand to the boy shaking in front of him.

      “Join me.”

      Naruto looked up to the still hand and calmly smiling face of the man his was trying to incapacitate just a moment ago. “If you come with me, I can give you a purpose. A goal that best suits your interests. A reason that backs up your strength, that will let you stop hindering yourself and just run wild. And in return, we can make a new world. One that shall not ostracize you for your past or what you have become.”

      “If you leave here, you will be a time bomb. Waiting for the moment where your instincts take over and make you an animal. But if you come with me, I can give you a whole new world.”

      “What do you say?”

      Hades looked at the stunned blond, his eyes so wide the could almost slip out his skull and his mouth failing to find the right words. The boy seemed to contemplate something for a moment before slowly walking up to the older man and stopping in front of him. Naruto lifted his right hand and moved it close to Hades’ outstretched one. The man smiled as he had just gained a young and powerful ally.

      Naruto growled and jumped up, aiming to clock the man in the face with his right fist. Naruto made contact but realized that the old man had put his left hand between his cheek and the boy’s fist. As he lowered Naruto to the ground, getting a hiss in reply as he felt the old man start crushing his fist, Naruto glared at the man with fire blazing in his eyes.

      “I will never join you!”

      Hades looked down at the angry child in the black cloak as he glared at him with full contempt. The old guild master then realized where he had seen the boy before, as his glaring demeanor matched the photos he had in the file. He nodded his head as he remembered who this child was. “Well that’s unfortunate.”

      Hades pulled the hand that was going to make the treaty into a fist and punched the boy in the face with his full power, aiming to make it concave. But in return, Hades realized that the boy was using his reformed left arm to block his attack, not losing an inch as the man put more power into his attack. Hades nodded in surprise, “Impressive.”

      Naruto swiped his hands and got them out of the gridlock they were in just a moment ago. The boy then engaged the man in close combat, swiping his elbow at Hades’ knee and trying to cripple him.

      But Hades easily maneuvered around the attempt and spun around, his fists to his side. As he came full circle, he started to unload a series of powerful but quick jabs at the child’s center, only being blocked by the boy’s failing attempt to guard himself with his bruising arms. As the toll from the punches were already taking toll, the boy’s arms appearing blacker and more bruised each second, Naruto decided to match his ferocity.

      When Hades went to punch him again, his fist was met with the boy’s left fist, keeping the two at a standstill. As Hades tried to overpower Naruto’s attempt to lock his strike he had to admit that the boy was very resourceful and tenacious. Naruto pushed the fist back and covered his entire body in Armor, trying to make himself at least strong enough to come close to his left fist.

      Naruto then returned the barrage, aiming for the man’s stomach and pushing him back a few steps in the process. As Naruto finally broke through with his attacks, he started to punch the man in the gut repeatedly, getting a painful grunt with everyone that had made contact. With his last attack, he caused the old man to double over from the force to his gullet. He then grabbed the old bastard by his hair and back and threw him as far as he could, soaring several meters over the heads of any guild members who were still outside watching the fight.

      Naruto watched with baited breath as the man laid on his back for several tense seconds. He then huffed himself back up to his feet and dusted himself off like always. Naruto groaned and readied his fighting stance in the old man’s direction, watching for any subtle movements he made. All he got was a smirk and a pointed finger at his feet. When Naruto finally realized that there was something attached to his feet, he was already being lifted off.

      “Chain Magic”

      Naruto was lifted high over the man’s head, and then brought straight down into the dirt. As the blond Mage gasped for air, he was being twirled around by the man, laughing as he pulled the boy around like a ball on a string. Naruto was sent crashing through the burning houses, standing trees, gathered rubble and was held underneath the river for several seconds before he was smashed into the ground again.

      Hades smiled at the boy on the ground who tried to take a breath with his shaking form, blood dripping down his forehead and mouth. The experienced Mage decided to be merciful and end the boy’s suffering right then, considering it to be humane. He aimed his finger at a large rock over his shoulder and grasped it with Chain Magic. When the stone was caught, he then hefted it over his head and brought it down quickly, aiming for the blond’s injured form.

      Just as the boulder was about to crush Naruto, he lifted his left arm over his head and met the careening rock on its way down. Whether from the ground or by the boy’s own hand, the rock exploded and covered the area with dust. Hades called back his Chains and walked over to the unmoving form of the dirtied boy. He silently stood there as he looked down at the beaten child, smirking to himself as he couldn’t see any signs of breathing or movement from him.

      Suddenly, the boy jumped up and summoned one of his two signature swords, the broad one with the two-sided blade. He caught the man off guard as Hades looked at him surprised, watching as the boy unsheathed the Excalibur and aimed to cleave the man’s head in two. Naruto made the full swipe and caused the man to stumble slightly, hiding his face from the panting and sweaty child. Naruto waited and watched, focusing his blurry eyes on the man’s figure as he prayed that he got a decent hit on him.

      Hades stood back up properly, turning back around and looking at the boy. There was a thin cut from the bridge of his nose to the right top of his forehead. The bandages around his head were cut and limply hanging from around his skull. Naruto looked on in shock as the extent of his surprise attack was nothing more then a cut rag and enough blood to fill a quarter of a thimble.

      Hades calmly lifted his hand and wiped up the thin cut on his face, taking the slight loss of blood with him. He rubbed the red liquid in his fingers for a moment before chuckling a little and looking at the boy evenly. “That’s was quite a nice ambush you made. If I were anyone else my head would probably be rolling across the floor this very instant. But unfortunately for you, I can see everything.”

      Naruto just breathed out and held the Excalibur in both hands, aimed at the man standing calmly in front of him as he seemed to think through a tough decision. “But I feel like you deserve a reward for coming this far. I can’t let you go… he won’t join me…” Hades continued to think through his options before snapping his fingers like he had an epiphany.

      “I know.” Naruto watched patiently as the man grabbed the bandage wrapping around his head and started to slowly unwrap it. Naruto prepared to slash the geezer’s arms until he felt a strange presence start to appear around him. Naruto tried to keep his footing as the mysterious power continued to skyrocket, bypassing any power he could even imagine. Reaching almost to Kurama’s level of power. As Hades finished unwrapping the bandage from around his head, “Well, you should be honored child…”

      “You shall be the first to experience the power of the Devil’s Heart.”

    
    

    
      Inside the hallways of the stagnant airship, all of the dark guild members were running around frantically as they prepared for the ship to take off. All they needed was their master to return as soon as he finished off the child and they would be off.

      “Seriously man! Where the hell did that kid come from? He just popped up out of nowhere and and started kicking our asses!”

      “I don’t know! But hopefully Hades-sama will be able to take care of him!”

      “You don’t think he can?”

      “I can’t say! That kid is really tough and young and Master Hades is older than a mummy! So maybe he could—” before the guild member could continue his pessimistic sentence, a loud banging and whirring sound ran out through the ship.

      “What the hell is that?” Almost every member that could spare their time ran towards the source of that mysterious sound in their ship. When they came close, hundreds of members were trying to push their way up front to look inside the room with the eerie purple glow.

      Inside the room was a large container of liquid with a strange object inside of it. The silhouette was beating as the machinery it was hooked up to started to activate, creating a vast amount of power to build up in front of their eyes. The light shined even brighter, showing a plaque underneath the glass that showed the words; Grimoire Heart.

      “You were worrying about something? There’s your answer! Experiments and trials forms run by Brain-sama. Technology and operations ran by the best members of Tartaros. The best machinery and assessable forms of magic lacrima provided by Ivan-sama to create the most powerful magic system next to the council’s Etherion. And at the center of it all, our master’s own beating heart. The Devil Heart power system.”

      The members of the guild all laughed as their was absolutely no chance for the boy to escape alive now.

    
    

    
      Naruto was speechless. His mouth was agape as he tried to figure out his next plan of action. He tried to run, either at the man or away from him, but found that his legs had become useless. Frozen in fear at the sight before him.

      The old man was looking squarely at him, a coy smile on his face as he easily figured that the boy was immobilized. His beard and mustache were sharper and slightly floating from the excess of power. The right eye he had revealed to the boy was black with a glowing red center, aiming to gut the young Mage like a fish. But the most terrifying thing was the immense spike in the man’s already impressive magic. The longer he stood there, the colder and darker the power got, frightening the whiskered Mage like nothing he had experienced before.

      The man lifted the hand holding the used bandages and laughed, dropping them to the floor. “I could have shown you so much. The true existence and extent of what your magic could do. Power and strength that no one else could even begin to comprehend. And at the end of it all, a world made for us, where you could have changed everything for yourself. Oh well.”

      The man bent over and picked up a small rock by his foot. He juggled it in his hand as he looked at the boy fondly. “Do you know what this eye can grant me? What I can do in this world?” The boy tensed as the man held the stone firmly in his grasp. “Anything.”

      A strange black substance started to exude itself from the stone. It bent and changed form as it grew in size and stature. Naruto watched bewildered as the strange magic changed into an odd type of humanoid form. A creature that was bouncing around and was about as tall as Hades’ navel, only slightly taller then Naruto.

      Hades looked at the creature as if he made some type of mistake in the process. He then noticed that little blood drops were dripping at his feet. He lifted a hand to the demonic eye and touched it, pulling back to see that there was blood seeping out of his eye socket. “Tch, I should have known it was too soon to be using this for Demon Summoning. I can’t even do it right. Oh well. You.” The demon stopped playing with its nonexistent toes as he looked up at its new creator.

      “Kill him.”

      The demon looked away from Hades to the boy that held the sword out in front of him. Then it looked back at Hades. Then at Naruto. It continued this for a few seconds until it nodded its neck-less head and moved up to its feet. It looked at Naruto for several moments before disappearing in a blur.

      Before Naruto could even react, the demon barreled itself head first into the cloaked boy’s stomach. Naruto’s eyes widened as he spit up blood, flying back from the attack super fast as he hit a broken house. As Naruto tried to lift himself up, he was already being intercepted by the demon barraging his downed form with animalistic punches.

      Naruto guarded against as many punches as he could with his arms and swords. But even then, the demon’s barrage was seeping through and he would get punched in the face or gut every few moments. As Naruto tried to push the monster back, it seemed to focus on only destroying him by any means necessary.

      As the demon pulled back for another attack, Naruto took this chance to stab it clean through the head with Excalibur. The creature let out some type of painful shrieking noise as it took several steps back, long enough for Naruto to jump back to his feet and punch the creature across where its face was supposed to be. As the demon stumbled back, it got its balance back and slowly pulled the sword out of the hole in its face. It held the sword up in front of Naruto as it slowly bent and broke it.

      Naruto growled and ran forward, their fists crossed over each other as they continued to punch the other one into submission. When Naruto was hit with a cross jab, he returned it with back fist to its face. And when Naruto elbowed the creature over the head, it spun around and hit him where he was vulnerable in the chest. They continued this little back and forth punching for three minutes until Naruto found an opportunity he couldn’t miss.

      As the demon was pulling back for a wide hook, Naruto dug his fingers facing out into the open slit in its head. As the creature was stunned, Naruto pushed with all his strength to dig his other hand in right next to the first one. Hades watched with an intrigued eye as he saw the boy yell as loudly as he could as the demon screamed in agony. Naruto pushed with all of his enhanced strength and ripped the demon in two.

      The former Jinchūriki weapon breathed in deeply as he held the two separated pieces of the demon’s body in each hand. He slowly lifted his head and glared at Hades with cold and vicious eyes. Hades actually clapped at the boy’s efforts to fight against the summoned monster. Even if it was a low-class summoned demon, the boy ripped a demon in half! That deserved praise.

      “Very good. Very, very good. Perhaps I have misjudged you. Or… maybe it just took a stronger demon to kill a little one?”

      Naruto yelled as he crushed the halved demon body, returning it into pure magic as he ran forward at Hades, head-to-toe in Armor. As he ran as fast as he could, shortening the gap every second as he came close to the insanely powerful man, Hades lazily lifted his hand out from underneath his cape and pointed two fingers at Naruto. As Naruto was just over ten feet away from him, he channeled all of the Armor around his body into his left fist, planning to hit the man with all of his power.

      “Flying Gaun—”

      “Bang!”

      A small ball of magic left Hades’ finger tips at impossible speeds, hitting Naruto in his reformed arm and pushing it back. As the magic dispersed from around his hand, the boy was shocked as he stumbled from the change in power. Hades moved his fingers slightly and aimed again.

      “Bang!”

      This time, Naruto was hit in his kneecap, losing his speed and stumbling past the man he tried to attack. He spent a second gripping his leg in pain and checking for what had happened. He saw that there was a slight puncture wound and some blood dripping from where he was hit in the knee. The boy slowly looked over his shoulder at the man that did not even acknowledge his existence. He took a moment to breathe, then spun around to smash the back of the man’s head.

      “Bang!”

      Another bullet shot through his shoulder, causing the boy to scream in pain as he clutch his aching arm. He looked up to see the man had already turned around and shot him faster then he could turn to attack. Naruto put as much strength as he could into his—

      “Bang!”

      He fell to his knees again as he was hit in the stomach. He tried to lift himself off on his—

      “Bang!”

      He slipped from where his left arm was shot from below him. Every move or attack Naruto tried to make, the bearded master was already there with a bullet aiming where he was going. As Naruto sat on his knees looking up at the man, he aimed both his hands at the whiskered boy.

      “Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang, bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!”

      Naruto was hit across his entire body. His chest. His arms. His legs. His head. His feet. His stomach. His lungs. His hips. His knees. Anywhere that was visible was open to punishment from the old man’s magic. Naruto’s body flailed around violently on the floor as Hades continued to attack the boy relentlessly, laughing like a hyena as the boy screamed in bloody agony.

      Hades stopped the flow of magic in his fingers, taking a breath as he looked at his handy work. There were bloody spots and bruises all over the child’s young body. His clothes were filled with holes where the bullets pierced his form. The boy was breathing irregularly as he tried to move any part of his body, opening his half-lidded eyes as he watched the old man look down at him.

      “I’ve had my fun now boy. Now, I shall give you a choice of how you wish to end this. I could snap your neck and make it quick? Or… You can keep fighting this useless battle and we can see you try to cling to the last little shred of your life? Your choice?”

      Naruto gripped the dirt underneath his hand as he tried to pull himself up. He then looked towards the forest and pushed off with his left hand, getting enough air to stumble before weakly running into the fire scarred forest. Hades sighed tiredly as he rubbed the bridge of his nose, shaking his head before chuckling lightly. He had to admit it…

      This child was actually kind of fun.

      Hades watched silently, letting the cold air from around the town blow his cape around as he waited for a sign of the boy’s struggle. The flickering of one side of the forest still burning as some smoke rose up in the sky. He waited patiently until he heard a swishing sound in his ear. He turned around to intercept the attack until he felt a pebble touch his head.

      Hades felt rocks continue to hit his blind spots as the boy hid in the shadows of the burnt trees. He was using his cloak as a cover in the blackened wood as he tried to divert the wizened man’s attention as he looked for an opportunity. It was actually quite impressive. Like a hunter trying to slow down his prey, waiting for the right moment to end this.

      Hades breathed in silently, waiting for the moment that the blond menace would reveal himself. Hades quietly moved his index finger in a formation, a stream of black magic following wherever he told it to. When Hades noticed a flurry in the shadows of the fire, he pointed his in that direction and said quietly…

      “Amaterasu: Formula 25”

      In an instant, Naruto was surrounded by black and purple runes covering his entire field of vision. The symbols were rotating around him like planets to the sun. He could find no way to escape the massive area of effect around him so he did what he had done best.

      Braced himself.

      *BOOM*

    
    

    
      From a spot several miles away from the destroyed city and dark guild ship, a woman was quietly looking through the trees and bushes for the plants she was searching for. She usually didn’t have to supply herself with so much, but ever since that pink and black-haired brats joined, that red-haired brat was sending them packing to her home almost every other day. And especially after some stupid incident involving cake and a new brat joining the guild when she had to heal every single person for some stupid injuries.

      Needless to say, it was definitely not worth it to come unprepared.

      She suddenly felt a low rumble pass through her section of the forest, scaring the deers and birds around her to run away. She jumped up and calmed the horse carrying her carriage with an apple from her pocket, petting its mane and settling its worry.

      She looked up into the sky, seeing a cloud of dust and smoke rise up in the distance. She decided that she needed to get moving, before this commotion came her way.

    
    

    
      A massive blast of magic and air shook the very ground around him. The resulting wave of power caused the trees to bend and break, extinguishing the fires that were once burning. The ship creaked from the force of the blast and the river rippled and crashed.

      Several members of the dark guild ran down the steps from the ship, looking out at the commotion outside. They all saw Hades standing there calmly as the wind pressure caused his cape to flap madly. The men all covered there eyes as to keep themselves steady from the air pressure. “Master Hades, wh-what’s going on?”

      “Don’t worry. This battle is over.” The cloud of smoke finally dispersed as they all saw a massive blast radius shown clearly by the amount of broken trees and burnt wood around the center. At the edge of the effect area, a motionless body laid on his face, unfazed by what was happening around him. His cloak and shirt were gone, burnt and blasted away from the sheer force of the blast. His boots were only ripped rags on his feet as his long pants were reduced to burnt shorts. His skin was smoking and red from the intensity of the attack.

      The guild members all looked on in shock as they saw the boy they had such a difficult time dealing with so easily killed by their guild master. The men all looked between each other and laughed, taking this chance to rough up the remains of the bastard child. They started heading his way with their weapons at the ready.

      “Wait.”

      The men stopped at the command from their leader as he had no change in his expression. “He is still alive.” All of the lesser wizards gaped in shock at his proclamation as they looked at the body of the blond beaten boy. Although very subtle, and almost completely unnoticeable, they could see very tiny movements in his chest as he took very faint breathes. His eyes were closed and he couldn’t even hear anything correctly, a ringing running through his head.

      “Most people would have died already you know. Hell, they would have given up after the demon started his charge. But no, you powered through. You sent as much of that strengthening magic through your body at the last possible second and used that reformation arm as a vanguard against the attack. But even then, it wasn’t enough to protect you.” To Naruto, all of his words were nothing more then dribble. Faints sounds he couldn’t recognize as he slipped further and further into the darkness awaiting him. “I would be surprised, but to be honest I’ve come to expect this of you. After all, you were the boy who almost ruined everything for me in the tower. Oh well, I suppose I should let my men extract their pound of flesh before they get antsy.”

      Even in his exhausted state; even as his body was bleeding and burnt and he couldn’t tell what was happening around him, he could tell one thing. He could recognize a word in all of the mindless gibberish the man was speaking. Just one.

      Tower.

      “W-wait.” Hades could hear that faint, almost non-existent plea even in the slow wind around him, he looked on in pure shock as the boy tried to lift himself up on his hands. As he tried, they wobbled from their inability to support his own weight and he threw up a large quantity of spit and blood. He fell back down as he tried to at least lift up his head, to look at the man who outclassed him in power.

      “Y-you s-sa-said tower. Wh-what do you know about the tower?” His eyes were half-lidded and blood was dripping down his face, streams of it building up under his damaged body. Hades only looked at him evenly as he was asked the question. “Who are you?”

      “Years ago, I found a cult secluded in the deepest depths of the mountains, praying to a dead god. They worshipped and idolized him, willing to sacrifice blood and flesh to please his offerings. I told them of a place they could go to fulfill a dream, to awaken this god from his death bed and bring upon his new reign.” Naruto actually listened as intently as he could, slowly realizing where the familiar story was going. “They would only have to follow my instructions and their reasons for living would be complete. They would have to gather hundreds of workers and sacrifices to give to fulfill the requirements, but then their job would be complete. That is the tower I helped build.”

      “My name is Hades. Master of the Grimoire Heart Guild. Creator of the Balam Alliance. And I shall herald the new Grand Magical World, led by the Great Zeref.”

      Naruto was horrified by this news. The man in front of him. This-this man that had beaten him to a bloodied and broken pulp, was the man who made the tower. The place that he had slaved in for god knows how many days. Where every night people put themselves to sleep by crying. Where the only better option to take was to slit your wrists or throat and hope that you were never found. Spewing the same ‘holy death god’ shit that those bastards in the tower got off on.

      Naruto shook in place as anger and pain and melancholy and remorse built up inside of him. “Why?” He got hades attention as with a renewed vigor, Naruto yelled out to him. “Why would you aim for something like that? Making a tower that killed more then it could save? I watched people die everyday, some taking their own lives just to end the misery! And watched my friends cry for freedom everyday, pasting smiles on our faces to survive and push on! The bodies of the fallen, the runners, piled up like sacks of clothes and meat! I saw that everyday!”

      “Why would you do it? Why would you put us through so much just to fulfill a pointless goal? The lives of everyone that gave themselves at that tower! The slaves! The cult! My friends! Their families! What do they mean to you?!”

      “Nothing. They were necessary.” Naruto stared deflated at the simple and quick answer he had received from the stoic man. “They couldn’t fight for themselves so I doubt they would have been much use. If they weren’t able to fight off those foolish cult members, then they weren’t ready for the magic world I was making. The tower wasn’t going to work in the end anyway, so anyone that was lost in the process was just a necessary sacrifice for the future.”

      Naruto looked at the man in horror at the cold and calculated meaning of his words. All those people, all those men and women he worked with. The lives that were ruined and affected in the process. Rob-jichan lost an arm. Jellal had gone insane. Wally and Simon were separated from their families, crying everyday for their safety. Shō and Milli-chan were never going to be the same, traumatized with pain and dath since such a young age. Erza… she lost her parents… Kazuya and Erika died trying to fight a way to freedom for her. And he just said…

      It. Was. Necessary.

      “I suppose I should give them thanks for their efforts and work in helping me come this far. Perhaps I shall incorporate their lives in the magical world when I—”

      *SMAAAAASSSHHHHHH*

      Hades actually lost his footing at the massive earthquake that took over the town area. The ship rumbled and the houses fell apart at the earth saddled underneath them. The guild members were all shaking in fear as Hades turned around, looking at the cause of the earth shattering force.

      The boy had punched the ground. With his left fist, he punched the ground. And from that punch, a crater that match the Amaterasu attack was formed underneath the cracked dirt and stone. The boy was on a knee, his body still badly injured but forgotten at the moment. His eyes shadowed as his teeth were mashed together so hard it added to the blood coming out of his mouth.

      “They were necessary? All those lives? Those people? Their families? The cries of desperations and sorrow? Their last attempts for freedom and to contact their lost loved ones? Their last chances to fight for their lives and they were necessary? NECESSARY!”

      He lifted his head and gave Hades the eyes of a killer beast. The eyes that he was forced to use when Danzō made him kill for sport. The eyes drenched in tears of sorrow and regret for the dead.

      “I’LL KILL YOU! I’LL FUCKING KILL YOU!”

      The ground underneath his feet splintered as he jumped straight at the old man, screaming a cry for blood as he soared as fast as possible. When he came close, he spun in the air several times and hooked his left fist around Hades’ already prepared outside block. Hades actually winced as the power behind the strike was so much more impressive that his arm was actually shaking.

      Naruto then sent a wave of attacks at the man as he aimed to rip the old bastard’s throat out. An elbow strike from the side. A straight jab feinting into a left hook. A tornado kick that lead to a drooping axe kick. Naruto’s body was tolling and the power behind them was growing weaker. But despite his injuries, the boy’s attacks were becoming faster and smoother, making it more difficult for Hades to block, even if only by a small fraction.

      Hades pushed the boy off his arm and sent him skidding a few feet, the boy growling in anger as tears fell unhindered down his face. Hades pointed his finger at the boy as he attempted another dive at him, pulling his left fist as far back as he could to strike. As the magic built up in his fingertips, Naruto changed the direction of his attack and destroyed the ground underneath them.

      The floor was destroyed and splintered, dust and smoke covering all of Hades’ senses. He chuckled a little at the boy’s clever but desperate attempt to score a hit. He kept turning around, hearing feet rush past behind him. As Hades waited for a moment to find his bearings, he heard a rustle behind him.

      He pointed his finger at the ground, where a sudden shadow was closing in on his lower body. He released the pent up attack and vaporized the object. It turned out to be a rock as the stone exploded into hundreds of tinier pebbles. Hades smiled as he had already predicted this outcome. He looked over his head where a human shadow was creeping up on him, ready to pounce down and tear him to shreds. With his other hand, he aimed at the falling figure and unleashed his next attack. The blast exploded out the man’s other side as a spray of flesh and bone was left with a massive gaping hole. Bullseye.

      Hades’ eyes widened when the figure came into focus. It was his guild member that was asking him questions throughout the entire fight, he was already dead as his bloodied corpse came closer and closer to falling on him, with no remorse, he smacked the body away with both his hands.

      And then he realized what was happening. He saw it coming towards him. As he pushed the dead subordinate out of the way, the boy was coming straight at him. Using the corpse as a distraction to surprise the old Mage. Hades pulled his hands back, trying to put them in front of his face to protect himself. But just as his arms were close to coming together, the metal arms broke through the open gap and headed straight for his face.

      “Uggghhhh!” Hades yelled through shut teeth as the boy’s demon enhanced hand dug three fingers into his right eye, clawing out the trump card he had worked years to create. From inside the ship, the heart malfunctioned and short-circuited due to the connecting apparatus being destroyed.

      Naruto yelled as he tried to dig his hand even further into the man’s eye until he pulled down; leaving three long, deep and bloody gashes down the right side of his face. As Hades was falling back, Naruto took the midair opportunity to grab him by the collar and punch him as hard as he could with his Armored right fist.

      Hades flew out of the dust cloud, hitting the side of his aircraft and sliding down until his feet his land. The old man braced himself on the side of the ship as he covered the bloody open right socket of his former eye. He couldn’t even feel a trace of the magical power from the eye or the heart. He became angry and unsettled, vowing that the moment the boy came ou—

      “HA!”

      Hades was caught off guard as Naruto bursted out of the dust, digging his left hand through the skin and into the older mage’s stomach. Hades spewed blood as the force from the attack cratered and cracked the hull of the ship behind him. With a ferocious anger, he pulled the blood soaked hand out of the gaping hole in his stomach and started to unleash a massive flurry of fast and tough punches into the area surrounding the wound. The hull continued to crack as Hades grunted in pain every time the punches connected with a loud thud. After some time, Naruto started to work his way up, cracking and shattering the lower half of the man’s ribs as he tried to make the man suffer as worse as possible.

      Hades tried to retaliate, throwing out a fast fist to knock the boy back but found the boy had evaded him. Not only that, as Hades’ arm was out in front of him, Naruto gripped the wrist of hand tightly and connected his feet into the elder man’s face. Pushing him through the weakened metal of the ship’s hull and pulling out the arm from its socket.

      The ship trembled from the force of the attack as the members inside the ship stumbled and fell over. In the main hall of the interior of the ship, Hades was lying on the ground covered by the ships rubble. He lifted himself up, trying to ignore the pain in his abdominal area and the blurry vision he had from his loss of blood. As he looked up, he saw the boy flying at him, a samurai sword in his hand and his eyes whitened by an intense fury.

      Naruto stabbed Kusanagi through the artery of Hades’ right arm, pinning him to the ground as the wound bled out. As Hades screamed in pain, Naruto pinned his body to the ground with his knees on either side of the man’s body. He then pulled back and smashed the man’s face in with his left fist, silencing the man’s screams and cratering the wooden floor.

      As Hades gasped for breath, Naruto punched him again with his other fist. And then he started to alternate as he created a barrage of fast strikes into the man’s face, piercing loud thuds created every time he hit. Hades’ body was twitching as Naruto screamed as loudly as possible to punish the old man. The skin of his fist peeling off as it was covered in his and Hades’ blood.

      From the cat-walks, the Grimoire members pooled out and watched in horror as the boy tried to beat the man to death with his bare hands. They all issued an order and unleashed a combination of their magic attacks, destroying the planks around him and some blasts connecting to the boy’s back.

      Naruto didn’t care anymore. He didn’t care if he came out of this alive or dead. If he was hit, it didn’t matter. If he was tortured, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he was close to killing this man beneath him. And he was going to make him suffer.

      As Naruto continued to dig his fists into the breaking bone of the man’s skull, Hades tried to think through his options. He was toying with this child, like a lion with his lunch. And he was so close to dying, just a single concentrated attack and he would have ended that boy’s existence. And in an instant, it all turned around.

      His eye was gone. His ship was broken. And now he was being pummeled to death by a raging child that couldn’t control his temper. And when he looked through the flurry of punches, he saw the image of a demon. A demon worried only of making his head a pink slurry underneath his might. And he had to say, this view was…

      Unbelievable.

      Hades concentrated and estimated the amount of magic in his body and how much power he could put into his attack. He then felt about how much damage his body could take if he used his attack. But with his choices, it was either that or continue with the feeling of his cartilage being crushed with every hit. And anything less would probably not stop the boy.

      Hades moved his fingers in a pattern and summoned what remained of his magical power. A familiar set of black and purple runes appeared around the two of them as Naruto seemed to have enough presence of mind to notice the larger circle of affect center around them. Underneath all of the blood, broken jaws and cheek bones, bloodied eyes and shattered teeth, Hades smiled.

      “Amaterasu: Formula 50”

      The airship’s hull exploded in all directions as the magical circle expanded in the center of the ship. An even more powerful shockwave was unleashed across the landscape as the trees sure downing the ship all fell over from the force. In the nearby river, several planks of wood and steel fell into its depths, along with a body that floated downstream.

      The Heart members all coughed and tried to peer through the dust, trying to find any other members of their guild. Dozens of men all went to the ground level, trying to find any sign if their master who had sacrificed himself to kill the child. At the center of the blast radius, the members of the guild all cringed in shock. Hades was lying on his back, his clothes completely destroyed and burnt to a crisp. His skin was fried and smoking as the sword that was in his arm had melted due to the extreme power of the attack. His face was swollen and deformed, blood dripping down his mouth and shattered nose. The open wound on his stomach was burnt shut but the blood was still covering his lower body.

      “Gawk!”

      The guild members all sighed in relief when they heard the motionless body cough up some blood. Despite his severely damaged body, he was still tough enough to fight through and survive this. As the members of the dark guild all started to prepare a medical ward for their master, they tried to keep him calm during his time of shock. “Master, you’ll be alright. We’ll call Ulter-sama and get her to come and fix the ship. And you’ll be better than ever when were done healing you.”

      “Gawk… ugh… uhehehe… hehehehe…”

      The people scurrying around the beaten guild master all stopped as they heard him do something like chuckle as he lied there covered in blood and bruises. “Master?”

      “Hehehehe… eheheheheheh… Khahahahahaha… AHAHAHA HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAH!” All of them watched as their master seemed to break down, laughing like a maniac as the medics came to take him to intensive care.

    
    

    
      The pink-haired old woman walked along the riverbank, picking the special herbs that she knew only grew in this edge of the forest. She admired the sounds of the peaceful nature and roaming wildlife around her. No annoying brats. No stupid old friends who saved her life. No more rumbling in the distance with smoke flying up.

      She could get used to this. Maybe she could move in here. See how those little punks would annoy her then.

      As she was admiring the clear waters, she noticed a change in the tinting of the water’s color. She stood up and stepped inside, running her hand through the middle of the strange phenomenon. As she brought her hand down to cup some of it, she realized that it was a flow of blood. She followed it upstream as the flow seemed to gradually increase the further in she went.

      When she finally arrived, she looked on in shock. A naked blond boy with a metal prosthetic had his arm wrapped around a log as his grotesque wounds bled out into the water.

      Great. More trouble.

    
    

    
      Done

      To those who have been reading my story and patiently waiting for you know what… thank you. There is one more chapter for April, and I’ve got to make it count.

      ReadxReview

      Thank you and bye

      Next Chapter: Welcome Home

      

    
  




    11. Welcome Home

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 11: Welcome Home

      Disclaimer: Oh a man can dream though. A man can dream.

      350+ reviews, 800+ followers, 700+ favorites and 100,000 views. I can say nothing more than you guys just kick major ass.

      And now, I hope to satisfy the last of your wishes with this last chapter. If its good, I couldn’t be happier! If it sucks, meh, live with it. Also, never going to be this long in a while. P.S. Kur0Kishi original idea, so that explains first action.

      And also, I will be utilizing stuff mostly from the anime into this chapter. If you only read the manga, you might have to watch the episode to get some context. If you refuse to… well I guess that’s just SOL, huh?

    
    

    
      May X778

      The birds sang out a beautiful melody as the sun was rising up over the seaside town. The dew slowly dripped off the leaves of the tree as the baby birds chirped for their mother. It was a fresh early morning in the late of Spring as the noise from the animals in the tree outside her window slowly woke the girl up.

      From inside the female dorm, the young scarlet-haired girl slowly opened her eyes as the morning sunlight peaked out through the trees, the curtains and into her face. The 13-year old lifted herself up from her little bed at the edge of her room as she yawned cutely from waking up so early. She wiped her eyes and stood up from her bed, making sure to avoid all of the stray weapons and armor that were laid out on the floor around her.

      Erza went to her bathroom and started to fix up her messy back-long hair and take off her simple pajamas. As she stood naked in her dorm room, she breathed out and was engulfed in a bright light that covered her entire frame. When the light dispersed a moment later, she was dressed in her usual armor outfit. A simple armor plate that covered her torso and a white skirt that covered her knees that were followed by brown heeled shoes that gave her an extra inch of height.

      She walked over to the mirror in her personal bathroom as she looked at herself. She took a length of her hair and started to braid it down to her back. As she did, she found it much more difficult to do by herself then when she had Hilda-obaachan help her with it.

      Erza then stopped the looping of her hair as she was hit with a phantom feeling of the melancholy she was trying to overcome over the past few weeks. When she found the overturn horse carriage, all the young armored Mage could do was cry her eye out. And when the news reached the rest of the dorm occupants, all they could do was cry at the loss of someone so important and essential to their lives.

      They had tried to move on from the painful loss but found it was so much harder then any of them could imagine. Master Makarov had helped them through it, saying that she was a wonderful woman who had treated the girls of Fairy Tail like her own children. That she was a lady that would be loved and remembered for the rest of their days in Fairy Tail. And that she would never truly be gone as long as they remembered the love and kindness that she had given them over the years.

      But Erza still found it hard, feeling so lost and hurt from the tragedy. How could someone so important to her life, who she was talking to just the night before about what she would be like when she grew up, be gone in just a day? It was heart-breaking. Erza was still very disheartened about it even now. But she was able to relieve some of the pain through talking it out with someone who would listen.

      Surprisingly enough, that someone was Mirajane!

      After a week had passed and Erza was still a little out of it, some of the other guild members were worried about her. She didn’t even know she was causing this worry among her friends. If she actually knew she would have tried to repress some of the pain and cover it up with a smile. But before she could even react, Mirajane marched right up to her. Slapped her across the face. And then stood there with her hands on her hips.

      Everyone in the guild was shocked and horrified. Everybody, even Master, was already ducking undercover as the red-head turned her surprised face up to look at the demon girl. And even through they didn’t actually say anything there, she immediately knew what it was that Mirajane was trying to convey onto her. That she couldn’t sit there regretting what had happened and that she had to start living her life like Obaa-chan would want her too. And Erza nodded and had a small smile on her face to show she understood. Which was returned by an enthusiastic Mira.

      Of course to keep up appearances they had to have a brawl and destroy half of the guild. Hey, you can’t have people think they can smack you across the face and you wouldn’t react by smacking them back. Afterwords, while the rest of the guild put things back together, the girls had a quick talk about the subject. In which Mirajane told Erza the exact same words she had said to her a few weeks prior after their first fight.

      Erza finished her braiding as she looked in the mirror and smiled to herself. She had to start bucking up again. She wasn’t supposed to be the type that sits their regretting for the rest of her life. She had to stand back up and start where she left off. If that meant accepting requests, eating cake and beating up Gray and Natsu, then so be it.

      The red-head walked out of the restroom and looked outside to the tree in front of her window. She watched silently as the birds that flocked in the nest in the tree flapped their wings. They flew off and into the bright, blue skies. She smiled as she decided that she had to do the same thing.

    
    

    
      Deep inside the East Forest besides Magnolia, a tall woman with pink hair done up in a bun was cleaning the area in front of a large tree with her broom. As she continued to tidy up the ‘yard’ in front of her home, the Medicinal Advisor of Fairy Tail looked up to the bright, cloudy sky of the early morning new day.

      This was one of the reasons that she loved the isolation of forest in this world the most. There was no hustle n’ bustle of the city so she didn’t have to worry about people bothering her. The only worry she ever actually had was whether or not she had fed the deer today. That… and when more of Makarov’s idiot kids get themselves hurt fighting for absolutely no reason but to fight.

      She guessed that was one of the reasons why she was still here. After all the years she spent at Fairy Tail after they took her in when she first came to this world, she must have felt obligated to help the people who needed her. Every time Makarov or Rob got themselves hurt fighting, she was the one that had the expertise to fix them up. It must of been a feeling she got deep down when she knew that they had resorted to fighting to solve their problems.

      Especially after what happened to Hashirama-San and his group. She knew what it was like to come to a world so similar to hers and yet so different in so many ways. Having to adapt to the styles and culture of a world that was finding it hard to accept you. She had to wonder how many years it had been since someone called her by her true name?

      She had hoped the best for the powerful ninja and his followers on their quest to find a way home. Knowing that even though she was stuck here, that didn’t mean that they should be too.

      So she was crestfallen when the news of the Tonewa tragedy had reached across the nation. This was what fighting had lead to. Because of an escaping tag and a need to prove oneself, hundreds of people suffered and died. And not only the innocent civilians but Hashirama, Yukiha and everyone else were never heard of again. She hate fighting. She truly hated it. All it ever did was lead to more pain.

      After that idiot Makarov was acknowledged as the next guild master, she knew that there was going to be even more pain in the future. And she knew that she might have been the only one who could help the next generation stand back up on their feet. So even now, despite all her nagging and rattling on humans and their need to solve everything with violence. She knew that she was a human who couldn’t leave a person to suffer if it was in her power to help them.

      Which lead to her next pain in the butt.

      Porlyusica walked back towards her hollowed tree home as she placed the broom down by the steps. She walked up the stairs and opened the door as she walked back into her home. The elderly medic went over to her work station as she started to break apart the herbs and make them into her potions. As she messed with a flask full of a synthetic magical potion used to heal certain ailments, she caught a reflection of her current patient.

      Lying in the only bed that occupied the large room was a blond boy with whiskers-like markings going down his cheeks. The boy was peacefully resting underneath the sheets as the sunlight was washed over the bed. Despite the resting blond’s face, beneath the sheets his body was still covered in fresh bandages and healing medicine to accelerate the process.

      The old doctor could only say that this was more trouble then it was worth.

    
    

    
      “Nehhhh~ Porlyusica, why did we have to come out here again?” The leader of the three person group looked behind her at the whining midget and disgruntled ace of the guild. “I just got back from the guild master meeting and I wanted to get a drink.”

      “Quit complaining you idiot. It’s because of what you told me after the meeting that makes this so urgent.” The tall old woman pushed a branch out of her way as she continued down the usual path to her house. As she carefully tried to maneuver her way through the pristine condition of the environment, Gildarts just walked casually and destroyed anything in his way with Crash.

      The tallest member of the three looked down at the smallest member. “Hey old man, what exactly did you tell her that’s got her panties all up in a—” Porlyusica glared over her shoulder at the younger wizard as the two men fl chef and shook in fright. “I-I mean what did you say that has got Prolyusica-San all worried about?” Makarov rubbed his chin as he tried to think about what it was that spurred on this sudden journey to her tree house.

      “Weeeeellllllll, when I came back she told me there was something I really had to see. And when I told her that I was supposed to be looking for someone the council had put out a report on, she said it was very important.”

      “What was the report about?”

      “Ah, it was something stupid about a kid that they were looking for.” Makarov yawned as they neared the house made out of the hollow tree. “Apparently, some young man had challenged and beaten a division squad of Damnation! And now the council has ordered that all guild masters be on the look out for this kid. Of course, that man Jose had decided that only the 1# guild should report this case in and promised that he would deliver the boy, Dead or Alive.”

      “Wow? He must have some serious issues?” Makarov chuckled and nodded as Gildarts whistled in surprise. “Man, a little kid actually took down a team from Damnation! That’s amazing! I’d love to meet the little bastard who could do something like that to those assholes!” The ace of the guild laughed loudly as he was accompanied by Makarov’s laugh as well.

      “Yeah! I’d love to share a drink with him!”

      “He-hey, maybe Obaa-chan is leading you to her house to show you where she had already captured him!” Both of the men laughed until their sides hurt as they reached the open door of the medical advisor’s house.

      “Ahahahaha, that would be the day!” The two men wiped some tears building up in the side of their eyes as they walked in. They immediately went stoned face when they saw a bandaged up body resting in the bed in front of them. Several tense moments passed as the only sound that could be heard was the crickets outside scrapping their legs.

      “Ahhhhhhhhh! She did it! She killed someone! Hide me! Hide me!” Gildrats ran outside and jumped off the stairs as he knew that the woman did not care for all the times he ruined her house just by walking inside.

      “Porlyusica-chan! What have you done? Did he eat your apples or something? Oh My God you’ve snapped! Run! Run from the crazy woman!”

      “SHUT UP YOU IDIOTS AND LISTEN!” The men stopped their momentary break down as they held each other and cowered in fear of her wrath. Her veins were throbbing as she took a calming breath and walked over to the injured form of the boy. “Makarov, you said that the person they were looking for was a blond boy with whiskers and a prosthetic arm, right?” The shirt master stopped playing the fool and looked at the woman in surprise at where she was leading the conversation.

      As the two men walked over to the bed, Porlyusica softly pulled the bright yellow hair upon the young boy’s head. She then pulled back the sheets and revealed the fully formed metal arm that was attached to the left side of the child’s bandaged torso. And on closer inspection, you could clearly see the three black lines across each his cheeks. “This is him, yes?”

      Makarov kept a stern face as he looked up at his old friend and nodded. Gildarts stood there silently and looked over the boy who was covered from head-to-toe with new bandages. His chest was barely moving as the young boy was taking very small breaths of air. The stress and pain on the boy’s face was still evident as there seemed to be some droplets of sweat building up on his brow. “What’s wrong with him?”

      Porlyusica knelt down and soaked a small towel in her hand as she wiped the boy’s face clean with it. “He had 7 cracked ribs and 5 broken ones. Torn muscle fibers throughout his entire chest. Fractures across the bones in his arms and legs that would cause anyone to fall down and cry in pain. He has torn ligaments and his ankles were sprained enough to tear his muscles up. The skin and bone structure in his fists were broken so bad a splint was going all the way down his forearm. Plus he had some internal bleeding and severe trauma to the head, limbs, lungs and sternum. He also had multiple burns across his whole body, most likely induced by some magical means. So in short, he is pretty messed up.”

      Makarov looked over the boy as he couldn’t help but feel sorry for the young child. No one this young should experience have to be hurt so badly. “Where did you find him?”

      “It was in the forest near Yarrow after the attack from that dark guild.” The older men looked shocked at her theory as the child seemed to calm down at the touch of the cold compress in her hand. “I didn’t even know there was an attack going on as I was gathering up some medical herbs to make more potions. When I was close to finishing, I just found this kid stuck to a log floating down the river. He was lucky I was there to give him immediate first aid… or else…” She shook her head to show how lucky the boy was for her to be there when she was. “I’ve had to be careful transporting his body here or else he might have been in critical condition.

      “Soooo, are you saying he was a part of that Grimoire guild and he just got caught up in the blast?”

      “Maybe. But I cannot be certain until he actually wakes up and I can ask him.”

      “How long has he been asleep?”

      “A few days now. I’ve tried to wake him up but he isn’t responding. Just a moan every few hours and a nervous sweat like that.” She cleaned the sweat covered rag as the two men stood there, contemplating the next suitable course of action.

      “So old man, are you going to report this to the council? Tell them you’ve got the guy they’re so anxious to meet?”

      Makarov had his head tilted as he was thinking through the options at hand. “Well, I suppose we need to wait until we can interrogate him ourselves. See if he really is a threat or if the council just got some bad information. I won’t think a kid like this did something as bad as that until I hear him say it with his own lips. Until then, we should keep him here. Away from everybody else.” Gildarts nodded as he agreed with his Master’s decision on the boy’s condition.

      “There is something else you need to know.” Makarov looked over at the pink-haired woman as she bent over the boy’s head. She put her hand on his face and pulled back his eyelids with her thumbs. Makarov walked over to his side and looked at the boy’s eyes. He kept silent and calm betraying the slight surprise he had in his eyes at seeing the boy’s coloring. “Blue and Brown.”

      “The same as that armor girl you brought in last year. So she may have something to do with this after all.”

      “Armor girl? You mean Erza? What does Erza have to do with this?”

      “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later Gildarts.” The tiny Wizard Saint look over at Porlyusica. “What do you think we should do?”

      “I’ll keep him here until he wakes up. When he does, I’ll see if I can find anything out about what he was doing. If he was a part of that guild, I’ll try to sedate him so you can turn him into the knights.”

      “It could be dangerous.”

      “I don’t care. It my duty to make sure he pulls through these injuries and wakes up. And I can’t do that if he is in a cell.” Makarov smiled at her as she stayed completely serious with her promise. And behind them, Gildarts was completely lost.

    
    

    
      That had been about a month ago. Since then, most of the boy’s injuries had healed up and faded. His muscles would still be undoubtedly sore from all of the exhaustion and physical treatment, which was why he was still unconscious now. And there would still be a new scar or two to add to the boy’s collection on his body. But nothing that would affect him in the long run.

      But she had to say that it was becoming tiresome to hide this boy from everyone else. Makarov made it easier by asking the kids to be more careful on the requests they go out on. But she didn’t have much faith that those little brats wouldn’t get themselves hurt doing something stupid. She just wasn’t that lucky.

      The old woman sighed as she continued to work with the chemicals in front of her. Whatever the case would be, she would be here to make sure that the child would stay calm when he woke up. And if he really was part of that dark guild, then she would have to make sure that he didn’t make his way into the town. No matter what the cost.

      Unseen by the woman as she continued to make new remedies and medicine, there was a stirring in the sheets of the bed behind her. And a flicker of blue and brown light from behind slowly opening eyes.

    
    

    
      Erza was looking at the request board impatiently as she tapped her foot on the wooden floor. She had her arms crossed as she couldn’t decide which of the crummy jobs in front of her were acceptable to take. Usually, she wasn’t too picky about the type of job she accepted, but these really didn’t look like they were worth the effort.

      Finding some strange plants for a ‘certain experiment’. Destroying a rock that was in the way of a river flow. Maids wanted, full bodied women preferred.

      She didn’t know why, but she felt like she wouldn’t be accepted for that last job. And that kinda pissed her off.

      The only job on the entire board that she would actually accept was the worker job back at Parker-San’s place of business. It didn’t actually require her to use her magic or anything, just to do some heavy-lifting. But since it wasn’t a job that actually needed the help of a Mage, it didn’t pay very well. Of course, the man himself was really quite kind, despite his rather rough exterior. The first time she took the job was when he told her that Naruto was still alive and had come to the mainland. And since then, she would come over every few months to see him and help him with his place of business.

      But she didn’t feel like traveling all the way to Hargeon today, so she just let out an annoyed breath and turned around. “What’s wrong Erza? Nothing good to be had?” Erza looked over to see her old master looking at her with a raised eyebrow.

      “Nope. I don’t think I’ll be going on a request for today. I might just stay here and have a day off.” Her master raised his mug and cheered to that as he gulped down a quarter of the beverage in a few moments. Erza chuckled as she started walking over to the table with her mid-day snack, hoping to finish it off before grabbing another piece.

      The armor clad girl looked down at the empty plate. She stood there silently as the other mages around her just seemed to have fun. Not knowing that she had just had another piece of her favorite strawberry cake taken away from her. Why? Why did everybody have to take her cake? Was it funny? Did they want a piece?

      She looked to the only other people at her table. Natsu and Gray as they were glaring at each other and promising to punish the other one for absolutely no reason. Ohhhhhhh, it’s time for some payback. “Oh boys, can I have a word please?” The two boys stopped their arguing and looked towards the older girl.

      “Huh? What’s up Erza? Finally coming to challenge me right?”

      “Are you stupid charcoal brains! She obviously came to get a beating from me!”

      “Whatever you say guys. But let’s go outside okay?” The two boys jumped out of their seats and followed the red head girl as she calmly walked outside. From her place at the other table, Mirajane laughed coyly as she licked her fingers clean of the stolen cake’s frosting. Across from her, her younger siblings were shaking their heads at her trying to engage a fight with the other girl Mage.

      But outside the guild building, a bright shining light appeared for an instant before fading again. And in its place were the forms of five people. Well, two women, two men and a cat with wings.

    
    

    
      Porlyusica finished her chemical mixing as she poured it into a separate flask for it to settle. She was actually showing a faint, almost minuscule smile as she lost herself creating the new elixirs. She then noticed that a small gust of wind was pushing in some cold air into the housing. She looked over her shoulder and saw that the door to her room was slightly agape. She sighed as she got to her feet and walked over to the door to close it so she could—

      Wait! Open! When did it—

      She turned around quickly to see that the bed was empty and its sheets were thrown over lazily. She looked around the entire room as she tried to find the boy that had awoken in her home nowhere in sight. She dashed over to her workstation and picked up a potion for fast-acting sedation.

      She slowly creeped out of her house and gently walked down the steps, trying to make no sudden movements or noises. She had to find the boy before he reached the town and caused any trouble. If he found out that Fairy Tail was inadvertently holding him here, who knows what he would do to retaliate. As she reached the bottom of the staircase, she grabbed hold of the broom she was using earlier and used it as a make-shift weapon. Looking all around her, trying to find the young blond boy.

      “Euahhhhhhh~.” The woman heard a strange noise come from her left side. She turned around to see only the trees and forest.

      “Uehhhhhhhhhh~.” Porlyusica could make the strange noise out as some kind of moan of pain or exhaustion. She walked forward towards the noise, still on her guard as to make sure that she wouldn’t be taken by surprise. The noise continued to ring out through her ears as it was soon followed by a rush of what sounded like water.

      She suddenly heard the noise clearer then before and could distinguish where it was occurring. She kept to the side of her house as she scaled alongside the bark, trying to keep as unnoticeable as possible until the last moment. She jumped out if her hiding spot to see what was happening.

      There he was. Her blond patient of the last month. Standing there with a few bandages on his arm and chest. With his grey pants lowered to his thighs as he urinated on her tree house.

      “Awwwwwwww~ so much better.” The boy moaned as he continued to relieve himself on the stump of the tree he found himself in. He finished and shook himself clean as he realized that there was a feeling of being watched at his side. He turned his head to see a wrinkly old woman standing there with her jaw wide open and a broom in her hand. She had her pink hair up in a bun held up with a crescent pin and was wearing a long red cape. “Hello.”

      “DON’T JUST SAY HELLO TO ME YOU LITTLE BRAT! AND STOP PEEING ON MY HOUSE THIS INSTANT!” She started to bash the the top of her broom on his head as he grunted and whined in pain.

      “Ow! OW! Stop it lady! What the hell’s your problem! Ow!” He tried to block her strikes and send her a threatening glare only to realize that he was staring at the face of a fire spewing demon in a mad rage. He screamed and tried to run away from her as she chased him around the tree, shaking her broom at him in promise of revenge.

      “DON’T THINK YOU’LL GET AWAY FROM ME THAT EASILY!”

      “AHHHHH, MONSTER! MONSTER! SOMEONE GET HER!”

      “VENGEANCE SHALL BE MINE!”

    
    

    
      “What? I’ve been here for a month! What happened?!” The blond boy screamed out at the old woman sitting on a stool in front of him.

      “Shut up! God you’re a noisy little brat!” The whiskered boy flinched as he continued to be examined by the medical advisor that lived in a tree. She checked his pupil dilation and muscle reflex as well as checking his vitals. She pulled off her stethoscope as told him to lower his new black top. “You seem to be fine.”

      “No thanks to you hitting me with that broom.

      “Don’t pee on my house next time you ignorant little punk.” The boy jumped up and hid under the covers of the bed as his eyes were the only visible feature still open to be seen. She sighed and went back to mixing up new elements for her treatment. “All of your vitals check out and there doesn’t seem to be any changes in your brain functions either.”

      Naruto looked over himself as he rotated his arm around its socket, wincing as some light aching pierced his muscles. “I still feel sore though?”

      “That’s because your body was very badly injured. It took a long time for your muscles and bones to set back in and fix properly, even with my help. Don’t worry though, just give it some time and lay off any dangerous feats of stupidity and you should be right as rain.” Naruto looked around the room as he sat on the bed with his feet crossed.

      “Where am I anyway? And who are you Baa-chan?” Naruto panicked and dodged a thrown vile of some strange liquid as it crashed and corroded the wood behind her head.

      “Don’t you dare call me that you little brat! My name is Porlyusica and that is all you shall call me okay?”

      “Yes ma’am.” Porlyusica nodded at Naruto’s salute as she settled down and sat back into her stool.

      “You are in my house in the East Forest. I found you drifting down the river near Yarrow covered in wounds and brought you here. I’ve been taking care of you ever since to make sure you didn’t take a turn for the worse.” Okay, here goes nothing. “What were you doing there exactly?”

      Naruto grumbled a little as he tried to think through the events that had lead him to this spot. “Well, I was on my way to Magnolia when I arrived at the city in ruin.” He growled angrily as his teeth mashed and his hands grinned his pants tightly. “I saw all of those-those dead people and I couldn’t control myself. I found those guys from that stupid guild and I tried to fight them but—” he looked at the palms of both of his hands, some evidence of scratches and small scars on them. He remembered the overwhelming number of mages and the immeasurable fear and power that old bastard exuded. “They were too strong.”

      The woman saw the pure anger and vulnerability evident in his mismatched eyes as he seemed to boil over in rage at being unable to defeat the immensely powerful dark guild. She could plainly see in his eyes that the reaction he was having was not faked or an overreaction. And she could tell…

      This boy really wasn’t a part of that guild.

      “Then can I ask you another question?” Naruto looked up at her with an innocent look in his eyes as she turned around and looked at him. “Before the attack at Yarrow, there was a small town call Acacia that was destroyed by a squad from the guild Damnation. There was report of a boy with your features being spotted at the scene engaging them in a fight.”

      “Yeah. Those guys were going to kill a bunch of innocent people so I just got in their way. I’m not a part of that crappy guild if that’s what you are asking.” He rested his back on the smooth wood behind him as he felt surprisingly tired just from this conversation.

      “So your not some mysterious creature who helps the bad guys get away with their deeds. You’re just a nosy kid who puts himself into too much trouble because he can’t help it.”

      “Pretty much.” He actually laughed like a normal kid as he looked at the prosthetic arm on his body. “That’s kind of what Bob-San and Rob-jichan told me when I got this thing.” The elderly woman dropped the vile in her hand as she was shocked by his casual reminiscence. She walked over and grabbed his shoulders as she looked him in the eye.

      “Did you say Rob? Do you know Rob? Where is he? Is he still alive?” She was shaking him fast enough for his face to blur as only separated syllables were reaching her ears.

      “Yea… h he wa… s in the mounta… ins near Pegasus wi… th Bob-San! He gave me th… is prosthetic after I got hurt and I… haven’t seen him since!” She stopped shaking him as his eyes were bouncing around in his sockets and he was finding it hard to see straight. Porlyusica sighed as she couldn’t believe that old son of a bitch didn’t tell them he was back. She grumbled and stomped her feet in anger. Naruto was actually trying to back away as he was getting more and more frightened of the old woman.

      “Do you know Rob-jichan Obaa-ch—” *Glare*. “Um, Porlyusica-San?” Had to make sure he didn’t piss her off more then he already did.

      “Yes, we used to be friends together. He and I were part of the same group.” She looked over to a photo on a stand by her workstation. She picked it up and had some fond memories play through as she fiddled with its side. She turned around and handed it to the boy who was watching her with expectation.

      He took the photo and examined it carefully. In the corner was a writing of X736, representing that this was taken a very long time ago. He looked at all the people in the picture that were standing together like one big happy family. A man in a leather jacket giving the camera a thumbs up was the closest person in the picture. And behind him, a handsome man in a suit with silky black hair and a sensual smile. A shorter man with spiky blond hair and a very grumpy scowl on his face. Besides him was a large tower of a man and a younger man with only one eye open and a strange rectangle jaw. And finally, a woman standing with impeccable posture with long pink hair going down to her back. And behind him, the Fairy Tail building.

      “Wow! You got really old, huh?” *Thwack* ‘Ow! Sorry!’ He nursed the bump on his head as he looked back down at the photograph. “So wait? Where’s Jii-chan?” She snarled at him before pointing at the huge man with the familiar shaped her and hair. Naruto gaped and laughed as loud as he could. He tried to calm himself before falling over the bed and holding his sides in pain at his pleasure. Prolyusica shook her head and returned to her stool in work as she picked up the pieces of broken glass.

      “Hahaha, this is so cool! I get to meet another one of you guys!”

      Porlyusica looked at him in question. “What do you mean?”

      “Another one of you people who were in the past generation of Fairy Tail!” He smiled as widely as he could as he looked up at her in admiration. “All of you guys are so cool! It makes me want to join that guild more and more every time I meet one of you guys! Rob-jichan taught me all about magic and fighting! Bob-San started a whole new guild(granted they were all weird as fuck) that’s famous all across the world! And you saved my life! Thank you! Thank you so much!”

      Porlyusica looked at him and his wide grin before she felt a tinge of nostalgia evident in his shit eating grin and his ecstatic attitude. She shook her head quickly as she tried to get the slight enjoyment from being praised for her skill out of her head. “Well that’s nice. You really seem excited to be meeting some old coots from Fairy Tail, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been wanting to join the guild since Rob-jichan told me stories about it all the time.” He looked down at his feet as he smiled sadly at the few good times they had in that hell hole. Where there was a light that they could fight towards just outside the bars. And he wanted to get there with the girl that had given him that first bright light. But every time he came close to it, someone or something pushed him further back. He didn’t even know if the red head was at the guild. Let alone alive. It was all just wishful thinking, hoping that the goal he wanted since he was a little kid could still be alive. But how he had seen the world so far didn’t raise his hopes, and was only making it harder to see that goal. “I really wanted to be there with Erza… but… I guess we can’t have everything we want in the end.”

      “Oh, so you do know that little red-headed girl? I was wondering if that was the case. I suppose I was right.” Naruto listened to what she said and looked up to the cape clad back of the woman with partially widened eyes.

      “Wh-what do you mean Obaa-chan?” She was about to turn around and smack him across the head for his continued insolence when she saw that there was a spark of confusion and hope laying dormant in his eyes. She turned back around so she could keep the air of indifference intact around her.

      “I mean that you have the same eye color as that Erza girl that Makarov brought to see me last year. She was missing an eye so I decided to fix her up. By the way, you said you wanted to join Fairy Tail right?” She pointed over her shoulder at the closed door to her house. “If you follow the dirt path it will lead you straight to the entrance of Magnolia. And at the other end of the city is that guild you’ve been wanting to see all this time. Aren’t you lucky?”

      She sat their waiting for an answer from the boy, like a strange yelp or a thud from his body falling over from fainting. But she received no sound or thud like she had expected. In fact, it was completely silent except for the sound of the evening winds blowing through the leaves. She turned her stool around but was blinded by a flash of yellow and black.

      “Thank You! Thank You! Thank You Obaa-chan! Thank You So Much! Ha! HaHaHaHaHaHaHaHaHa!” He continued his spine crunching hug as the woman started turning purple and was flailing her arms as she gasped for air. He dropped her on the floor and started literally jumping off the walls like an excited child should be. Completely ignoring the aching in his muscles from the active action. “I Made It! I Made It! WooHooooooooooo!”

      He jumped up off the bed so strongly that the springs actually creaked underneath his feet. He made a line for the door before he felt the woman grab the back of his shirt in an attempt to pull him back. Unfortunately, her being a woman with no magical capabilities and the boy being a super powered tank of stamina with a metal arm and one whole month of built up energy, was pulled through the door and dragged through the dirt until he realized that he was carrying some extra weight.

      “Huh? Obaa-chan? What’s wrong?” The panting, dirt covered old woman started crushing his head between her hands as his arms were flailing around in an effort to escape.

      “What’s wrong with you! How could you just dart off like that when I haven’t even given you a check out diagnosis?”

      “But I’m right here! I’m so close! Obaa-chan, let gooooooooo!” He was lifted up and put under her arm as she walked back to her tree house.

      “Look, I’ll fix up some food for you to eat before you go.”

      “But I’m not hungry—” an animalistic growl was rang through their ears as Naruto looked at his shivering stomach. “Ehehehehe. Okay. I guess I can eat before I leave.”

      Porlyusica shook her head in anger at the boy’s lackadaisical care for his own condition. And how she was forced to take care of it. Stupid human brats.

    
    

    
      The blue sky was dyed the colors of spreading red and dazzling orange. The clouds had expanded and were covering the entire land in a beautiful mixture of blue and white. Even though it was close to night time, where people would head home and prepare for the next day, there were still so many people walking around and doing their business. Everybody had a smile plastered on their face and the streets were clear for dozens of people to walk by and still enough room for him to feel star-struck at the environment.

      This city felt much larger then Viola did. And there were many more people who were using magic as a daily appliance then anyone at Hargeon. The young man in the long grey pants, black shoes and black short-sleeved shirt was astonished that this was the city that he had heard was the base of the guild. Random people, strangers, were waving at him and telling him to have a nice day. He felt overwhelmed with this new feeling of familiarity and could do nothing else but wave back excitedly.

      Naruto felt a wave of anxiousness flow in his body and butterflies flying in his belly. Well not really flying. More like bouncing around at sonic speeds as they impacted into his stomach like a train. He was constantly chuckling as he was walking closer and closer into the center of the large town. He followed the the sparking river that was leading down the center of the town as he came up to a tall man that was closing up shop.

      “Excuse me, sir?” The older gentleman looked behind him as down a the voice that garnered his attention. The boy in question came up to about his navel, with stunning blond hair and wide glowing eyes of cerulean blue and vibrant brown. He was dressed rather blandly, but had some kind of covering around his left arm as the metal went all the way up to where his sleeve ended. But the most eye-catching thing about him right now was that those strange marks on his face were scrunched up with the muscles tearing happy grin he was showing right now. “Can you tell me where I can find the Fairy Tail Guild?”

      The older man smiled and pointed along the water bed behind the boy. “If you follow the water, you’ll come across where the town starts to break into the north and south regions. Over on the north part of town, you’ll see the guild on the outermost edge of the city. You can’t miss it.” Naruto followed the man’s direction and nodded his head in thanks. He walked along the streets as he couldn’t see over the large buildings surrounding him.

      Naruto shrugged his shoulders as he decided on the faster approach to finding his target. He walked into an ally and sent some of his magic into the bottom of his feet. He jumped up and started to bounce off the walls of the surrounding buildings as he came closer to the roofs, remembering his tree jumping practices with Rob. He landed on top of one of them and looked out at the enormous town in front of him.

      The city was illuminated with the vanishing light of the setting an. The entire town was bathed in a glow of red and orange. The massive lake behind the coast was almost completely still as it reflected the sky so well it looked like two suns were setting into each other. Naruto felt speechless as his breath was taken from the dazzling sight in front of him.

      Naruto sat down on the edge of the building, looking out at the entire scenery in front of him. Directly in front of him the massive Cathedral overtook everything in detail and size, standing far above all the surrounding stores and houses. The joining rivers were all bleached red from the color of the sky as they all flowed into the lake. And at the farthest end of the city, sitting on the edge before coming to the coast, was a big orange building.

      It had a large dome rounded off on its top. Three stories going down it until it reached the ground of the city. And even from here, he could see the three flags that were dangling from the top floor. With the insignia of a creature with wings and a long pointed tail coming out its back. There it was, Fairy Tail.

      Naruto leaned back on his left arm and reached out with his right hand. The light beams from the sun were blocked out by his hand as he looked out of the clearer picture of Magnolia. He smiled contently as he pulled his hand back to his lap.

      He looked down at his hand as he examined how it had changed over the years. He could remember what his hand was like when he first came to this world, stuck in that tower. It was much smaller and far more fragile then it was now. Now that he thought about it, his whole body had changed a lot since then.

      He thought about how young and simple they were back then. Even in that horrible cell, him and all of his friends still tried to work together and see the best of the world out there. Telling each other about what they would do when they finally were free of that place while Rob-jichan chuckled from his place by the wall.

      He felt a hint of nostalgia and regret as he couldn’t be here with all of his friends. Memories of that last day played out in front of his eyes like they were happening once again. Their sorrow and tears. The pain and loneliness. Everything. And he didn’t even know where they were.

      But at least Erza was here. Porlyusica-baachan told him that she had joined the guild over a year ago. Around the time they had broken out of the tower. So she must have been happy with what she was doing now. Taking requests. Making friends. Exploring the world. And looking for her…

      Parents.

      And just like that, an ice cold weight dropped in his stomach so fast he almost felt like throwing up. He put his hands by his side and held onto the side of the building as he tried to keep himself steady. Like an anchor to this world that he couldn’t walk away from.

      This was it. This was the moment he had dreaded about for the last year. Where he had to tell his oldest friend the truth about her family.

      When they were in the cell, she would talk to him and only him about this situation. Se didn’t bring it up often. And each time was short and barely passed as a conversation. But when she talked about them, her eyes sparkled with a light that could have shined throughout the entire tower.

      A hope that he could safely say he had never experienced in his whole life,

      In that dark hell, that was the light in the tunnel that she just kept trying to claw her way through. Her motivation to keep standing up tall and fighting for her freedom. That was her hope. That was her light.

      And he was about to crush it like an apple.

      All he wanted to do was go to this guild and experience what it was like. To have a purpose and family to call his own. And when he was there, he would meet the girl who gave him this dream to fight for. And he was suppose to tell her her family, her real family, was gone?

      He felt sick just thinking about it.

      What would he do? Would he go there and just ignore the topic, hopping that it would never come up? Or would he lie to her and tell her to keep searching, keeping the truth from her so that she could keep hoping for a chance?

      What did they say? Ignorance was bliss?

      He looked down at his lap as he was coming close to a panic attack. Did he have a right to keep it from her? When she helped him realize and fight for a dream, that he would lie to her and tell her to keep moving forward on an endless path. It would hurt to lie to her face like that.

      But he knew it would hurt even worse to see the devastation in her eye if he told her the truth.

      *crack*

      Naruto was brought out of his downward spiral of regret as he looked to his left. In all of the commotion in his head, he had started to grasp at the roof even tighter for support. And as a result, he had dug his fingers into the concrete like hot butter and pulled out a chunk of it absentmindedly. He squeezed and reduced the chunk to pebbles and dust. As he watched the particles of rock escape his hand with the wind, he looked at the part of him that had changed the most over his time in this world.

      That which had changed the most. But was still the anchor to what he really was.

      You’re not even a whole human anymore, are you?

      Naruto’s eyes widened in shock as he looked around him for the clear and booming voice in his ears. After a moment of searching, he realized where he had heard this voice and tone before. That Hades bastard. The fucker who was the whole reason he was like this now was ringing through his head. His taunting words and ample jabs at his humanity and control were echoing in his mind.

      You can fight that impulse for as long as you want. Stray away from it. Ignore it. Imagine that it never existed in the first place. But one day, when the people you tried to help are dead at your feet and you are drenched in their blood… you’ll snap. And you will kill everyone around you. Be they friend or foe. Most likely with that very hand.

      Naruto growled in contempt as he remembered the man trying to question his morals and dreams. Testing him by saying that he was going to become a demon, something worse then even that creature he had summoned to attack him. And that he wouldn’t even be able to control himself from taking the lives of everyone around him. It was just a matter of time.

      Naruto mashed his teeth as his eyes flared with a deep seeded hatred and anger. That made him mad! Pissed him off to an unbelievable amount! That guy! That freak, was lecturing him on his uncontrollable attitude and use of power! While he was standing in a field of fire and blood that the man in question had caused!

      He couldn’t control him! He didn’t understand his will and need to fight on! He knew that Hades was wrong! He just knew it! Naruto looked down at his clenched armored hand and saw several tiny scratches that laced the knuckles. His eyes widened before they became heavy and lidded in sadness.

      Except, he wasn’t.

      As much as he wanted Hades to be wrong, he was right. Naruto couldn’t control himself when he lost his temper and he was fueled by anger and hate. The end of that fight was more then enough evidence to support that claim.

      That unbridled rage in the face of a monster like that man had clouded his mind. Like what had happened to him when he was under Kurama’s influence, except it was just his feelings making him turn. His thoughts and actions were only concerned with killing the ancient man in the most painful and humiliating way. Even though he couldn’t feel anything in his left hand, he still could still feel the sensation of breaking that man’s face and body apart with his own hands. Covering him in blood and spit. Hearing his bones crunch, blood squelch and screams of pain and agony still ringing in his ears. All of that was still fresh in his mind, and he didn’t even know if the man was still alive.

      He wouldn’t be able to control himself if he lost it again. So would he risk it? Risk putting Erza and everything she had started to love at risk just so he could experience a few moments of happiness?

      Or… could he just run?

      If he left, Erza would never know what happened to her parents. She would still search, having a long lasting hope fill her heart as she searched for her old family with the people she had come to recognize as her new one.

      He could do what Kazuya and Erika had done with their lives. Travel around the country and help out those who really needed it. He wanted to teach those guys from Damnation the lesson he promised them. And he just knew that Grimoire Heart wouldn’t be dead just yet. He could die, but it could be for a cause that was worth it.

      In the blaze of the setting sun, Naruto turned over his shoulder and looked at the entrance to the city over the houses. And then back to Fairy Tail. A possible future home or the life of solitude he tried to abandon? Hurting his comrade or fighting against those who lived to hurt? The options were right there for him to take.

      He just had to choose.

    
    

    
      “Natsu! Gray! Where are you? Come out now! I have to apologize!” The scarlet-haired girl cupped her mouth as she yelled out to find her little pseudo-brothers. After their little spar(read:her beating the snot out of them) she returned to the guild to take a breather. When she returned, Mirajane had came out and said for the whole guild to hear that she took it. Normally, Erza would have just been mad and argued with someone who did that to her. But since it was Mira, and she just pissed her off for some reason, they opted to take the physical option out.

      Luckily for everyone present, Makarov had grabbed them mid-leap and lowered them back to the ground, telling them no fighting when they had a guest over. Said guest was a voluptuous blonde woman in a red and white bunny suit, looking nervously as Erza checked her form up and down, making sure to cover her right hand. It was strange to have this ‘Bunny-chan’ here for some reason, causing a party among the guild. Even stranger when all the men were jumping at the chance to accidentally rub up against her.

      Men were very strange sometimes.

      As Erza was making her rounds and was coming close to the guild again, she was reminded of the fighting between Natsu and Gray. Their constant rivalry in an unsuitable environment as they challenged each other to prove who was strongest. It was childish and moronic to see them like that.

      Suddenly, she remembered the same sequence of events, except with different people and settings. An idiotic blond that kept boasting about his climb to unrivaled strength. And a proud bluenette that promised to teach him how real strength looked. When they were by themselves, or surrounded by the other kids in her family, they always fought with everything they had. With an even amount of wins, losses and ties for the both of them.

      Each of those silly brawls would end with one of them standing over the other, the losers’ eyes replaced by ‘x’ as they tried to lighten the mood of the cell. And each one of them was just a silent promise the two made to each other that they would have to grow strong and show everyone here that it was possible to escape this place. And the hope they unconsciously dug deep within all of their hearts.

      For a moment, the pleasant memory was replaced with the last instant of those two looking at each other face-to-face.

      One of them, crazed and tortured. Pushed off the brink of sanity as he had come to accept the ways the cult had strived for as the only means to change the world.

      The other, angered and broken. His infinitely fueled rage pushing his beaten and bloody body as he tried to keep some semblance of both his conscience and what they had all been fighting for.

      She shook her head as she tried to forget the pain she felt on that last day. The sight of one of her best friends promising to end her life if she ever tried to come and stop him. And her oldest friend sacrificing his safety just so she could come out breathing.

      She tried to shake her head of all of those troubling thoughts. She hated seeing Gray and Natsu fight like that. Because it reminded her of what she couldn’t do when those two were fighting each other. But she hated having to hurt them like that too, even if they seemed to eat her cake.

      She wanted to apologize. But she just found it hard to do so. She always did.

      “I can’t do it!”

      Erza looked over to a small tent right outside the guild hall. The exclamation had caught her off guard as she had thought that thing was empty. She shrugged her shoulders and started walking over to its open gap. As she came closer, she saw what looked to be a combination of a curvaceous woman and a white cat. A long tail swinging around as she saw some ears resting in her hair.

      Well, whatever help she could find.

      “Hey, cat lady over there.”

    
    

    
      Naruto had lost track of time as he laid on his back with his hands behind his head. He was looking up at the cloudy blackening sky as his leg hung lazily from the side of the building. He couldn’t make up his mind on what was the right decision to do.

      His heart felt heavy with each and every possibility his mind could think up of when he thought about what to do. His heart felt heavy and his eyes were getting hard to keep open. Even at night, he could survive sleeping up on this roof.

      He closed his eyes as he decided to forget about what he had to choose. When he woke up, the decision would come to him. He just wanted to make the painful feeling subside for a moment. Just a moment would do.

      “Help!”

      …

      Ignore it. You have to think right now.

      “Someone please help!”

      It’s alright. Someone will take care of it.

      “The carriage has lost its driver! Someone stop it!”

      Seriously! It doesn’t concern you! Not your problem!

      “There’s a little girl inside! Someone help her!”

      …

      Sigh. Damn it.

      Naruto opened his eyes and jumped to his feet. He looked over the edge of the building as he could see people moving out of the way of the carriage with no driver. Naruto kept his eyes firmly on its escaping form as he started to follow it as fast as he could.

      He jumped from roof to roof, using his magic to make it easier to jump and land. When he was coming close to losing room to run over, he jumped off the building and landed with a ground-breaking thud.

      The civilians jumped out of his way as Naruto rounded a corner and kept after the vehicle with all of his might. He looked surprised as when he was making the corner, a woman in a strange bunny outfit was chasing after the runaway carriage as well. She was just a few inches from grasping the metal bar to the carriage as she tried as hard as she could to save the girl inside.

      “Hey!” Naruto yelled from behind her. “You should leave! I can handle this by myself!”

      “So! I’m not just going to leave some little girl to get hurt!” The girl yelled over her shoulder as she couldn’t see the boy directly behind her. “I have to help her anyway I can!” Naruto raised an eyebrow in surprise at her noble effort as he smiled a little at her attempt to help.

      “Well here! Let me help!” He ran forward and put his hands out to help throw her up on top of the carriage. In this case, the first thing he could grab to heft her up was her round and firm ass in those tights. Earning a surprised yelp from the blonde woman in front of him.

      “Hey! What are you doing you little perv! Get your hands off of-huh?” She felt herself get lifted off her feet as the boy’s pushed up on her butt. She squealed as the boy behind her hefted her above his head and pulled back. “Wa-wa-wait! Let’s think this-Eyahhhhhhhh!”

      Naruto threw the bunny girl up over the top of the carriage, hearing a grunt of pain as she made loud contact with the roof. Naruto followed after her and grasped the bar she was after earlier. He pulled himself up and jumped on the back of the carriage as he could see a terrified silhouette in the separated curtain.

      “Hey! Are you alright?” He got the barely audible positive answer as he looked over to see the bunny girl land at the front of the carriage. She was making some annoyed sounds of effort as she tried to grab hold of the lashes around the horses’ mouth. “What about you? Any luck?!”

      The bunny girl heard the sound of the little pervert that was helping her in this effort as she failed to stop the horses. “No, we’re going to fast! I can’t grab it from here!” Naruto clicked his teeth as he tried to think of a way to help the woman with her job. He looked down at the speeding floor beneath him and got a stupid idea.

      “Hold On!” Naruto jumped down and used his feet as a break to stop the acceleration of the carriage. Both girls squeaked when the vehicle suddenly slowed down as the boy used his magic to strengthen his feet and burrow into the concrete beneath him. He grit his teeth as to not let out the gathering noises of displeasure and pain escape from his mouth.

      Bunny girl took this opportunity to reach out to the struggling horses’ mouth and pulled the leashes out. The animals ran off as the older woman fell back on her butt. “I did it!”

      Naruto gasped and jumped back up to the back of the carriage, hissing in pain at his bloody feet through his black shoes. He massaged his feet as the carriage rolled out of the town’s limit and onto the rocky path. All three blondes on the carriage took some deep breathes as they felt their adrenaline lower. And then, all three of them started to laugh in joy at what they did.

      “Um, hello? Onee-chan? Are you alright?” The soft and timid voice from inside the carriage asked the panting woman at the front of the the vehicle. She received a giggle in return as the woman regained all of her vigor. Naruto smiled as he jumped down from the perch and slowly limped over to the front of the cart.

      “Of course I’m alright! I’m a wizard after all!” She smiled and leaned back casually as she remembered she had some help. “Hey, are you alright Perv-kun?” She heard some shuffling coming closer to her side.

      “My name isn’t Perv-kun, got it?” He walked out the side of the carriage and got a good look at the woman he had assisted in stopping the cart. She was younger then he thought, only a few years older then him. She had very long blond hair that had a pair of white bunny ears on top of them. She had very large breasts and a slim waist that formed nicely with the cosplay she was wearing. And on her hand was the symbol for Fairy Tail colored in pink. Naruto went wide eyed as he wanted to ask her a question.

      “Oh really?” She started to turn heard head to look over at him. “And what exactly do I call yo— Naruuuooooooooooooooooooo!” She shrieked at the top of her lungs as she jumped back and seemed to make space between her and the younger blond boy. Said blond boy was covering his ears from the ear-piercing noise, joined by the little girl inside.

      “Geez lady! Control your voice! Ow.” He massaged his ears when he looked back up and had the woman almost an inch away from his face. He got a full look of her brown eyes and could see down the large cleavage of her dress, getting him to blush slightly at the sight. Just as he was about to say something, the woman grabbed his cheeks and started to pull on them.

      “Wow. It really is you. Only one guy has got whiskers like this.” She kept pulling his cheeks even farther as she seemed to ignore the sound of annoyed grumbling coming from the young man. This continued until Naruto had enough and swatted her hands away with his left one. “Itai!”

      “Ah! Sorry Nee-chan! I just sorta reacted!” Even if she was causing him mild pain, he still felt bad for using this thing to hurt innocent people. The bunny rubbed her hands before looking at the metal arm in fascination. She grabbed it and started to inspect it from the fingers to the shoulder.

      “Woah. I remember this thing. Been so long since you had it I completely forgot about it.”

      “Huh? What?” The woman seemed to bite her tongue as she jumped out of the carriage seat and onto the floor, mindlessly shooting out random words as she tried to string together a full sentence.

      “Ahahaha! Never mind! You just remind me of someone I know! Forget I said anything! Oh, look at the time! I’ve got to go!” She turned around and ran as fast as she could as she yelled over her shoulder. “Perv-kun, take care of the girl for me, will ya? Okay! Bye!” Before Naruto could even respond, the girl had sped off as fast as she could out of his sight. He was left there in the road as he just looked at the carriage and shook his head.

      It wasn’t his problem anymore. It didn’t concern him about what was happening.

      “Hello? Onii-chan? Are you still there?”

      Naruto stopped in his tracks as he felt a sudden need to help her rise up in him at the innocence of her question and voice. He grumbled to himself before walking back to the front of the carriage and started to push the cart with his own two hands. With some magic in his hands and ignoring the pain in his feet, he started to push the little carriage back to the city they came from. “Yeah.” He replied. “I’m right here.”

      “Thank you Onii-chan.” He kept pushing the cart at a very slow pace as he didn’t want to frighten the little girl. “Huh? Are we moving?”

      “Yeah. Don’t worry, I’m doing it. I’m pushing this thing back towards the city.”

      “Wow. You’re super strong, huh Onii-chan?” Naruto felt some of his pride swell up at the compliment from the little girl as he chuckled to himself.

      “Well I do have my moments.” He said with a well hidden smirk on his face. “So what are you doing out here, huh? Do you usually take doomed carriage rides by yourself?”

      “N-no! I was with some of the servants my daddy assigned to watch over me.” She said with a little hint of embarrassment in being accused of being stupid and dangerous. “They said they had to check that I was protected the whole time before I take my ride.”

      “Protected? Why would you have to be protected?”

      “Be-because some bad men sent my daddy a letter saying they were going to hurt us for doing something bad to them. And I don’t really know why” she sounded scared as her voice seemed to crack slightly. “But I’m not allowed to go anywhere until everyone makes sure that I’m safe.”

      “That sucks.” He said lamely as he kept pushing the cart with very little interest in the conversation. “So why aren’t you’re mommy and daddy here with you now?”

      He waited for a few seconds as there seemed to be a silent war waging in what the girl was going to say next. “My daddy always has work to do so I don’t get to play with him very often. And my mommy…” She swallowed hard as she found it difficult to say the next few words. “My mommy died last year.” Naruto stopped his pushing as he looked through the curtain in shock at the pain she had in saying that. He lowered his head as he felt ashamed for being so indifferent in their conversation.

      “I-I’m sorry. That must have been horrible.” He heard a few sniffles as the girl hummed in reply to his statement. As he kept pushing he decided to try and help her remember the good things about her loved one.

      “What was she like?”

      “Huh?”

      “What was your mommy like? She must have been wonderful.” The girl let out a few sniffles before she decided to comply.

      “She-she was the kindest, most wonderful woman in the world. She was nice to all the people she met. And she always wanted to make sure that the people around her were happy before she worried about herself.” The girl started to gain some mirth in her voice as she continued to describe her mother to the stranger outside. “She never got angry at me, even if I did something stupid. And she was the most beautiful lady in the entire world. Really Onii-chan! You wouldn’t believe how pretty she was.”

      “Heh, I bet.”

      “And she was an amazing wizard too. She was the best Celestial Sprit Mage ever.”

      “Celestial Spirit?”

      “Yeah! It’s a magic that let’s you summon spirits from another world! It’s amazing!” Naruto was surprised at the revelation that there was a magic that let you summon living creatures like that. “You can summon people and animals! And they all have their own abilities and skills that make them amazing! Oh, and then there are the 12 Zodiac keys! Those let you summon the strongest spirits in the entire world!”

      “Seriously? That’s so cool!” Naruto actually felt himself getting excited at the explanation the little girl was giving him on her mother’s magic.

      “Yeah! And I have two of them.” He smiled as he actually felt the pride and exuberant happiness flowing off her voice. “I’ve got Aquarius the Water Bearer and Cancer the Giant Crab. They are super strong… except—” he heard a shaking in the cart and a nervous tic in her voice. “A-A-Aquarius-San is kinda mean.” Naruto nervously laughed at the girl’s state of terror at the obvious hostility the supposed spirit showed to her.

      “But they help me a lot.” She said with renewed feelings of excitement. “And I’m learning how to use them better everyday! And someday, I’ll be just a good as my mom—” Naruto heard the girl stop her exclamation as he figured that she couldn’t continue saying what she was saying.

      She was learning the same magic as her mother. Maybe because it was so easy since she had seen it before. Maybe because she was pushed into it. But probably because it helped remind her what her mother was like; so she would never forget.

      “She’s not really gone.” The little girl inside stopped her quiet sniffling as she heard the older boy outside consoling her. “If you are learning her magic and wanting to become more like her, then you will never forget her. But if you just remember what she has done for you and what she was like, then she will never truly be gone. She’s your mommy, she could never really leave you without making sure that you could live happily with the life you’ve got.”

      He smiled a little as he was entering the city limits from his efforts as he thought about how remembering Kakashi and Kurama helped him adjust to this world when he first arrived. Helping him remember that this was the new life they had given him, whether they knew it or not. Thats what Rob-jichan told him when he was feeling sad anout his friends’ disappearance. The girl sniffled a little as she wiped away her tears.

      “Did your parents tell you that Onii-chan?”

      “Nope. I don’t have any parents.”

      “Huh? Why not?”

      “Don’t know. I just sort of came into the world. Never bothered with the who or how.”

      “I-I’m sorry.”

      “That’s okay. I don’t really let it bother me.” Naruto looked around and saw that the people that had once littered the had vanished and gone home. “I did have this guardian once. He was the first-um—‘person’ that I really ever knew. He sort of took care of me and taught me a bunch of stuff. And…” He looked down at his foreign arm and felt a tinge of sadness rise up. “And he’s gone now.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s alright. He died making sure that no one would be hurt again. And he made sure that I could live how I wanted to. And I’ve still got a piece of him with me wherever I go…” He smiled again and finished pushing the cart into the city. He breathed out and leaned on the side as he looked back up at the stars.

      “Onii-chan? Are you a Mage?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What do you do?”

      “Well, I was kind of interested in this guild called Fairy Tail. And I really wanted to too, but… I kind of have to think it through now.”

      “Why?”

      Naruto scratched his neck as he just nestled into the side of the carriage as a support for him. “If I join, I will have to tell my friend some really bad news. And I’m worried about what will happen to her when I do.”

      “Will it hurt?”

      “…Yeah.”

      “Then you can be there for her right?” Naruto looked at the closed window where the little girl’s shadow was still sitting down. “If you want to see your friend and she’s going to be sad when you tell her the news, make sure you are there to help her. Tell her what you told me. And I bet she’ll be happy that you are there. That’s what I think.”

      Naruto contemplated what she had said and looked off in thought. It probably wasn’t that simple to think about. And it definitely wasn’t going to be that easy to just say it. But if this little girl could come up with a solution… what kind of man was he going to be if he couldn’t.

      “Lucy-samaaaaaaaaa!” Naruto looked up to the street as a group of men and women were running this way, crying their eyes out as they yelled. They all arrived in front of him, panting heavily as they all propped themselves up on their knees. The first person to notice his present was a short middle-aged maid with a pony-tail. She looked up at the blond boy casually standing in front of the carriage of her master’s daughter. “Wh-who are you?”

      “Could he be one of the Ronin?”

      “Did he kidnap Lucy-ojousama?”

      “Wh-what does he want?”

      “Y-Young man—” the maid stepped forward, obviously terrified of the blond boy that looked at them like they weren’t even a threat. ‘I-I don’t know who you are… but’ she got into a ridiculous fisticuffs stance and held her fists out as if inviting him to a spar. “If you really are taking Lucy-ojousama then you will have to take her over my dead body.”

      Naruto watched as all the other people there were standing in funny stances as well as he measured them all up. Despite not knowing who he was or what he could do, they still only thought about the little girl’s safety over their own. He smiled as he lazily knocked on the carriage door.

      In response the little girl opened the door and jumped down, looking at all of her servants/family that had come for her. Naruto finally saw the girl that he was exchanging words with for the last few minutes. She was shorter then him, by at least a few good inches. She was blond and had her hair in a sideways ponytail, wearing a little pink dress. She looked up to all the people in front of her. “Spetto-San?”

      “Lucy-ojousama!”

      “You’re okay!”

      “Thank god!”

      All of the people started crowding her and hugging her, grateful that the girl was safe. The scolded her for her reckless actions and cried that she was still okay. Naruto smiled and decided that it was his time to leave the happy scene. He pushed off the cart and started walking in any direction he could.

      “Onii-chan!”

      Naruto turned around and received a fast blond blur into his chest as the little girl pulled him into the strongest hug her little arms could. He looked down to see the little girl looking up at him with a big warm smile across her face. “I know you’ll make the right choice. I know you will. And when I grow up and become a great Mage” she closed her eyes and gave him the biggest grin she could make. “I’ll come and visit you and then we can play with our magic. Okay?”

      Naruto looked down at the girl in shock as he couldn’t believe all the boundless faith this little girl put in him. Even though they only knew each other for a few minutes, she trusted him like she knew him her whole life. He returned the hug around her smaller form and smiled. “Yeah. It’s a promise.”

      Lucy let go of the older boy’s body and ran over to where her family’s employees were all standing. She waved to the older boy as he walked off to wherever he was going. And when the servants asked her who the boy was, she stated with a big smile on her face. “He’s my guardian angel.”

    
    

    
      Naruto was aimlessly walking around the now empty town as his mind was drowning in everything he was thinking of and decisions to make.

      The motivation he got from the little girl who put her faith in him. The depression he received from dark guild master who looked down on him. It was becoming too difficult to decide! Too difficult to think! Naruto grabbed his head as he tried to stop all the commotion and voices in his head. He needed help!

      Someone! Help!

      “Dammit! Where are those idiots!”

      Naruto looked up at the source of the voice that shattered the disorder. It was a tall woman, with long red hair in a pony tail and white cat ears coming off her head. She was wearing a form-fitting white cat costume that showed off her figure that could match or even beat the bunny girl earlier. She had one of her hands on her hip while the other was gripping a withered old book tightly.

      “If I don’t find them fast, we’ll be stuck here! And I am not going to be left here just because of those dumbasses!” The woman turn around slightly, showing off her left arm that had a blue fairy tattoo imbedded in the forearm. Naruto looked at her in surprise before steeling himself and running up to her.

      “Hey lady!”

      “Huh? What now—” the cat woman turned around and saw the boy with blond hair looking up at her. At a speed that made light look like a snail dissolving from being touched with salt, she dropped to her knees and covered her hair and eyes with the book and her paws. She was visibly shaking and seemed to sweat while the boy looked at her warily.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Y-yes! I-I’m just-um” the woman kept checking her surrounding as if she was trying to find something to garner her attention. ‘I was checking the condition of the street pavement!’ She tapped her hand on the ground and got some solid thuds back. “Yep. Seems good.”

      Naruto looked at the woman like she was an anomaly as he shook his head as he had something to do. “Whatever. Listen, do you know a girl in your guild? Her name is Erza! Erza Scarlet!” He actually received a lucid nod from the spaced out woman who kept playing with the concrete.

      “Is she happy?” The cat woman lifted her head as she was interested by the question he asked her. “I-I mean is she happy with what she has now? The people in the guild! Her new family! Does she seem happy?” Naruto waited apprehensively as the woman seemed to think through her answer.

      “Yes. She is very happy.” Naruto breathed out a long sigh of relief when the woman confirmed his ideas. At least he was right. She was happy and that was all that mattered. “Why?”

      Naruto calmed down and looked down at his feet. “I wanted to know if she liked the new guild she joined. And I thought that you would know so—”

      “Don’t you want to see her?” Naruto looked at the kneeling woman with surprise.

      “What?”

      “Don’t you want to see how happy she is? You’re acting like an outsider. But all you really want to do is see her yourself, right?” Naruto stood there silently as he just looked at the open back of the woman before him. “So why don’t you want to see her?” She waited anxiously for an answer from the boy behind her. The boy looked down as he tried to think of an answer for the woman. He didn’t know what to say.

      So he said what he was trying to hide.

      “I’m scared because that girl is the first person that ever looked at me like a real human.” He didn’t sugarcoat it. He didn’t try to lie to himself or the woman in front of him. He had no reason to anymore. “The first person who ever really saw my life with any value in it. She’s my friend. My first friend. And she saved my life so many times that I can’t live without knowing she was happy. That she could have everything she wanted would be something I would give my life for.”

      “And I know a truth that she deserves to know. But if I tell her, she could see me as a monster. The messenger that tells her the truth that will break her heart. And I don’t want to lose her like that.” It was a selfish reason, but he can’t deny it. If she would look at him as just a friend, that would make him happy. So if he risked losing that friend, he didn’t want to take that chance. He hated himself for that. But he couldn’t fight the fear of seeing the rejection in her eyes when she would look at him.

      “And I won’t be able to control myself.” He looked down at his hands as they were illuminated in the partially cloudy sky. ‘I can fight this feeling now. And I can keep trying to reject it for the rest of my life. But if Erza hurt me, or if I hurt Erza. I would lose it. I would lose everything my friends have sacrificed to get me here today. Even what she has given me.’ He raised his hand and lightly touched the space underneath his right eye. “I can’t give up what so many people have suffered to give me. I cant risk that. Not even if it made me happy.”

      “So just knowing she is happy. That’s enough for me.”

      The two of them stayed there in a mutual silence. Naruto looking at the woman as she continued to kneel in the opposite direction. She seemed to lower her head and let out a heavy sigh. “So it was always this deeply rooted. That’s bad.” She stood up and dusted her knees.

      “Close your eyes.”

      “Huh?”

      “I said close your eyes right now.” Naruto was wary before complying and covering his eyes with his hands. Immediately, he felt an immensely fast, heavy, somewhat soft yet hard fist impact on the back of his head. He groaned and covered the area he was knocked on with his hands. “Cover your eyes!”

      He brought them back to his face as he was alarmed by the ferocity in the woman’s voice. As all he could see was darkness, he felt the woman’s paw covered hands grasp his shirt and pull him up to her face. “What is wrong with you?! How could you think that she would be happy if she knew that you were suffering like this?! Does your happiness not matter to you?! Well?!”

      “U-um—”

      “That’s all you have to say?! You don’t even know what you want so how can you think about what that little girl wants?!” The boy was stammering as he tried to think of a defense against the older woman’s offense. “So let me tell you what I know about that little girl.”

      “Even though she is happy with the new life she has found, she can’t stop regretting leaving her old family. Imagining what she could have done to help them. Trying to stop crying every night because she was all alone again and she couldn’t protect the people she promised to be with. That was what she was going through!”

      “And then she learned that there was a chance that one of the friends she thought she had lost forever was still alive. And she felt a whole new ray of hope present herself. She prayed for their safety! That they could be free and see this new world for themselves, she prayed that they would be safe! That’s what she did!”

      “So now, one of her friends is finally here and is thinking he should just leave without even letting her know he is okay! You think that’s a good idea?!”

      “N-no ma’am!”

      “Damn straight no! Even if this news is bad; even if this news would devastate her, you think she doesn’t have a right to know?! If you think it will hurt her, be there for her! Comfort her! Consolidate her! Be the fucking friend you say you are and help her though it!”

      “Yes ma’am!”

      “And this feeling that you’re going to hurt people? This past you are running from?” The woman actually lowered her voice and the boy back to arch of his feet as the boy was surprised with the sudden loss of hostility. “It’s natural to be scared of hurting people. When you start to become stronger, you always have to worry about if this new strength will help or hurt the people you meet. But the difference is if you face that fear and use that power to make you strong. Or you run away from it an kill anyone who crosses your way.”

      “Don’t let it control you. Don’t ever lose to it. You won’t just be hurting yourself if you lost. The people who care about you; your friends and family will be heart broken if they see you suffer like this.”

      Naruto felt the woman let go of his shirt and he could feel her coming to eye level with him, somehow feeling the warmth and security her presence was radiating strengthen his resolve. “So now you have to choose. Run or face it? No one will think any less of you for your choice. If you want to see that girl, go one mile west of the guild and you will find a building she is staying at. If you want to let her stay like she is, then you can leave the town and build a life you can be proud of. But…”

      Naruto felt the sides of his face being held by the fuzzy fur of the woman’s paw covered hands. He then felt a soft and warm sensation place itself on his forehead. A kiss of good luck from the woman in the cat outfit as she tried to reaffirm his courage and effort. “I know that you will make the right choice. You always make the right choice. It’s you, after all.”

      Naruto felt a strange warmth grow in his chest as the grasp around his face disappeared. After a moment, Naruto lowered his hands and saw the woman had disappeared. He stood there silently before slowly touching the place the woman had kissed on his forehead. A small pink hue growing on his features.

      He lowered his hands as stood there while the breeze of the night blew the clouds closer to the moon. Naruto looked there direction of the guild he had be watching for some time now. And he felt a strong fire burn in his eyes.

      As he steeled his will and choice.

    
    

    
      Erza sat in her bed with as she read the novel that Levy had loaned to her so she had something to do when she couldn’t sleep. She looked to the little clock on her nightstand and saw that it was well past midnight and she was still up.

      She couldn’t sleep. She just didn’t feel like it. And it wasn’t the fault of the romance book she was reading (just general fluff and love, you pervs!). She just wasn’t sleepy right now. And more often the not, she would have another one of those dreams. Of the two people who felt so natural but never knew their faces. All of the commotion and shenanigans that had happened today should have tired her out, but didn’t.

      Fighting Natsu and Gray. Beating Natsu and Gray. Threatening that bitch Mirajane. Looking all over the town for those idiot boy’s. And even being lectured by that cat lady was taking its toll.

      Erza placed her book on the table and opened the curtains to her window. She looked up at the dazzling moon as it floated like a beautiful jewel resting in a dark lake. She sat there mesmerized by its sight as the shape of the rock illuminated her eyes. She remembered the only other time she had seen the moon so clearly as the transition of her life. The break off of her past, and the beginning of her future. The clouds covered the light of the moon as she sighed and looked down to the ground beneath her.

      Her eyes widened when she saw a figure standing outside their dorm, masked by the shadow of the clouds. She couldn’t recognize the form or person outside as they just stared at the dorm with no action. Pervert? Molester? Was he going to raid the dorm?

      She was about to alarm the entire dorm as she ran outside to—

      No. No, she didn’t have to. Hilda-obaachan would have taken care of it herself. And now, she had to take responsibility for everyone’s safety. It was her job to do it!

      She ran down the stairs to avoid alarming everyone as a light covered her body. From the top of the stairs to the bottom, she had changed from her pajamas to her regular fighting armor, her long red hair still flowing behind her. Erza stormed outside and ran around the building, seeing the man standing on the cliff even through the blinding darkness.

      Erza wasted no time as she Requip a sword to her hands and dashed towards the figure. The shadow saw her coming towards him as he seemed to use his hand to deflect her sword. Erza was surprised by the powerful counter before regaining her stance and slashing her blade against the man’s arm. They exchanged blows several times before they pushed off each other and stood a large distance away.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m not here to hurt anyone. I just came to see someone.”

      “I don’t care! There are no interlopers like you allowed in this place! I have sworn to keep everyone here safe! So leave now!”

      “Look miss demanding, I just need to go in there for a minute!”

      “No exceptions!” The clouds started to move as the light returned to the cliff around them. “I have to stop people like you or else… we… would…”

      And just like that, both of their hostility had vanished. The moonlight illuminated the once black area and they stared at each other, completely frozen in shock.

      She had gotten taller. She no longer wore the rags and tethered cloth from the cell days that she was forced to. Now, she wore armor around her small chest, accompanied by a white low-bearing skirt and brown boots. She had grown her hair out much longer, the scarlet follicles now reaching all the way to the small of her back. And something had changed with her face. He just couldn’t put his finger on it.

      He had grown older. His once childish face had grown slightly leaner and seemed to have seen a lot in his time gone. His eyes still carried her gift to him and the whiskers she had come to know after so many years together. His clothes were nothing to that appeared to be bought or sold for much, just hand me downs that he had received from some. His feet were slightly bruised and bare. His arm had bandages further up his shoulder. But there seemed to be a strange change in his left arm, it was shining in the light of the moon.

      They stared at each other as they couldn’t believe what was happening. Like it was a dream or illusion they were suddenly thrown into. But they didn’t know of care. Just looking out in front of them.

      “N… Naruto?” A pool of tears was building up in her left eye.

      “E-Erza?” His eyes were widened beyond shock.

      “Naruto.” The tears fell as she grew a shaky smile.

      “Erza.” His voice seemed to break as a faint laugh came out of his lips.

      She dropped her sword and took a step forward. He followed her move. They took several clunky and uneven movements before sprinting right at each other. They both smiled as they came closer and closer.

      She raised her hand. Brought it down on his cheek. Knocked him down. Jumped on him. Grabbed his collar.

      “YOU ARE REAL! WHERE WERE YOU? I’VE BEEN WORRIED FOR A YEAR IF YOU WERE EVEN STILL ALIVE! PARKER-SAN TOLD ME THAT YOU WERE ALIVE BUT I DIDN’T BELIEVE HIM! AND NOW YOU’RE HERE STALKING THE GIRLS!”

      Naruto just laid there stunned as the girl seemed to be yelling at him. Smacking him across the cheek with no warning and reprimanding him for his actions. Yeah, it was definitely Erza. She would do this to him and Jellal every time they started fighting for no reason. In fact, if they counted how many times she beat them up after their fights, she held the championship.

      He smiled as she yelled at him before he heard her go silent. He then felt a small drop of water fall on his right cheek as he opened his eyes to look up at her. Her shoulders were shaking as she was sniffling, tears pouring down the left side of her face and onto the boy beneath her.

      “*sniff**sniff* I-I-I thought you were gone.” She was crying full out as Naruto looked up at her in worry. “I thought you had died. And I didn’t even get to see you.” She wiped the tears from her eye as she tried to steel herself but fail. “I… I…”

      Erza was stopped as she felt the boy’s arms wrap around her and hold her as tightly as he could. Her eyes widened in surprise as he nuzzled into her as much as he could, savoring her feeling after so long. “I missed you. I’ve missed you so much. And…” A tear ran down each of his eyes as he smiled as wide as he could in the hug. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      Erza’s eyes softened and she snaked her arms underneath his and returned the hug. They held each other as long as they could as they revived the warm and easy feeling they had when they encouraged each other in the tower when they were too scared. Erza let some of her sniffles run out and Naruto let tears run down as they both stayed silent in the embrace.

      After what could have been hours, they released each other and laughed a little. Both wiping their eyes free of tears as they both giggled at each others’ face. “Y-you grew your hair out.” He ran his hands through her long red hair as she laughed a little at his interest in it. “I think it looks really nice.”

      “Thank you.” She looked down at his bandage covered arm and grabbed at it, looking the boy over as she tried to find the cause of the wounds. “You got hurt didn’t you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you get into a fight?”

      “Yep.”

      Erza shook her head in disappointment as she palmed her face. She then looked back up at him. “Did you win?”

      “It would be safer to say I got a draw.” If beating the shit out of a monster powered human so badly that he was reduced to blowing you and himself up for breathing space, then yeah. Draw. Naruto laughed lightly as the girl was about to reprimand him for his reckless actions.

      Naruto then noticed the change on the features of her face and grabbed it in between his hands. “What happened to your eye?” He was looking at her new right blue eye in shock as he remembered that when he last saw her, she had given him the feature so that he would survive? Naruto was holding her face so close that a small pink hue built up on her face.

      “U-um, Master said that it ruined my face to be missing my eye like that so…” She grasped his hands and lowered them down, intertwining them in hers. “Porlyusica-San gave me a replacement one.” She said nervously as she looked down, avoiding his surprised face.

      “B-but why is it blue? If it’s blue then it’ll look like—” Naruto stopped as he left the statement hang in the air and touched the space around his eye.

      “I chose it like that because…” She looked up at him and gave him a kind smile that showed how glad she was that he was back. “I wanted to have something to remind me of you. So that I’ll never forget.” Naruto felt a blush creep up on his face at her honest words as he couldn’t look her in the eyes.

      Suddenly, she firmly grasped the elephant on the cliff and waved his arm in front of his eyes. “What is this?” She pulled up the short sleeve of his shirt and saw the strange metal form around his socket in a jagged and uneven manner. “Why is it around your arm? What happened?”

      Naruto just laughed and scratched his head. “Where do I begin?”

    
    

    
      “Rob-ojisan taught you all of that? Really?”

      “Yep!” Naruto laughed as he balanced himself on the bank of the river moving through the center of the street. Walking besides him was his oldest friend as they talked about everything they had done over the last year and a half. Nothing was spared. And even after three hours of wandering around town and conversing about what they’ve done, they were still excited to tell each other the smallest detail. “We should go and visit him up in the mountains. We can pass through Pegasus too if you want. Fair warning: they’re weird.”

      “He survived.” Erza smiled but only showed a fraction of her relief and happiness to know that the old man was still alive. “That’s good. I’m a little ticked off that he didn’t come to see me.” She pouted in the opposite direction as they continued their little stroll.

      “So Fairy Tail! All that stuff you told me sounds so cool.” He turned around and started to walk backwards on the stone bump. ‘These Natsu and Gray kids sound like fun.’ Erza shook her head with a smile as she just knew that he would connect with the boys. “A-And this Mirajane girl? Are you sure that she is a ruined prostitute that’s our age?”

      “Yeah. The biggest whore in the whole damn town. Make sure you don’t come into contact with her. Or else you will get sick. Got it?!” Naruto buckled under the force and anger floating in the girl’s voice. She readjusted herself and lost her angry tone. “So does it hurt?”

      “Nah! I got used to it now.” He jumped down and threw a flurry of swift and powerful jabs with his left hand. “It’s actually pretty cool once you get the hang of it.”

      “If you say so.” They were walking alone in the empty town as all the other residents were sleeping in their homes. She had noticed that they had almost come full circle around the massive town as they were lost in the conversation. Their adventures. Their experiences. Erza telling him that Parker-San was still fine. Rob-jichan’s house and the training he delivered. They didn’t talk about the tower though. They could just tell that they didn’t receive any word from their friends.

      “Hey Erza? What kind of magic do you use?” They arrived in the park at the edge of town as they decided to take a rest from their walk to the tree. “It must be something cool, right?”

      “Well I don’t really know about that. I would say that my magic is at least average. But if you insist…” Erza walked out into the middle of the park, in front of her old friend. She stood there for several moments before her whole body was covered in a bright light. Naruto gaped at her before her armor and clothes completely disappeared from her body and left her naked for a single moment.

      Then, her body was covered by a new set of armor that changed how she looked. A pair of wings were attached to a black breastplate and large shoulder pads with jet black gauntlets. She stood proudly as she showed off her newest armor to her old friend. “I can Requip my armor into any other pair I have in my space. And this is my Black Wing Armor. What do you think Naruto?”

      Naruto’s face was frozen in shock with a small blush and his mouth hanging open. “Wh-why were you naked?”

      Erza blinked as she wasn’t expecting that to be the statement he asks. “Well I have to change to get into this armor. And it’s much simpler then actually taking off my clothes in battle.” She smiled and looked towards him in excitement. “Want to see another pair?”

      “N-no! Tha-that’s alright. I’ll take your word for it.”

      Erza shrugged and changed into her base armor, making Naruto look away to keep a false sense of dignity for the girl. As the regular breastplate and white skirt returned, she looked at Naruto with a smirk. “Sooo, what magic did you learn?” Naruto ditched all forms of his previous wariness as he smirked at the girl.

      “Check this out.” He picked up a small pebble resting by his hand and covered it in his magic. He tossed it around before flicking his wrist and aimed the small rock at the girl.

      She raised an eyebrow as she watched the rock sail towards her. She lazily lifted her hand and smacked the stone out of her way. She looked back and was surprised to see another rock sail in the path of the last one. She leaned out of the way and watched the rock bounce of the ground. It laid there before glowing and dispersing into magic dust, much to the shock of the young Fairy Tail Mage.

      “That’s how my Copy works. I use my magic to cover what I want. Then my magic makes a permanent imprint of its form and I can remake it whenever I want.” He then held out his hand and another rock reappeared in his hand. He made a big grin as Erza was impressed with this new form of magical ability. “But that’s not all.”

      Naruto then stood in front of the huge tree in the middle of the park and covered his body in a different style to his previous one, Erza watched as he released a fair amount of his magical power before it started to compress and become a visible light on his form. It wall traveled down his arm and into his right fist as it made a shimmering ball of light around it. He stood proud, with a smile, and threw the punch aimed at the tree.

      The ball of light flew off his hand and sailed towards the bark of the tree. It impacted against the tree and caused some splinters of the huge and sturdy wood to peel off. Erza was surprised by the display of his other power and clapped at his effort. Naruto stood there before deflating and hanging his head.

      “I really wanted that to do more damage.” He regained his cheerful attitude and looked at Erza. ‘And that is the Armor of the Knight. I can amplify my power and abilities with a layer of magic. It is so cool.’ Naruto started playing with the magical armaments ability with his hands. “Rob-jichan tells me it makes me about 2 to 3 times stronger with a full layer. But if I concentrate on just one part” sending some magic to his forearm “I can make my attacks 4 to 6 times stronger.”

      Erza looked at him in awe as she had no idea he had assess to such innovative forms of magic. So simple yet surprisingly complex. “And…” A familiar light shined in his hand before two bat like weapons appeared in his hands. “I know Requip too. Just some weapons I copied but still…”

      “Naruto that’s amazing!” Naruto laughed as he scratched the back of his head in pride and embarrassment at being praised by the armored girl. “I had no idea that Rob-ojisan knew all of these magical styles. I should go and ask him to train me as well.” Erza considered the idea before looking up at Naruto for his view. And then saw something.

      Naruto eyes had seemed frozen, like he had just realized some horrible news. He lowered his head like he was experiencing fear and shame and every emotion in between. She saw the exuberant happiness he was emitting fall and be surrounded in something else. “Naruto? Naruto what’s wrong?”

      “I-I…” He fought with himself as he tried to find the right words to say to the girl. He lowered his head and his mouth was moving but no sounds were coming out. He shut his mouth and bit down as hard as he could, regretting what he was thinking of saying. But then, he melancholy seemed to subside and was replaced by just shame and sadness. “I didn’t learn from Jii-chan… I… I learned from other people. Their… Their names were Kazuya and Erika.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah… They were really strong… And they were cool too. And they cared about each other a lot. And they loved each other… And…” Erza realized that his words were in the past tense. Like they were no longer with them. She reached out and tried to comfort him.

      “Naruto. It’s alright. You don’t have to—”

      “And they were gone.” Naruto lifted his head and looked at her with eyes full of pain. ‘They were gone for so long when I found them in the tower.’ Erza watched as he was trying to strengthen his words and tell her something. Something he had to say now. “They were gone before they ever got to say goodbye.”

      “Naruto… what are you talking about?”

      Naruto summoned a pair of strangely wrapped bloody bundles that rested in his arms as he gripped them like a support. “These… these belonged to them.” He pulled back a corner of the wrapping and showed the pristine grips and exquisite metal of the two swords. “The Excalibur and Kusanagi blades. These were their prized possessions. And they wanted for their family to keep it with them. Their daughter.” He looked up at her as she just looked at his with hope and disbelief.

      “Their child Erza.”

      Erza stared at him as he extended his hands out and placed the graceful swords into her hands. She grabbed the blades and looked at them in her shaky hands, piecing everything he said together. “Wh-what are you saying?”

      “Erika Sōko and Kazuya Sakumina. I found them in the catacombs of the Tower of Heaven. They were holding onto these as the last of their belongings that they stole back from the cult. A-And on them” he summoned a small, worn out brown leather book into his hand. “I found this book. That told me about them and their magic… and…”

      “And their daughter. You. Erza.” Erza looked scared as the realization fully dawned on her. ‘They were your parents. And they were killed for trying to destroy the tower and get everyone out.’ He looked up at her as he was being hit by a wave of sorrow at having to tell her this. “I’m sorry Erza. I’m so sorry.”

      Erza was looking at the swords with empty eyes as her shoulders were shaking and her left eye was tearing up. “Th-they’re gone? Th-they’re already gone?” Even though she didn’t know them, this hurt her unlike anything she had felt before. An overwhelming pain and sadness gripped her heart like how she gripped the swords in her arms. Like her only lifeline to the family she never got to meet.

      “Erza…”

      “I-I wanted to meet them…” A tear dropped from her eye and fell on her swords. “I wanted to meet them and ask them why we weren’t together. M-maybe there was a reason I was taken. O-or maybe they forgot me or left me to save themselves. It hurt… it hurt thinking like that. A-and I didn’t forget the idea that they could-the-they could be…”

      She clutched them even tighter. Tears falling from her eye like a stream. Naruto just watching as he felt his heart sink and break. Watching her experience this pain.

      “I’ll never even get to ask them. If they really loved me. I’ll—”

      “OF COURSE THEY DID!” Naruto grabbed her shoulders and looked at her with renewed fire, even as some tears clouded his eyes. “I read it Erza! I read what they thought and what they did! What they experienced and what they felt being with you! THEY LOVED YOU! THEY LOVED YOU MORE THEN ANYTHING IN THIS WORLD!”

      “You were their new beginning to happiness! You were their end to past pain! You were the light that helped them see that they could do great things in the dark world! And you were their last thought! All they wanted was for you to be happy! All they wanted was for you to be free! Just so you could have a life you could enjoy!” Erza looked up at him in shock, as the tears still leaked from her eye. “Whatever you do! Whatever you did! They were happy! They were proud of you!”

      He embraced her as tightly as he could as he tried to convey their feelings though his touch. “They wanted you to live a life you could be proud of! And where you could be proud of them! So don’t second guess yourself!”

      “THEY LOVED YOU ERZA! THEY LOVED THEIR DAUGHTER THE MOST!”

      Erza’s eyes widened as his proclamation rang out through the cool morning air. Her eyes grew heavy as they started to tear again as she leaned into his embrace even more. The same warmth she had when she was held by her family in the tower. When she was terrified and couldn’t go on to the next day. It was like the warmth she had experienced in her dreams.

      The warmth of her parents’ love.

      She dropped the swords and held Naruto back, crying into his shoulder as she let out all her regret and pain. She screamed into the night as it was just her and her friend, lamenting over the fact she couldn’t see her parents.

      But moving into the future where she lived her life like they wanted. As she wanted.

    
    

    
      Makarov Dreyar yawned into his wizened hand as he slumped his way to the guild on his stubby little legs. He had stayed up pretty late last night taking care of Natsu. After he found a strange old book lying on the river bank, he then found the young pink Dragon-Slayer running around the outskirts of town. Screaming something about demons as he held onto an injury on his neck.

      When the wizard saint tried to inquire about how he got the scar, the boy just panicked and fell into the fetal position. It took him at least two hours to calm the child back down and get him back home. And after finally getting him to sleep, Makarov only got a few hours of sleep himself. And man was he tired!

      So now all he could do was open up the guild early and try to get a nap while he still could.

      As the small man rounded the corner to the guild, he came upon an unusual sight. Standing in front of the guild doors was the resident armor girl, looking up at them with a slight smile. And he could make out a second figure standing by her side, obscured by the girl’s placement but able to see a tuft of yellow hair.

      “Yo, Erza!” The girl looked to her side to see her Master with his staff in hand and a casual wave on his silly face. She ran over to meet him. He looked up and was surprised at what he saw. “What happened?”

      Her left eye was red, raw from crying for possibly hours. But even then she had a small, content smile on her face as she looked towards her old mentor. “Oh. It was nothing master. I just had some time to think things over.” She sniffed her nose one last time before wiping her eye free of any stray water. “Master. I’d like you to meet my friend.”

      She turned around and showed off the person who was standing besides her. A boy with sunshine blond hair and whisker marks. With two different colored eyes and a prosthetic limb. The same boy he had been keeping watch over for the last month. Strangely enough, his eyes were also red from crying.

      The boy smiled as he walked over to the short man. “So this is Makky huh? Rob-jichan was right. He is short.”

      The old geezer got mad and blew some steam from his ears. “What has that guy been saying about me?!” Naruto and Erza laughed as the old master played the field with his comedy routine. He could see in their expressions that there was no heated past or malice between them. No boy held no ill will to her or him, and appeared to be happy just standing next to her. He regained his composure and coughed into his hand.

      “So young man. What can I do for you?”

    
    

    
      Naruto sat on the stool at the bar counter with Erza to his right and Makarov sitting in front of him. He had explained to the old man everything that he believed he should know. Robb’s current status. His real origin. His past with Erza. And why he was here. And after the last hour of conversing, Makarov smiled at the boy with some pride.

      “Well, you are something else aren’t you my boy? Made of some sturdy material for someone your age. No wonder you’re friends with Erza, huh? Ahaha!” He patted his back as the boy chuckled and the girl sighed. “Well Naruto, if you really want to join my guild, I would be honored if you did.” Naruto looked at him with the widest, joyful gleam in his eyes he could muster from not sleeping all night.

      “Really Jiji?”

      “Really.” The old man leaned over the counter and pulled out a stamp from underneath the top. “Any family of hers is a family of ours. And we would love to have you here with us. What do you say?” Naruto grinned and nodded his head like a mad man.

      “Alright! Now all I have to do is give you your tattoo and your in.”

      “That’s all? Wow. I-I thought there was like some great unfathomable initiation you have to go through to join?”

      “There used to be. But one of our old guys sort of broke the town doing it so now we just stamp ya and boom. Instant member. Now, where do you want it?”

      “Huh? I choose it?”

      “Yeah. You can choose anywhere on your body and we will stamp you there.” Naruto thought it over and was quite intrigued with the possibilities.

      “Has anyone ever done their butt?” Erza smacked him across the head as Makarov just bellowed a laugh at his question. “Ow! Just asking.” He nursed the sore spot on his head as he looked over at the pouting girl as she looked in the opposite direction. He then looked down at her arm and saw a dark blue Fairy tattoo on her left bicep. Naruto looked down at his right and smiled.

      “Jiji!” The old man stopped his laughing as he saw the boy pointing to the spot on his right arm. Makarov looked between where the boy pointed and where the girl besides him had hers done.

      The old man smiled lecherously and giggled like and old pervert as he looked at the younger boy. “My my. Making a proclamation at your age? Aren’t we bold?”

      “It-it’s not like that!”

      “What are you two talking about?”

      “Nothing!” Naruto gave a pointed glare at the old man as he slapped his knee and laughed. He then stood up and walked over to the boy’s arm. He pressed the stamp against his bicep and pushed down, a small light shining from underneath as he did so.

      When he pulled off, a black Fairy tattoo was imbedded into his right bicep. Naruto gawked at the sight as he couldn’t voice his incomparable joy. Erza smiled happily as Makarov grinned at the boy as a smile grew on his face.

      “Welcome to Fairy Tail.”

      Naruto smiled as he just continued to admire the new addition on his arm. Looking at it from different angles. Erza smiled and stood up from her seat on the stool. “Come on Naruto. I’ll show you around the guild before—”

      “SUP BITCH!” Erza got a kick to the back of the head as she was sent over the bar and into the bottles of alcohol on the counter. Naruto looked in shock at what had just happened to his best friend as he turned around and looked at the perpetrator.

      The girl in question was about his age, maybe a few months younger. She wore a strange gothic like style that didn’t leave much to the imagination. She had beautiful, silky white hair and shiny blue eyes. The girl had some nail polish on her fingers and an evil sneer on her face. “That’s for not taking my challenge yesterday you skank!”

      “N-Nee-chan! What did you do?”

      “Mira-Nee! I told you not to go instigating fights with Erza!”

      “What? She started it.” She dug her finger into her ear as she just smirked and laughed. She then noticed the looks from a new person at the bar counter that just looked at her like she was some different force of nature. She glared at him before walking over to him and putting her face close to his, looking directly into his eyes. “Who are you?”

      “I-I’m Naruto. I’m new.” He pointed to the newly placed tattoo on his arm.

      “Hmmmm?” Mirajane leaned forward even more as she was inspecting his whole body from his spot. He had the same kind of eyes as that damn Erza. And he had something weird going on with his arm. But those whisker things on his face were actually kind of cute. And he wasn’t that bad to look at. As a small blush centered on Naruto face from her proximity, she leaned back and crossed her arms, nodding her head.

      “Okay. You look stupid but you’ve got a nice face. You can be a part of by harem when I grow up!”

      “Wh-what?”

      “MIRA!” The white haired girl turned around and was punched in the face, sending her flying and into the table of several other arriving guild mates. Erza landed on her feet, her eyes blackened out as she was panting from a rush of blood. “I’LL GET YOU FOR THAT!” She lunged forward and attacked the girl on the ground.

      “Erza’s fighting Mira again!”

      “Same old. Same old huh?”

      “I wanna join!”

      “No Natsu! Bad! Bad!”

      Makarov felt a bead of sweat run down his neck as he watched his guild descend into another wave of destruction. And it wasn’t even 10:00! As everyone started to fight, he looked over to his newest family member, expecting him to be frightened by the reckless attitude they were showing off to him.

      Instead, he saw Naruto watch the entire bar with eyes full of wonder. He watched as they all punched each other. Called each other names and insulted them. But he felt no malice in their words or actions. Even Erza and Mira’s fight held no real hatred and harm to each other.

      A smile grew on Naruto’s face as he watched the whole bar turn into a battle royale. Makarov smiled and nudged the boy’s shoulder. “What do you think?” He waited for a moment to hear the boy’s answer. Before he turned around with a full faced grin, showing off all of his teeth as he couldn’t control his happiness.

      “I’m home.”

    
    

    
      Done. Shit that was long. And late. Sorry about that. Can’t change it so I won’t make excuses. OVA 3

      Anyway, we’re here. Finally. Home to Fairy Tail. So since some people asked this, I’ll try to clear up this misunderstanding. Naruto is about six months older then Erza. Which is why I made her birthday 4/10, while Naruto’s is 10/10. As such, the ages are

      13-Naruto, Erza, Mira; 12— Natsu(?), Gray, Elfman; 11— Lisanna, Levy, Lucy

      Also since you guys seem like experts, I have some questions for you.

      1. Current chapters Gildarts, Luxus and Jura. Do you think they come close to the power of the Kages, like Tsunade and A?

      And 2. How many bowls of ramen can Naruto eat realistically? I don’t mean like those its his favorite so he can eat forever and ever. I mean I’ve seen him eat several bowls in the anime and I know he can eat a lot. But how much can he stomach before his gut can’t take much more and he has to throw up?

      Just asking

      ReadxReview

      Thanks and Goodbye

      

    
  




    12. Part 2: The Path You Set For Yourself

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 12: The Path You Set For Yourself

      HaHaHaHaHaHaHaHaHa! Natsu cops a feel of Lucy’s sweater puppies. And what magnificent puppies they be. And for once, it’s the nephew that does the bad touch to the uncle. And the dragons are outta here!

      Whatever.

      The Last Of Us. Anyone? Anyone?

    
    

    
      November X778

      Close to the edge of the forest by the side of Magnolia town, there was a little one-story home that was surrounded by trees. It was small in comparison to most houses and domiciles that people live in, more relatable to an apartment than a house, but it was a suitable home for a person who didn’t mind appearances.

      Inside the little home was a small living room with a couch and table. Connected to the humble opening room was a small, fully stocked kitchen that appeared to have some plates and a fridge by its side. Down the hall by the living room, there were four doors to be seen. Two on the right wall, one on the left, and one leading to the empty space behind the house.

      The first door opened to a messy bedroom. With smelly and used clothes flung on the floor and hanging by the side of an unmade bed. Fliers and requests nailed to a board on the wall. In the closet were sets of differently colored shirts and long black pants. With several spare long cloaks with hoods hung up in case of convenience. Besides the bed, there was a small cupboard that had several pictures placed on top of it. In each of them was a massively grinning blond boy; either with a scarlet girl, a white-haired teen, or a groups of younger boys, girls and a cat.

      In the second bedroom, there was another bed that was still pristine and appeared unused. Several other articles of clothing, weapons and some jewels were laid out on the mattress. Some boxes and gifts given by grateful clients and guild friends were laid across the room.

      On the left wall was a bathroom. A bathtub, a shower and sink that had towels placed all across it in an uncaring manner.

      And outside the last door, behind the small house were the sounds of tired grunts ringing out through the dying trees. Out in the growing autumn wind, the brown and orange leaves fell and landed in large groups in the clearing. And in the middle of the clearing was a young blond teenager, with his artificial arm behind his back tightly holding a large boulder over him.

      He pushed down on his slightly glowing right hand.

      “953, 954, 955…”

      Drops of sweat dripped down his whiskered face as he took several deep breathes with each consecutive push up. He continued his morning work out as he concentrated on the task at hand.

      A few feet away from him, the sound of swords slashing through empty space echoed in his ears. A young scarlet-haired girl dressed in a skirt and simple white blouse was practicing her sword use with a broad-sword and katana. Her movements and slashes were quick and precise, cutting through any stray leaves that came in her path. She continued her sword style practice as the boy started to finish up his weighted training?

      “999, 1000.” Naruto pushed off his hand and let the boulder fall to his side, getting a loud crash as the large rock settled into the ground. He sat with his legs crossed as he rotated his sore shoulder, feeling the layer of sweat over his whole frame. He took in several deep breathes as he felt himself loosen from his work out and lay back with the boulder as his support. He looked over his shoulder, “How’s it going Erza?”

      “Give me a minute.” Erza concentrated on her swordsmanship as she swung her swords as fast as she could and cut down the branches of a dying tree. Before the wood could even start descending to the ground, Erza swung Excalibur and Kusanagi in a flash of shining light as Naruto awed at her skill. She moved like a flying feather, swift and elegant but fierce and captivating. Her talent for swords far outdid his in most senses of the understanding. And anyone who saw her move would completely agree with that statement.

      She landed effortlessly on her feet, her blades in a reverse grip as she held out her arms for balance. And as the branches started coming closer to the yard, they started to separate and fall into piles of cleanly cut wood. After several moments, all of the chopped wood laid by the Fairy girl’s feet as she wiped a head of sweat off her brow. She looked over to where her friend was watching her with a smile on his face. “How do you think I did?”

      “As well as you always do, of course.” The newly turned 14 year old said as he stood back up and tried to wipe some of the sweat off of his face. “I have to cut training and you had to come and make sure I made it. Why are we in such a hurry today again?” Erza sighed tiredly as she walked up to Naruto and slapped him across the head, earning a groan from the slap marked Jinchūriki.

      “Stupid. I’ve told you several times already, we are traveling with the Master to Era for an important meeting.” She grabbed Naruto by the collar of his black shirt and dragged him reluctantly into his house as he grumbled in annoyance. As she tossed him inside, she walked in and closed the back door. She then quickly turned around and pushed a surprised Naruto into the bathroom. “Wash up and get ready ok.”

      “Awwww. Do I have to?”

      “Yes! Now!” Naruto sighed and shut the bathroom door as Erza smirked at her victory. The scarlet girl stood in the hallway as a bright light consumed her. When it had died down, she stood in her best friend’s new home wearing her trademark simple armor. She looked herself over as she nodded and started to walk around the simple housing complex Naruto had bought over the last few months.

      After he had first arrived, Naruto didn’t have any place to stay in for the foreseeable future. Erza had offered to allow temporary housing for him in the Hill, but after some serious reconsidering and chiding from the other residents, she decided to retract the offer.

      After which, he got offers for some of the other members of the guild. Natsu promised that if Naruto could beat him in a fight, he would let the new member stay in his house. After a quick and humiliating defeat at the hands of the whiskered boy, the dragon slayer was forced to let him stay. Of course since the two were having an argument over who was stronger and were settling it with their fists, the dirty shack didn’t last very long as a suitable home.

      Then some of the older members gave him invitations. He stayed in the basement of the guild for a fair amount of time. Even Mirajane gave him an open dorm to stay with her and her siblings. Elfman nodding nervously and Lisanna happily interested in learning more about the cool new blond Mage that seemed to know Erza personally. And Mira was the most interested in having the cute new boy join her team and abandon Erza’s group.

      Naruto had no idea what she was talking about. But Erza just grew angrier and angrier at the white-haired hussy.

      So finally, Master Makarov offered him a similar place to live in like he did for Natsu when he first arrived in Magnolia. All he had to do was take some jobs and earn enough jewels to buy the place for himself. So starting from there, the boy took all types of requests and missions with all kinds of rewards and difficulty. And he took on each challenge he faced with a steady hand and a big grin on his face. And of course, she would help him out whenever he went on a bigger mission then usual.

      Finally, after several months of saving up and paying back expenses for his damages, he bought this shabby little house on the edge of the town’s square. And he couldn’t love it more.

      Erza looked up at an old clock on the wall and saw that she was losing herself in thought. She walked back into the hall and opened the bathroom door that Naruto washing himself in. “Naruto—”

      “E-Erza! D-don’t barge in!”

      “We’re going to be late if you don’t hurry up.”

      “Then you go on without me.” Naruto kept the towel he grabbed off the floor and covered his crotch from his undisturbed friend. “I’ll catch up.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you there.” Erza closed the door with a nod as Naruto stood there, in his birthday-suit, as he heard her boots resound off the floor as she walked away. After a moment, he heard the front door open and then close behind her as she left. He then fell to his butt and breathed out a hefty sigh.

      “She’s insane.” Naruto said to himself as he let out a little chuckle as he noticed his friend’s odd take on privacy and decency. Naruto finished his clean up and walked to his room. He pulled out a pair of drawers, pants and a shirt to wear for the day.

      As Naruto pulled up his pants, Naruto looked around his room and at the pictures he had of his friends and family in Fairy Tail. He smiled fondly as he saw images of himself, happier then he had ever been in his entire life while he was surrounded by his friends.

      He stood there with a big, wide smile plastered across his face. An arm around the shoulder of a grinning Gray. A playful headlock around an angry but obviously happy Natsu with Happy waving at the camera atop his head. One the right of Naruto, Erza was standing off to the side, a smile on her face as she stood confidently. Surprisingly, Mirajane had an arm wrapped around the scarlet girl’s shoulder as she brought her in to a one arm hug and gave the camera a peace sign. On the left, Cana, Levy and Lisanna stood together and waved while Elfman was quite squeamish about having any attention on him. In the background, some of the adults were laughing while Laxus just shook his head tiredly.

      Naruto pulled his long sleeved shirt over his head and pulled out one of the black cloaks laying on the floor. Naruto stormed out of his room and out of his house as he ran to his second home.

      Off to Fairy Tail.

    
    

    
      “Erza! Let me come too! It’s not fair!” A fiery pink haired boy yelled as he complained to the cool armored red head girl sitting patiently at the bar. Erza shook her head as she turned exhaustingly to the Dragon-Slayer.

      “Natsu, we aren’t going on a vacation. This is a very serious matter that Master has invited Naruto and I to attend.”

      “But that sounds so exciting! So let me join you guys!”

      “No! And that is final!” Erza walked away from the counter and tried to ignore Natsu’s pestering. Of course… this was Natsu she was trying to discourage.

      “Hell No!” Natsu’s hands burst into intense red flames as he cut off Erza’s straight path. “If I can beat you, then Jiji will have no choice but to take me with him!” Erza just looked at him blankly as a collective sigh rang throughout the guild hall.

      “Do you really think you will do any better then last time?”

      “Of course! I’m a whole lot stronger then I was last time!”

      “You mean yesterday?”

      “Yeah!”

      Erza continued to look at him with no change in her features before she smiled and nodded her head. “Good. I’m very proud of that spirit of yours Natsu.”

      “Great, so let’s—”

      “So I promise to give you my utmost attention and effort.” Slowly, a black shadow spread over Natsu’s form as he looked up at the growing image of a scarlet-haired demon caressing a blade in her hands. Her shadowed face revealed two harshly glaring blue and brown eyes as a white gap looking like a smile spread through the darkness. “Ready?”

      “U-ummm… c-can I reconsider this?”

      “No.”

      “KYAAAAAAHHHHHHH!” Natsu desperately tried to escape the sword Erza was swinging as she chased him through the hall. You could almost see a maniacal glint in the eye of the armor girl as she chased the screaming boy only a hair’s width away from receiving her wrath.

      Mira was sitting at a table with her siblings. She was watching the confrontation with a pitiful shake of her head as Lisanna and Elfman were paying more attention to the cerulean kitten in the youngest girl’s lap. “Seriously. Does that idiot ever learn?”

      “Mira-Nee! Don’t insult Natsu like that!” Her younger sister reprimanded her for her insult against the pink-haired simpleton.

      “Aw come on Lisanna, the honeymoon phase has gotta end at some point.” The youngest Take-Over sister blushed at her sister’s blunt use of the phrase. ‘I mean, you’ve already got the kid.’ She pointed to the strange young kitten munching on some fish. “Your daddy is stupid, isn’t he little guy?”

      “Aye!”

      “See.”

      “Nee-chan, don’t use Happy to insult Natsu like that.”

      “What? He doesn’t know the difference. He would agree to anything. He’s stupid like that. You’re stupid, aren’t you?”

      “Aye!”

      “The sky is red, isn’t it?”

      “Aye!”

      “I’m the Queen of the guild, right?”

      “Nope.”

      “See, agrees with— wait a sec! You little—”

      “Erza!” Makarov yelled as he appeared with Gildarts from the storage in the back. “We’ve got to get going soon. Drop what you’re doing and get ready.” Erza did just that as she let go off the chokehold she had around Natsu’s purple neck.

      “Yes Master.”

      “Hey guys!” Naruto waved to everyone as he walked through the doors of the guild as he got several welcomes from anyone who heard him.

      “Naruto!” Natsu got back to his feet and ran up to his blond friend. “Are you seriously going with Jii-chan to this Era place? I want to come!”

      “Hehe. Sorry Natsu. Just us today.”

      “Then I’ll kick your ass before that!” Natsu pulled his fist back and set it aflame. “Fire Dragon’s Iron Fist!”

      Naruto smirked as he blocked the burning fist with his left hand and grabbed Natsu’s extended arm. He turned around and flipped a screaming Natsu over his head and into the floor. He let go of the younger boy’s arm and left the spinning eyed boy on the ground. “Close buddy. But not quite yet.”

      “Ow.”

      Naruto walked over to the table where his friends waved him over. “Hey guys. What’s up?”

      Mirajane looked off aimlessly. “Gray and Cana went off on a mission with Macao and Wakaba. And Levy went off with her new team with Jet and Droy.”

      “And the asshole?”

      “Laxus is still out on a mission,” Elfman answered. “I don’t think it is a good idea to antagonize him like that Naruto. You know how he gets.” Naruto just clicked his tongue in reluctant acknowledgement.

      After Naruto had first joined Fairy Tail, he had easily become friends with most of the younger group except for the older blond. He had attempted to make friends with Laxus but he was unwilling to go the extra mile to work with Naruto.

      And then, over the last few months, he had started to change. Showing phases of superiority and hostility to the rest of the guild. Even his own grandfather.

      “Pfft, just cause that bastard is strong, thinks he can look down on us like that.” Naruto punched his fist into his palm as he smirked. “Well, maybe I’ll just have to knock him down a few pegs.”

      “Don’t underestimate him Naruto.” Mira stated evenly as she smiled at the quirky blond across from her. “Get yourself to S-class status and then you can think of challenging him.” Naruto gave her a confident smirk.

      “And you’re underestimating me if you think potential for S-classes or stronger opponents would frighten me. I would give him I serious run for his money.” He leaned next to Lisanna and looked at a curious Happy. “You think I can do it, right Happy?”

      “Kitty!”

      “No Happy. Not a Kitty. Naruto.”

      “Kitty!”

      “Not a Kitty.

      “Kitty!”

      “At least call me Neko-man.”

      “Kitty!”

      “…Fine. Kitty it is.”

      “Aye!”

      “Naruto, come on! We’ve got to go!” Naruto looked over his shoulder to where Erza and Master were standing at the door with Gildarts at their side. He got up and waved to his friends and the recovering Natsu. He joined them by their side.

      Makarov looked up at Gildarts sternly. “We’ll be gone for a day at most. Everyone is either already out on a job or just resting. Don’t fuck anything up while we’re gone, alright.”

      “Aw come on old man,” the ace of Fairy Tail said as he waved his hand dismissively. “Hehe, you know I can’t make that promise.”

      “Yes, well, at least keep the damages to a minimum.”

      “Once again. No promises.”

      “Let’s go!” Naruto pulled the old munchkin by his collar and grabbed Erza’s hand, running down the street as they headed for their destination.

    
    

    
      Naruto and Erza gaped at the sight of the beautiful and intricate building that made up the capital of the magical council. It’s walls, statues and columns filled their eyes as they could see human-sized frogs and Rune Knight soldiers walking everywhere they could see.

      “W-Wow! This is amazing!” Naruto ran forward and into the grassy courtyard of the building. Behind him, Makarov showed the guards their identification and summons card, with Erza still amazed by the sights in front of her.

      “Naruto! Don’t wander off!” Makarov walked up next to the young lad as he stood there patiently for the old Master. “This is the capital of magic in our country. They are very strict about how to behave and act on these premises” the old master said with his eyes closed and his staff in hand.

      “Master, why did the Magical Council ask that Naruto come here?”

      “It’s all right Erza, they just have a few questions they want to ask him about a report they received” he crossed his arms and dropped his playful attitude that they were accustomed to. “Naruto, these people have very little room for error. I try my best but I’m still on their shit list even after all this time. I know it will be hard but I’ve got to ask you to keep any of your antics to their lowest level. I’ll help you through any and all questions you have trouble answering. So don’t worry, we’ll be by your side at all times.

      “Do you understand Naruto?”

      “Master… Naruto left a while ago.” The old man looked to Erza in shock and then looked to his side, seeing that the blond really was missing. He looked all around him to no avail.

      “WHAT! WHERE HAS THAT IDIOT GONE NOW?!” All of the magical council subordinates looked to the little man in shock.

      “I’ll find him Master! Don’t worry!” Erza ran off in another direction as Makarov looked in horror.

      “NO, NOT YOU TOO! THAT WILL ONLY MAKE THIS WORSE!” Makarov was left alone in the courtyard as he fell to his knees in jaded horror, grabbing his head tightly. ’Damn! Damn! Damn It! I-I-if those two run amok in the council—’

      Breaking News!

      Fairy Tail Destroys Fiore Nation’s Magical Capital! War Declared On Rogue Guild!

      Makarov went as white as a sheet as he knew that those two would cause nothing but problems for him in this place. He fell on his face as he resigned to wait for the Rune Knights to come and arrest him for treason. He heard soft and frequent foot steps come behind him as he knew it was his time.

      “Are you just going to lay on your face for the whole day or are you going to say hello to your old friend?”

      Makarov got off his face and turned over his shoulder. He saw an equally short and wrinkly old man with a split hat looking at him with a smile. “Oh, Yammy, thank god that’s you.” He pulled himself back to his feet, “I think I’m going to have to call in a favor from you.”

      “Hehe, what for exactly?”

      “I think there’s about to be a lot of commotion about some of the youngsters I brought along with me. And I seriously doubt that I will be able to pay for the damages they will cause.” The old master of Fairy Tail looked downcast as he thought of the consequences about to occur.

      “Aw come on Makky, what else do you expect?” Yammy walked back towards the building with a happy smirk. “If the next generation weren’t a bunch of trouble makers, it wouldn’t really be Fairy Tail, would it?”

    
    

    
      “Naruto! Naruto! Where are you?” The scarlet-haired girl yelled with her cupped hands as she tried to find her missing best friend.

      She was garnering the attention of many soldiers and members as she yelled as loud as she could. Erza walked through a long open pathway as she tried to find Naruto.

      “Little Lady,” Erza looked over to several older soldiers walking over to her. The first man bent down and asked with a sincere tone in his voice, “are you lost? Do you need some help finding your guardian?”

      “Have you seen a blond boy in black? About this tall? With whiskers?”

      The soldiers all looked between each other questioningly. “Um, well we—”

      “Too slow!” Erza head-butted the crouching soldier in the face, knocking him out. The two other soldiers behind him looked at the downed man in shock, and then back up at the girl. She glared at them, “What about you two?”

      The men screamed and ran away as fast as they could, grabbing their fallen friend by his shoulders and disappearing from the girl’s sight.

      Erza stood there with pinhole eyes as a cold wind sweapt over her, flapping her skirt. “That’s odd. How am I suppose to find Naruto if they can’t help me?”

      “I believe that they were just surprised by your serious attitude. Granted, I don’t really blame them.” Erza perked up when she heard the new voice make itself known behind her. She turned around to address him and—

      “But then again I did hear that you were one to go to extremes to fulfill what it is you are after. I happen to admire that in a person.” Erza’s heterochromic eyes widened in shock as she looked at the young man standing before her.

      The same deep blue hair that she could recognize easily in any crowd. An exquisite tattoo that surrounded his entire right eye. Wearing a long white uniform that gave off a feeling of superiority. A smile on his face that showed that he had no concern about anything that was happening.

      A smile she was very familiar with.

      Erza said in a shocked whisper, “J-Jellal?”

      “Hello Erza Scarlet-San. My name is Siegrain.”

    
    

    
      Naruto stood on the roof of one of the corresponding buildings of the main structure. He covered his eyes of the sun as he looked out over the large area around the capital.

      He could see small homes and fields as far as the eye could see. Mountains and clouds as far as the horizon. Naruto laughed wholeheartedly at the sight, “This is amazing! Do these council guys get to see this all the time?”

      Naruto stood up and looked below him at the courtyards and training fields. “I wonder what these guys do all day?”

      “Hey You!” Naruto looked down and saw several frogs and men looking up at him harshly. “Get Down From There This Instant!” Naruto laughed and started to run across the roof, getting the annoyed yells of all the people below him.

      Naruto chuckled as he felt far more invigorated and excited to be in this new environment then back in Magnolia. So he wasn’t going to let this experience be ruined by anyone.

      But just as he was running by the edge of the roof, it mysteriously crumbled to dust and left the boy hanging in the air.

      “Eh-AHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Naruto plummeted towards the ground quickly as his cloak was flapping in the wind. He was heading straight for a bronze statue of an older Mage that was standing in the courtyard. He panicked and sent a wave of magical power to cover his body before impact.

      He crashed and destroyed the statue’s top into pieces. Naruto laid in the uprooted ground as he held his aching head in pain. He stumbled to his feet before he was surrounded by several men and frogs, all looking at him like he had just committed a sin. He was lifted to his feet and brought to one of the older men’s face. “Okay kid. Do you know what you just did?”

      “I just busted my head on some old guy’s head.”

      “You just destroyed the statue of one of the founding members of the Magical Council!”

      “That is a crime punishable by 20 years at least!”

      “Seriously?”

      “You are in a lot of trouble kid.”

      “Wait-wait-wait! I’m sure my guild master can pay for this. It’s no problem.”

      “This statue is irreplaceable and priceless! You wouldn’t be able to pay for that is less then several decades!”

      “WHY THE FUCK WOUKD YOU KEEP SOMETHING LIKE THAT IN A PLACE FOR ANYONE TO REACH?!”

      “Tradition!”

      “But he is right about our choice of aesthetic placement. We really need to keep such important figures under lock if we are going to be so anal about their treatment.” All of the people there stopped their antics and looked towards the statue that had suddenly talked. Suddenly, it started to come back into piece and form into its perfect condition. Naruto was shocked before he saw a figure appear from behind the statue.

      “But you really should be letting him go. He’s our honored guest for the day.” The girl that had appeared from behind the figure was a young, dark-purple haired girl with her hair in a ponytail. She was wearing a white kimono that cut off at her thighs. She had a pleasant smile on her face as she looked down at the whiskered boy. “We invited him after all.”

      “Of course Ultear-sama.” All of the adults got on one knee and bowed to the young and pretty girl. Before standing back up and walking away from the two younger mages. Naruto looked around himself and saw that it was just the two of them.

      He pushed himself up to his feet, “Um, thanks. That was really cool what you did with the statue.”

      Ultear lifted her long-sleeved hand and giggled lightly behind it. “Thank you very much for your compliment. I am very confident in my abilities. I was actually quite surprised how you were able to break it so easily.”

      “Yeah. I have a pretty hard head.” He tapped the top of his skull for emphasis as he laughed. “People say it takes them forever to take me down.”

      “Oh, and who exactly was it that told you that?”

      “Eh, I don’t know. Bandits, criminals, thieves, anyone in general that wants to fight me. The list goes on.” Naruto swung his arms behind his head as he shrugged his shoulders.

      “Huh? I-I see.” Ultear let a drop of sweat run down her head at the nonchalant way he just said people try to kill him. “Well, I am very interested in seeing the extent of your magical abilities for myself.”

      Naruto turned his head. “Oh, sure. But how exactly do you want to do that?”

      Ultear tilted her head and gave him an innocent smile.

    
    

    
      “Can I ask why you seem to be so tense in front of me at the moment?”

      “I’m not tense at all.”

      “Of course not.” Siegrain smirked from the other end of the blade at his neck. Almost instantly after he had introduced himself, the scarlet girl had summoned a sword and held him up against the wall. Her eyes completely focused in anger and worry at the other boy. “Can I ask what’s wrong?”

      “Don’t toy with me Jellal. What. Are. You. Doing. Here?”

      Siegrain looked surprised at her statement before looking down with a sad smile. “I’m not Jellal. Believe me. I wish I could help but,” he looked back up at Erza as she matched his look. After a moment, she lowered her sword and Requiped it back into her space.

      “Who are you?”

      Siegrain removed himself from his space on the wall and fixed his clothes. “My name is Siegrain. And the man you knew as Jellal was my twin.” Erza’s eyes widened in shock.

      “What? That’s impossible! Jellal never told me he had a brother!”

      “I’m not surprised. We were separated by our parents at birth. I only learned the truth about his existence a few years ago from my mother. I actually joined this council so that I could locate him. But, unfortunately” he looked up at Erza, who was looking at him with a combination of disbelief and attention, “you know the rest of that story.”

      Erza waited a moment before she asked the question that had plaqued both her and Naruto’s mind for years now. “Where is he?”

      Siegrain was quiet before he settled against the wall once again. “I lost track of his location a year ago. I’ve tried many times to find him, but I was never successful. Your guess is about as good as mine about where he is now. I’m sorry.”

      Erza looked down as her hopes were dashed about where her friend could be. She felt a hand land on her shoulder as she looked up at Siegrain.

      “I promise that I shall find him one day. And then you can have your time to reconcile with each other. But until then” he walked past the stunned girl before putting his hands into his pocket. “Let’s go see how Naruto is doing, shall we?”

      Erza was brought out of her slum and looked over at him in shock. He looked over his shoulder at the girl, “If you were wondering, of course I knew who he was. I’m the one who asked for his summon. Come along, Erza.”

      Erza stood there silently for a moment as Siegrain’s footsteps clicked down the hall. She had a far off look in her eye as she raised her head.

      He seemed genuinely hurt, missing his long lost brother. But only for a moment. Then, lost in a moment, she saw it. A smirk that was hiding something dark and sinister. Something he was hiding for himself.

      Something that reminded her of Jellal. Him in those last few moments.

      She followed behind him and stayed quiet. Whoever he really was, he couldn’t be trusted.

    
    

    
      Naruto back-flipped away from the speeding teal ball that was aimed at his face. He landed and continued to evade as the ball continued to follow him and break into the ground beneath him. Naruto dashed from side to side as he made a bee-line towards the confident girl on the other side of the training field.

      Ultear smiled and started to bounce on her feet as Naruto summoned Kusanagi into his hand. He landed in front of her and started to swipe his sword at her quickly, she smiled as she dodged the slashes by a minuscule margin.

      Ultear aimed a kick at his face which he leaned back to dodge. As Naruto jumped back, he heard the sound of her orb flying through the air behind him. In a burst of speed, Naruto spun around and slashed the orb in half.

      The pieces floated in the air for a moment before connecting back together and smashing him in the face. As Naruto stumbled back, the orb floated back over to Ultear’s arm where she held it on her elbow. “You are quite spry for a young man, Naruto-San.”

      Naruto stood back up and rubbed his sore jaw. “And you have an annoyingly useful magic, Ultear-San.” He smiled and readied himself back into his stance.

      “Wh-what is that idiot doing at a time like this?!” Erza gripped the rail of the training area of the Rune Knights as she watched Naruto continue to dodge and throw every attack he could at the other girl.

      “Hehe, it appears that Naruto is having a quick little spar with Ultear.”

      “How did that happen?” Erza screamed as she grabbed Siegrain by his collar. “Why don’t you stop him from hurting her?”

      “What makes you think that he would hurt her?” Erza looked at him in surprise before looking back at fight at hand. She watched as despite all of his efforts, the girl and her floating orb were evading all of his attacks. And whenever there was an opening, the girl sent her orb to attack him that would almost land against his form. In all, the girl seemed like she was holding the advantage to the fight.

      “She is a proud member of the Magical Council. And my personal assistant for issues. She is also undefeated in this spars against captains of the Rune Knights. And the wielder of an extremely rare magic, Arc of Time. If you want to be worried about someone, it should be your friend.” Erza looked away from Siegrain and back to Naruto’s struggle against the experienced Mage.

      “This has been a lot of fun Naruto-San, but we do have other matters to attend to. So please don’t mind that we end this fight shortly.” She stretched out her hand and her orb flowed toward her fingers.

      “Okay. Lets see what this brings us, huh?” Naruto crossed his blade in front of him and lowered himself into a low stance.

      He ran forward and jumped up towards the girl with his sword over her head. Ultear moved her hand and the orb followed in turn. With each swipe Naruto’s blade made, the orb was there to parry it. And with each piece it was cut into, there was that many more pieces for him to fight against.

      As Ultear switched her feet forward and swung her leg in a hook against Naruto’s arm, he was momentarily stunned by the move. The pieces of orb started to crash against his back and sides. Naruto continued to try and stop the orb but Ultear’s time magic proved his attacks were futile.

      Suddenly, all of the pieces disappeared from sight as Naruto was left stunned by her action. He looked around him at all of the floating, slightly translucent orbs that covered him in a dome. They all slowly moved and floated around him, aimed at his position.

      Ultear smirked as she pointed an elegant finger at his form, “Flash Forward.”

      All of the orbs converged at his point and destroyed the area around him. Smoke and rubble floated up into the air as Ultear was left the only figure to be seen on the training field. Up in the rails, Siegrain smirked and looked over to Erza with her eyes shadowed by her hair.

      “So Erza, what do you think? We’re not so incompetent in the field of battle as you thought, huh?” Erza slowly nodded her head in agreement. “Do we need to get a doctor to check-up on him?”

      “Four days.”

      Siegrain looked over to Erza, “What, I’m sorry?”

      “Four days. That’s how many times a week I have training sessions with Naruto using swordsmanship. He also wakes up every morning before the sun to do a regular training session of running around Magnolia 5 times. And then he returns to practice his fighting techniques using his magic if needed.” She lifted her head and continued to talk about her friend with a small smile on her face.

      “And when he takes a mission, he usually takes the jobs that deal with capturing criminals and stopping monsters. He hits some rough patches and causes some damage but he has always finished his job. And even when he was outnumbered and outmatched, he never stopped fighting until he was the last one standing.”

      Ultear summoned her orb back into her hands and started to walk back to a safer distance from the smoke covered area. “Hey, hey Ultear-San~, what was that?”

      Ultear’s eyes widened in surprise as she turned around just in time to see a clawed hand closing in on her face. She desperately dodged to her side as the projectile attack cut through the end of her hair and flew into the wall behind her, leaving an imprint of an animal’s claw imbedded into the concrete.

      Ultear looked from where the attack landed to the dust cloud. In the thicket of dust and smoke, the boy’s figure could be seen with an aura of light surrounding his entire body. The large light compressed and lowered until it was roughly several inches away from touching his skin. Naruto lifted his head, showing bruises and blood dripping down the corner of his mouth and forehead, and gave the council girl an extremely eager smile.

      “This fight didn’t end as quickly as you thought.”

      Ultear narrowed her eyes and got into a stance of her own. Jellal had a look of slight surprise as he could see the smiling blond walk forward with his magic surrounding his entire body. And Erza folded her arms with a proud smile across her face as her partner/student/friend got ready to fight again. “He takes on all of his jobs with such tenacity, that he’s made a little name for himself in the guild.”

      Jellal crossed his arms over the rail and watched the rest of the fight with glee. “The Hunter.”

      Naruto ran forward with his sword at the ready, aiming for the girl across from him. Ultear jumped back and sent her lacrima straight towards his head. Naruto jerked forward and smashed the ball with his forehead, shattering it on contact.

      He jumped in the air and let his sword go out of his hand. Turning mid-jump, Naruto pulled back and kicked his copied sword at the stunned girl. She clenched her teeth and held her hand out at the incoming blade. The sword rusted and then crumbled to dust before it could touch her, leaving her unharmed.

      As Ultear settled back, she realized that Naruto had disappeared from her sights. She turned around in time to see Naruto behind her in a crouch, looking up at her. With his smile back on his face the magic around his hands extended at the middle’s fingertips, forming what appeared to be blades that shimmered with light.

      Naruto swiped his hand-blades at Ultear, making her retreat in an attempt to distance herself from him. Despite her efforts, the Armor magic cut at the edges of her kimono and ends of her hair. Ultear clicked her teeth, skipping her feet next to his as he left himself open for a counterattack with his arms out wide.

      She grabbed his hands at the wrists and jumped up, placing her feet against his chest. In a show of amazing acrobatics, she flipped them both over and threw him across the training field. As Naruto landed on his back, Ultear used her hands to push herself off the ground and back to her feet. She raised her hands and Reversed the time of her broken orb, bringing it back to her hands.

      As Naruto jumped back to his feet and continued their little brawl, Erza and Jellal both watched their colleagues intense match.

      “I’m quite amazed by his choices of magic. The ability to copy any weapon he touches and to cloak himself in a field of his own basic magical power. Most mages would dismiss these styles as a waste of their time. Not much destructive power or originality in their premise. But he seems to be countering those weaknesses with his own ideas.” Jellal smiled. “Shaping the form of his outline to give him an advantage in battle using any shape or form he can imagine. And using his weapons as distractions against his opponents to dismiss the idea that he could do these things. Very clever.”

      Erza watched as Naruto continued to change the forms of his Armor to assist in his fight against the time Mage. From a short blade, to separated claws and even making the space around his fist bigger for stronger punches. The results of months of back breaking training and effort making themselves known in the fight.

      Ultear jumped back once again and sent her orb out in a Forward toward the whiskered boy. Naruto stood strong as he sent a mass amount of magic into his foot, letting it glow with a faint light. He jumped up to the same level as the ball and sent a wide kick out towards the speeding lacrima.

      “Soaring Breaker!” The light from his foot flew off at amazing speed and shattered the ball into pieces. Ultear aimed her hand to fix it the orb but Naruto was already next to it, grinning like an idiot as she looked at him in shock. His hands swiped forward and grabbed each significant piece between his fingers, stopping her ability to fix her on-hand weapon. “Can’t fix it if it can’t come together, right?”

      Naruto clenched his left fist, crushing the pieces even more, and sent a pulse of magic into it. He fell towards Ultear as he readied for a final attack. “Flying—”

      “IDIOT!” A long arm came out of nowhere and punched Naruto across the face, getting all of the young mages to look on in shocked surprise as Naruto was sent flying and his attack was thrown of course. Erza and the council duo looked up to where Makarov and Yajima were standing, the guild master nearly visibly fuming in anger at his child’s actions. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING TAKING THIS MATCH SO SERIOUSLY?”

      “M-Master?”

      Naruto came out of the small crater, stumbling and clutching his aching noggin. “Damn it Jiji, what did you do that for?!” Naruto completely ignored his prior engagement with Ultear as he walked passed her, Erza and Siegrain and up to the tiny man. “I was in the middle of a fight! I was having fun too!”

      “You think I’ll just let you wreck havoc because you were having fun you little brat! You’re causing more and more trouble every moment!”

      “Well if your were going to stop me, WHY’D YOU HAVE TO HIT ME IN THE HEAD?”

      “CAUSE YOUR HEAD’S SO GOD DAMN HARD ITS THE ONLY WAY TO KNOCK ANY SENSE INTO YOU!”

      “THAT’S NO WAY TO TREAT YOUR KIDS! ERZA!” He walked up to his stunned friend, “Tell Jiji that he shouldn’t be interrupting my fights!”

      Erza looked between her angry best friend and her impatient Master as the old man behind him laughed. “Um, Naruto, I really don’t think that’s a good enough reason to be so angry with Master.”

      “Ahhhh, you don’t get it!” Naruto clutched his head and shook around in annoyance. “Hey Jellal, tell them that they shouldn’t be interrupting my fi—”

      …

      “JELLAL!” Naruto stood back in shock as he saw his former best friend’s face smiling at him sweetly.

      “Nope. Sorry. I’m Siegrain. Close though.”

      “Wh-wh-what the hell is going on here?!”

      “Hohoho, I think we should all calm down and get moving towards the main hall. And we can explain all of these misunderstanding on the way.” Yajima said as he lowered the tension of the rather hostile air around him. “Come along Makky. Bring the kids.”

      Ultear stood there in the training field, looking up as Naruto was yelling in confusion about the events around him. Siegrain was chuckling wholeheartedly and Erza was trying to calm him down by explaining the situation. But almost immediately, he started an argument with his Master again as they got into a fierce staring contest.

      As she stood there, she looked over to the side where his last stray attack had run off to. The stone was destroyed and crumbled, leaving almost nothing but dust in the large crater that was aimed at her. She was sure that she could handle this boy all on her own, not even resorting to using half of her power to take care of the fight. But then he just started outdo himself, making his attacks crisper and more ferocious.

      She was warned by her master about what this boy could do if he was being pushed into it. She had seen what he could do, having to fix the broken ship and help tend her master’s injuries after the fight was done. This boy was dangerous to anyone who provoked him. Which was why she deliberately made sure not to rust the metal off his arm. From what Master Hades told her, if she did that, she would have been met with quite a brutal end.

      Her master even acknowledged that the boy would be a fierce enemy to battle in the future. And even though Hades was weak, injured and recovering from surgery at the time of the fight, this boy had still pushed him farther then she had seen anyone push him during her time.

      She raised her hand and her perfect weapon floated down back into her grasp. And underneath the shadow of her hair, she smirked menacingly.

      This boy was so much fun. To be able to push her stubborn master so far that he was now interested in recruiting new blood was no small feat. And the name he had received in her guild was starting to make perfect sense.

      Naruto Uzumaki. The Impossible Demon Child.

    
    

    
      “Now, let this calling of Fairy Tail Mage Naruto Uzumaki, come to session.” A gavel was knocked on the wood as the court was called into session. Erza and Makarov sat in witness seats as Naruto stood at the plaintiff stand, completely lost on what was going on around him.

      The slightly bandaged Naruto grumbled and leaned against the stand lazily as the old council members started listing off several mentions of little importance. After about 30 minutes of explanations from Erza and Yamija, Naruto learned about who this Siegrain guy really was. Apparently, he was Jellal’s brother who was abandoned at birth and was searching for his whereabouts.

      Personally, he thought that was bullshit. Him and Jellal talked for hours about what it was like to have a family. And he never made a single hint of a sibling. But this Siegrain guy was too calm to be the Jellal he remembered. After what he had become, he never thought that Jellal would have another same thought in his lifetime.

      So that only left him on his watch list.

      “Now, Naruto Uzumaki” Naruto perked up at the mention of his name. ‘Do you know why you are here today?’ Naruto looked to all of the council members, then to his guild-mates, and then back to them and shrugged his shoulder. “I’m not surprised. You’ve probably been in the dark about this entire situation, my dear boy?”

      “This is about a report we received earlier this year about an encounter you may have had with a certain guild. And we wish to shed some light on the subject so that we can better understand your circumstances.”

      “Oh! Do you mean about those guys from Grimoire Heart?”

      “… I beg your pardon?”

      “This about the fight I had with that dark guild, right?”

      There was a loud commotion between the council members as Siegrain and Ultear laughed at Naruto’s confusion. Makarov sighed in anguish as Erza did the same into her hands. The ruckus died down and order was brought back into the court. “We will wish to ask you more questions about this after the hearing is done if you don’t mind?”

      Naruto looked at them with a vacant stare. “Super.”

      “No Naruto-kun, this involves another group you met.” Yajima said, taking control of the situation. ‘A more… troublesome group. Damnation.’ Naruto’s eyes slowly widened in realization as he straightened himself up to stand. “We would like it if you could give us any information and insight on your experiences with the group.”

      “Alright.”

      “Now Naruto Uzumaki,” Org stood up and addressed the young man. “Who was it that you intervened against in the town of Acacia in March of this year? Did he give you a name or any identification that you can remember?”

      “Oh, um, he said” Naruto scratched his head as he thought back to his fight more then half a year ago. “it was Mordreau. This big bulky guy with a seriously twisted idea about what he thought was right.” When he said that, several frogs started to write down what he said like it was actually significant.

      “Alright. Now, did you notice anything that they were doing that was out of the ordinary? Something that they were looking for or talking about?”

      “What? Do you mean besides the fact that they were destroying people’s homes, killing some guy by crushing his skull and about to massacre about a dozen people because they were in the general vicinity of a run-away?” The boy said condescendingly as he was asked a question that he thought irrelevant.

      The council just looked at him seriously, not dignifying his response with an answer. A small cat-like man said to the young Mage, “Answer the question boy.”

      Naruto narrowed his eyes, “I think they were checking each of the hostages for something. They said something about large magic supplies and… I don’t know, something else they mentioned.”

      “What was it? You have to remember!”

      “I-um-I can’t. It was awhile ago, these little details are all kind of fuzzy.”

      “That isn’t enough! You have to remember everything you can!” Michello bellowed in anger.

      “Why?! Why does this matter if I fought some asshole in a broken town or not?!”

      “Boy! Do you understand the severity of the issue at hand?!”

      “No! No I don’t! All I know is that you guys are peeing yourself over nothing and I’m being blamed for some reason! You know what!” Naruto walked out of the back of the podium, “Fuck This! I’m going home! This is bullshit!”

      “WHAT!” Most of the council room yelled, even Erza and Makarov were surprised by his defiant attitude toward the immensely influential group. “You can’t just leave! Come back here this instant!”

      “Why?! Why should I bother with these questions when I don’t even know why it is so important? In fact, why are you all so scared about it, huh? What are you afraid of?!”

      “Th-that is because—”

      “We are scared because its influence is to immense.” Everyone in the courtroom looked to where Siegrain had his head propped up on his fist, looking at the situation with a tired gaze. “But we just don’t wish to admit it to ourselves.”

      “Hold your tongue Siegrain!”

      “No. I won’t hold my tongue. Because how are we supposed to try and solve this issue if we can’t even summon up the courage to talk about it? How are people of the world supposed to be brave if even the great Magic Council is too scared to mention them? If you really want to save this country and stop that man,” Jellal sat up and looked at everyone with a strong will, “then set an example and push through the pain.”

      The council all looked towards their newest member in surprise. Even the Fairy Tail mages looked at the blue-haired boy in astonishment at his words. Ultear just smiled and nodded in agreement. The council looked between each other as they all had a silent conversation about what to do.

      Until Org sighed in defeat and looked down at a frog servant besides their files. He nodded his head and the frog turned around and picked up several very large folder in its hands. It walked over to the podium and laid them out for the blond boy to see for himself. Naruto looked up at them in couriosity before walking back to the podium and opening them to see the contents inside.

      Naruto shifted through the papers, reading the reports and articles on the independent guild’s actions over the last several decades. The destruction of several dozen guilds, towns and cities being laid to waste in siege. And then, Naruto landed on a set of several tens of photos that depicted the mangled, dismembered and utterly graphic corpses of men and women from across the land. He looked through each of the files in shock as a look of horror and realization dawned across his face.

      “Those are only a few of the folders we have on their influence. Some of their more… prominent examples.” Naruto slowly looked back up to them with a look that said if he didn’t have such a strong stomach, they would be in need of new folders. “Damnation is a rather large independent guild that has a very large influence over the entire nation. And as its namesake says, they have resigned themselves to kill all those they believe are unworthy.”

      “It is a guild that operates beyond the influence of even our field of jurisdiction. But it also does not discriminate against its enemies, making all those of legal or illegal persuasion its targets.” The older female member of the council continued, “Recently, we have received reports that members of the guild have been evading their capture and moving through the borders into the surrounding countries. Their presence is already being noticed in the lands of Caelum, Ministral, Bosco and Seven. And possibly even further then that.”

      “H-how-how can something like this still be going on? Shouldn’t you be trying to stop it” Naruto asked nervously as Erza walked up to the podium and looked at the files, covering her mouth in horror at the realization.

      “We have. Or, at least, we have attempted on more than one hundred accounts to try and halt the advances of this guild’s actions. But on every record, our teams and the branch buildings they are housing in have been destroyed and strung up for show. To show the world what happens when we try to fight against them.” The members of the courtroom all seemed to go solemn as some of the older members relived their experiences with these matters. “No matter who it is they face, this guild has been at large for almost 50-years.”

      Naruto leaned forward and ran his hands through his face and hair. He looked over his shoulder to where Jiji was sitting there, his eyes narrowed as he recounted his time hearing if these acts. Naruto turned back towards the council, “Why are they so strong?”

      “And that is where the council finds the worst problem in the bunch” Jellal said as he leaned forward out of his chair. “The reason this guild is so elusive, brutal and impossible to catch… is because its master knows everything about how to stop us.”

      Naruto looked up at him in surprise. Another file was brought over to him as he and Erza looked through its contents. Except instead of several disasters and location reports on the entire guild, it was about one man.

      “Alexander Sorrento. Born February 17 X691. Rising member of the magical council military and obtained to the rank of Rune Knight Commander at the age of 30. After several years of service, he was appointed to the Royal Guard in Mercurius, under the preceding king. And after only two years, he was appointed the Cherry Blossom Holy Knight Squadron Chief, right hand man to the king, at the age of only 35. The youngest man ever to receive the honor of that position. In short, a one-in a hundred million hero that stood at the top of his field.”

      “He had a perfect record in the field and he was an inspiration to all of those in the younger generation to strive for excellence. So great that he was given a position among the Ten Holy Wizard Saints at a younger age then even your own master.” Naruto and Erza looked back towards Makarov, who reluctantly nodded his head in agreement at the proclamation.

      “He was a hero, until a certain event that destroyed his mental psyche. In X731, he was in pursuit of a group of something he called ‘shadows’ that he could never seem to capture. He made many claims about their whereabouts and became obsessed with finding them at any costs. He even forced his subordinate team to steal an experimental weapon to help in the fight against these men, what we now know as the Jupiter cannon.”

      “Then, the weapon was discharged and fired into a town. Tonewa. The town was destroyed and after many days of searching, there were no reported survivors. Sorrento was badly injured in the blast, severely disfigured and mentally unfit to continue duty. He was arrested and was placed to be on trial in the next few days. But he escaped from the capital, ran from Crocus and wasn’t heard of for several years.” Naruto and Erza looked to each other and then back down into the folders.

      “Until, he made himself known again some time later.” Ultear said as she placed her hands in her lap. “He attacked a guild somewhere in the mountains and made a proclamation for the entire nation to hear. ‘If there are those that curse the fates they have been given, come onto me. We shall find a place to make our own, a world which we can make ourselves redeemed. Cast aside the destiny you have upon you and make a world which you can strive for. A world so far off, it rests in the darkness of shadows. But we will fight, we shall live a judge until God shall reward us with a new light. Until then, we shall bear our sins, and we shall face Damnation.’”

      “After that, he taught several generations of mages how to fight and battle against stronger opponents and the military. Using our tactics and skills to help further their attempts and evade our eyes. Their members can infiltrate any organization to help keep the guild hidden. He taught magic styles to all types of unstable and dangerous individuals and in his actions he has caused the deaths of thousands of innocent civilians and mages. The losses of these individuals has caused many people to suffer in agony, some of which reside in your very own guild.”

      Erza lowered her head and narrowed her eyes in worry and distraught. Remembering Levy’s experience with the accursed guild and the trauma she tried to forget.

      “The reason we were so short with you, my boy” Yajima said with a sad frown on his face, “was because not many mages are able to take on a team from the guild and survive. Most are killed due to their own fear or inexperience. And any that do survive, go into hiding for the rest of their lives. Hoping to keep themselves and the ones they love safe. And anyone that returns is killed along with their entire guild.”

      Org stood up and out of his chair, “Which is why we are giving you the chance to enter a witness protection under our care. But it would mean that you would have to leave your guild indefinitely.” Naruto and Erza looked up at him in shock.

      “What? No way!”

      “Naruto can’t just be taken away like that!”

      “It would be for the best. We can promise that he would be under our best protection and services. And he will have as much freedom to do as he wishes as we can provide. But most of all, he will be protected against any advances from Damnation. Naruto Uzumaki, what do you choose?”

      Naruto looked from the council members to the girl at his side. She looked at him with eyes full of worry, wishing that he wouldn’t have to go but understanding the situation at hand. He turned over to Makarov, who had his staff between his folded arms and lowered his head with shut eyes. And finally, he looked down to all of the files at hand, revealing the acts of the men he had antagonized.

      Naruto tensed his hands and looked up at the council. “No.”

      The council gasped at his answer. Jellal and Ultear smiled as they somehow knew that he would answer no to the protection. Makarov smiled with his eyes still closed as Erza released a deep breath she had held down.

      “Y-you can’t be serious!”

      “I’m not going to live the rest of my life in fear whether or not some old bastard is going to be knocking on my door for my life. I’m not going to run away from him.”

      “You don’t get it do you boy? This man has killed hundreds of mages over his lifetime! Men and women who were far stronger and better then what you call yourself! He is a monster—”

      “He’s a man! He’s stronger then me, yeah, but that doesn’t make him a devil or god. If he was hurt all those years ago at Tonewa then he can be hurt now. Everyone is just so afraid of him they think it is a crime just to say his name, let alone fight him!”

      Michello felt his veins pulse as this boy challenged his authority.

      Org leaned over, “Defendant Naruto Uzumaki, it is admirable how you show so much courage and will at such a young age. But, I must ask you this. Though you are ready to face this challenge, are you ready to risk the lives of your guild in the process?”

      Naruto looked up at the man with the black bird in his hair, deflating at the reminder of his guild. He couldn’t just risk the lives of family willy-nilly like that. Not just because he refused to run away like that from the horrible guild. Naruto gripped the podium as he thought about what decision he could make that was right.

      Then, as if like a wave of comfort in his mind, he felt a soft hand grip the back of his. He looked surprised to his side, looking at the armored girl as she gave him a reassuring smile. Erza looked up to the council, “We aren’t going to abandon him.”

      She stated to the older group as a fact, not an option, as there was no room for argument in her voice. “Fairy Tail will never abandon one of its own as long as we can fight. If Damnation wants to send a group or an army after him, then they will have to deal with us first. And then they will understand that they have made the worst decision of their life when they do. Believe me.” Naruto looked at the girl in amazement before slowly smiling and squeezing her hand in return.

      Org rubbed the bridged of his nose before sighing and looking back down. “Is this your final decision?”

      “Well,” Makarov finally made himself heard as he jumped down from his seat and walked over to his younger guild members. “I think I can speak for my guild in saying, if Damnation would endanger itself with picking a fight with us, let them try.”

      Naruto and Erza smiled between each other before looking at the little man as he grinned and gave them a thumbs up. The council all looked between themselves as Org hit his gavel and called the meeting to an end.

    
    

    
      “Well, that was a rather interesting and surprisingly intense hearing, huh?” Makarov joked as he walked through hallway with his young entourages. Erza and Naruto chuckled as the hallway they walked through was illuminated by the light of the setting sun in the mountains to their side.

      They arrived in a rather large hall that had many tables and a kitchen to the side. Makarov saw Yajima on the other side of the hall, waving him over as the wizened old master waved back. “You two stay here for a moment, I’m going to say hello to my old friend.” The two mages both nodded as they watched the little man scurry over to the table.

      Erza and Naruto stood there silently for a moment as they watched Makarov greet and chat with his old friend properly. “Thank you.” Erza looked over at Naruto after he had broken the silence. “I don’t know if I could have gone through that thing if you didn’t help me. And I know I won’t have been able to make a good enough point to stay if you didn’t say that to them. So thank you for telling them that you would—”

      *Smack* “Ow!” Naruto rubbed the back of his head where Erza smacked him.

      “You idiot. I meant every word of what I said in there. None of us would ever let you get taken away. Natsu and Gray see you like an equally annoying brother that they have to outdo. And I know that Mirajane wouldn’t stop bitching at me if you just suddenly disappeared. Plus I’m sure Rob-Ojisan would find out about this and be devastated when he heard.”

      Naruto brought his arm down to his side and looked at her. He then made a big grin, “And you?” Erza huffed and looked in the opposite direction, an embarrassed blush slowly creeping up to her cheeks. Naruto just laughed wholeheartedly at her actions.

      “Erza! Naruto! Over here!” The two of them looked over to where their master was calling them over, with the other man across from him. The ran over and came to the table they were occupying. “Erza, Naruto, I’d like you to properly meet Yajima. Senior member of the Magical Council and former Mage of Fairy Tail.” Yajima nodded in the direction of the amazed young duo.

      “It is an honor, Yajima-San.” Erza said with a bow as Naruto walked forward and shook his hand.

      “Yeah well I’m always excited about meeting the new kids in my old place. And I must say that I am not disappointed in the least with these new youngsters. Although I must say young man, you should learn to keep your gums shut when us old codgers are all worried like that in there. Unlike me, they are just jumping at the chance to screw with Fairy Tail at every turn.” Naruto looked down in mild shame at being told of his rash actions. “And on another note, if us old men had half the brass to stand up them like you did, I doubt we would have any problems left to discuss about.

      Naruto looked up to the chuckling old man and smiled. He and Erza sat down next to their master as they all started to talk about what had happened in the courtroom. Laughing at certain moments that made the old men writhe in anger. And telling Yajima about how Rob was still alive and well in the mountains near Blue Pegasus. The old man got a good laugh when he heard the news.

      “Hey Yammy, I owe you for helping out the kid in there. Order whatever you want, my treat.”

      “Thanks Makky. That means a lot.” He looked over to a waiter that came to the table, “I’ll have fifteen bowls of Miso ramen with extra beef and can you hold the egg please.”

      “O-oi, Yammy, I meant like, a bowl. I’m not feeding an army here. You need to—”

      “Oh I feel faint, I don’t think I can go on. I think I’m hallucinating. Huh? What’s that? A little Fairy Mage has been causing problems in the city and you want to shut down the guild! Well, I don’t think I can stop—”

      “Alright! Alright! Geez, out of all of us, its safe to say that you became the most stingy after getting old. Mind you, this is a group that includes Porlyusica, so that’s saying something.” Yajima gave Naruto a thumbs-up as the boy laughed at the old teammates’ antics.

      “So, Naruto-kun, its a pleasure to meet you myself. Makky has been sending me letters about your adventures over time.”

      “Really?”

      “Well not just you. I’ve heard about Natsu-kun, Gray-kun, Mirajane-kun, little Erza-kun here” Erza looked down in shame “and I’ve heard nothing but complaints about this Gildarts-kun over the years.”

      Erza blinked in surprise, “Yes, but Gildarts is actually an adult.”

      “Yeah but with how he does things, you would think he was a boy in a man’s body.” Makarov said as he grumbled in annoyance.

      “So, old man Yajima, did you always hang out with Jiji, Porlyusica-San, Bob-San and Rob-jichan in the old days?”

      “Oh my yes, we caused quite the bit of ruckus when we were kids. Probably worse off then what you guys do now. And I can see that you have quite a strong will about yourself, Naruto-kun.”

      “Hehe, yep. I’m the most annoyingly stubborn Mage in Fairy Tail. At least that’s what everyone says when I want to take a job.” Erza shook her head in disappointment while Makarov and Yajima laughed at his confidence.

      “Yes well, I’m quite used to meeting people who are stubborn and never willing to give up. And I was quite surprised when I heard that you were another one of those stubborn kids from the other world.”

      Naruto looked at him in surprise.

      “You know about that?”

      “Yes. Makky informed me of the details earlier today. You came from a world where ninja stuck to the shadows, and your techniques were formed by chakra and not magic. Quite the surprise when I heard him tell me that.” His perpetually shut eyes opened slightly and looked at the boy seriously. “My boy, what Sorrento has been obsessed with all this time was the existence of the people from your world that visited here all those years ago. All the things he has done over the years, they have been in his pursuit of finding the people who hold that power. And making them suffer is his first choice of action. Now that he may have you in his sights, beware.”

      Naruto looked at Yajima and smiled. “Then I’ll just have to get stronger, right? So that if he comes and finds me, I can teach him a lesson. Cause even if he is so powerful, he isn’t invincible, right?”

      The mages at the table looked at the smiling blond boy, before all smiling in return at his enthusiasm to stop the tyrannical group. Yajima smiled and nodded, “That’s right.”

      “Which mean I’ve got to get stronger! Jiji, can I take S-rank missions?”

      “No.”

      “Please?”

      “No.”

      “I’ll be your best friend!”

      “You can dance around naked and bring me a lifetime supply of booze if you want. I’ll still say no.”

      “Ahhhhh, then when can I start taking those missions?”

      “When you’ve proven that you can take the responsibilities of an S-rank. You and Erza are good, but you’ve got a long ways to go.” Naruto deflated and hit his head on the table. Erza tried to cheer him up by rubbing his back.

      “Here you go sir, your first bowl of ramen.” The waiter came and brought the first of many bowls over to the old man in the split hat. Yajima smacked his lips and broke apart his chopsticks. As he reached for his first bite—

      “What is that?” Yajima looked past the bowl to the young boy who was looking at the found curiously.

      “Why, this is ramen my boy. I thought you would have known that considering your name?”

      “Oh, that is ramen. Huh? I don’t get what the big deal is?” A pair of old hands smacked the table top, startling Erza, Naruto and Makarov as Yajima looked at the boy furiously.

      “You dare to insult the greatness of ramen. When you have not even taken a bite from its godly form.” Yajima pushed the bowl of ramen forward and handed Naruto the chopsticks. The boy looked at the bowl, sticks, and his friends in alarm as he was suddenly forced to eat something he had never even seen before.

      Naruto shrugged his soldiers and held the sticks in his fingers as he grabbed the bowl. He dipped in and lifted several noodles in-between the wooden sticks. He blew on them to cool them down and let the scent from the steaming broth reach his nose. It was actually quite interesting, the aroma coming off of the boiling hot food. He leaned forward and placed the noodles in his mouth.

      Naruto’s eyes widened in amazement. The chewy noodles had absorbed the taste of all the food swimming inside the broth as the sensations exploded in a show of deliciousness. Naruto swallowed the noodles and started to devour the rest of what laid in the bowl, causing Makarov and Erza to actually scoot away from him in fear that they were in the splash zone.

      After about a minute, Naruto finished slurping up the rest of the broth and lowered the bowl back to the table. He looked up at Yajima, “th-that was, that was—” he felt a hand land on his shoulder as Yajima nodded towards him.

      “I know. I remember the first bowl I ate. I was speechless for the rest of the day. It is truly a gift from the gods. A concoction that we have been blessed with that we may never truly understand.”

      “I-I wish I knew. That there was actually something like this in this world.”

      “Do not regret your past my boy.” A bright light shined down behind Yajima as he appeared like a holy existence. Come to guide Naruto down the path of noddles in a bowl. “Just devote your life to the betterment of ramen kind.”

      “I shall master. Please, guide me.” Naruto and Yajima started to dig into every bowl of ramen that came their way. After some time, they continued to order more bowls of ramen, gaining loud protest from Makarov as they squandered away his funds.

      Erza just looked at them in surprise as she saw Naruto cheerfully eat away all of the Master’s money as he just smiled like an idiot. She smiled fondly and rested her cheek against her hand, watching him forget his troubles and eat what she could only guess would be his new favorite dish.

      These moments where everything was peaceful and there were no troubles in the world. These were the moments that she cherished the most in her life. Because even in times of hardship and sorrow, fighting for moments like this were worth it. And she promised to fight for this peace.

      Against even Damnation itself.

      ########Omake: And Thus, He Takes His First Steps Into Sin########

      He looked up at the cloudy sky. Just like he always did.

      He took a bite from the apple he picked. Just like he always did.

      And he ignored the sounds of the crows and vultures arguing as they tried to eat at the flesh of the numerous bodies underneath him that he was currently using as a bench. Just like he always did.

      When did things become like this?

      When did he find himself wandering in these mountains?

      It must have been for some time now. He wasn’t the same little kid he was before. And the trees had changed leaves many times now.

      The village at the bottom of the mountain supposedly had a legend about him. The demonic child that only lived for blood. That did not care for his own life or well-being, but only to erase any presence that came before him.

      He had lost track of how many men and women had come for his life. But it did not matter to him what their genders were, only if they were competent to fight against.

      Because that was all that mattered to him. Since he was a little child that had to kill his own parents to survive in the purges of magic. Since he was a boy that killed the wolves and bears during the winter for meat and warmth. Since he had turned old enough to massacre even the mages that had come to take his life for reward.

      That was the only thing that asserted the fact that he was truly alive. That he truly existed.

      To fight against the strong.

      “My my, you really are as brutal as the rumors say you are.”

      The boy silently turned his head to where an old and rough voice made itself known to him. From the shadows, a tall man with a long cape walked up to the pile of corpses. His snowy hair and the three scars down his eye-patched right eye immediately caught his attention.

      “I had heard of a devil child that had no quarrels with destroying anyone who came to him.” The man leaned down and picked up a skull that laid by his feet. He fiddled with it before lifting it up and looking at the boy.

      *Crush* “And that is exactly what I’m looking for.”

      The boy turned around more to look at the ancient old man that let the pieces of bone fall from his hand.

      “I recently met another boy that shared some similar characteristics with you. And since then, I’ve been preoccupying my time with finding talent that could match his. And you are the first on the list.”

      The boy narrowed his eyes as the scarred man just smirked at him.

      “You strive for a strong match, don’t you. Someone that you could actually challenge. Someone who could actually match your power. I’m making a small group, ones that are your level or even stronger. Ones that even you would find impossible to beat. And after my quest is done, you can make a world for yourself. One where everyone you meet will be someone that can fight you. A world where you are truly alive. What do you say?”

      The boy was silent as he looked at the man who had offered him a great choice. But all he did was throw his apple over his shoulder and climb down the hill of corpses. He placed his feet on the ground and turned to the old man.

      Hades sighed as he rubbed his head in realization. “It’s never easy for me when I do this. So, I guess I’ll just have to convince you then, huh?”

      The boy lowered his head until his brown locks covered his eyes, a demonic smirk growing across his face at the prospect of fighting this impossibly strong foe.

      “Fine. Then before we fight, may I at least know your name?”

      The boy crouched down to his knees, grabbing the dirt beneath him as he looked up at the geezer. His eyes revealing a deranged and animalistic as he threw himself wildly at the older man.

      “Azuma.”

    
    

    
      Done

      Okay, I hope I can get some more writing over the next few days since I’m having my wisdoms removed.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    13. Between A Rock And A Sharp Place

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 13: Between A Rock and A Sharp Place

      In the next few days, Gintama The Final Chapter: Yorozuya Forever was released in theaters and shall conclude the Gintama anime indefinitely. And even though this is Gintama we are talking about so there is still a high chance that it is just trolling and it may return sometime next year due to (we all know it) overwhelming fan support, that there is still a chance that I will never get to see another episode of one of my favorite series makes me feel sorrowful.

      And even though I am looking forward to new anime series over the summer, most noticeably Highschool DXD New and Kaminomi Goddess Arc, I still can’t help but remember all the my other favorite series over the last few years that have ended.

      I may not get another season of Haganai. Oreimo has finished its light novel series so no more of our favorite black cat cosplay girl and yandere. Magical Index still has some hope due to such mass popularity so there may be a season 3, or there may not be. Soul Eater is ending. Binbougami-ga is ending. Code-Breaker is ending. I’m still sad about Negima, Medaka and Reborn after all this time.

      And even all those critics and haters out there, who scream in anger and find the worst nit-picking details in their current qualities, will undoubtably feel sad when Naruto, Bleach and Fairy Tail meet their ends.

      But I can at least find comfort in the fact that even though all of these series may come to an end, all the hours they have spent with us will never leave our hearts. The moments we lost our breath. The moments we laugh out of our seats. The moments when our eyes well up in sadness or joy. And even the moments when we cringed in horror. Even though a franchise may end, it will always continue on with us, and we hope that it can affect the next person along as much as it did us.

      Plus, the Gintama manga is still going on, so I still get my weekly dose of lazy samurai.

      Onward to the BIRTHDAY BANANZA BASH

      Post-made: T-Too-Too much chibi Erza! C-can’t handle the cuteness! Too much! Tooooo muchhhhhhhhh! C-Chris Hanson! He’s gunning for me! Oh noooooooooo!

      Also, just listened to season 2 dubbed in English. And somehow, Ichiya being voiced by Cooler just feels so right.

    
    

    
      July 4 X779

      “I’mmmmmmm sooooooooooo booooooooorrrrreeeddddd!” A head of pink hair said as he sprawled out lazily on the table. Normally, this would be the part where the other young black-haired Mage would tell him to shut up. Then the Dragon-Slayer and Ice-Maker would get into a loud argument, call each other names and generally annoy the entire guild in the process.

      Except Gray was at another table, equally sprawled out and just as bored as Natsu.

      In fact, most of the guild was lying around, bored out of their minds.

      Over the last week, every member of the guild had gone on several requests taken from the board. And after everything was said and done, they had no more jobs to take for the rest of the month. The board had been dry for three days now and everyone was suffering from a severe case of Cabin Fever.

      This being Fairy Tail, they tried to remedy this situation with a full blown party that shook the entire building as a celebration of completing all of their jobs. Which succeeded in cheering everybody up…

      For about one day.

      The arrival of new jobs was supposed to be delivered today but it was running late for some reason. So now, everybody was on a pretty bad low of energy.

      “Lisanna~, bored~…boooooooooooored” whined the little kitten atop the white-haired girl’s scalp. He was gnawing on what was left of the fish tail he had been eating earlier.

      “Happy, not now. Go annoy Mira-Nee or Elf-niichan.”

      “Lisanna~, bored~…boooooooooooored” her two older siblings echoed to the young girl.

      “Oh shut up.”

      “Isn’t there anything to do? We can’t just sit here waiting for more requests, right” Cana said as she tried to lift up her head.

      “Wait! We’ve still got missions we can take!” Natsu yelled as he jumped up on the table with a righteous fire in his eyes.

      “Really?” Most of the guild got out of their stupor and looked at the young Dragon-slayer excitedly.

      “Yeah! We’ve got S-Class Requests!”

      As a collective, everyone besides Natsu sat back down with a resounding thump. “Seriously guys! I bet there are a ton of S-class stuff we can do!”

      True, there was probably a surplus of S-Class Requests upstairs on the second floor board. Since the only two S-Class mages left were in the guild were Gildarts and Laxus. But as they already knew…

      “Natsu, give it up. You know this doesn’t end well for any of us.” Mira groaned as she really wasn’t up for dealing with Natsu’s useless attempts to take a request he couldn’t complete.

      “Come on. While Jii-chan isn’t looking! Happy, follow me!” Natsu jumped off the table and ran towards the stairs behind the bar counter, his faithful friend flying by his side.

      “Aye Si—”

      *Crunch*

      The guild couldn’t help but cringe as they heard Natsu and Happy having their bodies crushed into the floor so deeply they made imprints. The giant fist lifted off of them and shrunk down to normal side, revealing the two boys twitching helplessly, Happy’s wings occasionally fluttering.

      “Natsu! Happy! Geez not again.” Lisanna ran over to the two and tried to pull them out of the ground. Makarov walked out of the back room with Erza by his side, both of them shaking their heads in disappointment.

      “It’s not enough that Naruto keeps bitching to me about wanting to take S-Class requests, now I’ve got to be stopping you two idiots as well. I’m getting to old for this shit.” Makarov groaned to himself as he jumped up to his spot on the counter. “You can stop acting out now you punks, good news. The requests are coming in today!”

      “Finally!”

      “I thought they weren’t coming!”

      Lisanna nudged Natsu and Happy as everybody was screaming in delight. “Natsu, the jobs are coming in.”

      “H-hooray…” Natsu lifted up his shaky head and gave her a bruised smile before falling back into place.

      Erza walked over to a table and sat down in it, yawning tiredly. Mira slid over to sit across from her. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I just had to tell Master that Naruto won’t be around for a couple of days.”

      “Really?” Erza nodded and Mira adjusted herself to look at her more directly. “What’s wrong with blondie this time?”

      “He said he’s been feeling kind of sick for the last few days. And so he won’t be able to come to the guild for a while. Probably from eating mostly ramen for the last few days. It’s his own fault in the end.”

      “He’s sick?” Mira whistled in disbelief. “I swore that idiots couldn’t get sick in the first place. So why don’t you just drop him off at Porlyusica-San’s house and leave him to her?”

      “I wanted to ask for her assistance but when I came to her, she said, ‘I’m sick of having to take care of you snot-nosed brats every second of every damn day! Runny noses, skinned knees, who knows what else you’ll force me to fix if I have to help that idiot with a little flu! Tell him to get better on his own damn time!’” Erza mimicked with an almost scarily familiar imitation of the human-hating medical advisor in the woods. “Something like that.”

      “Yeah, seems like something she would say. So what? Do we have to bring him his meals and change his diaper from now on?”

      “No. He said he would be fine hold up in his home for a little while. I removed all the ramen I could find before I left so he will have to eat something else for now. I can trust him to take care of himself.” Mira raised an eyebrow at her incredulously.

      “Well, its not like he could be worse off?”

    
    

    
      A few moments earlier

      The carriage was being drawn into the limits of Magnolia Town. The two men on the front of the carriage were arguing about something, the several crates in the carriage tremble around.

      “Junior! I told you to feed the damn horses before we set off on the delivery! It’s your fault we’re late with drop-off now!”

      “And I told you, you crotchety old geezer, that we need to be feeding these stupid things better! If you want to deliver faster, up the ante!”

      “Shut up kid! You don’t even know what you are saying!

      “I’ll tell you what I’m saying! What I’m saying is—”

      Before this pointless argument could advance any further, the old and young duo noticed that a sudden shadow had appeared over them. And that it was shrinking faster and faster. They both looked up to the sight of a blond boy falling towards them, screaming his head off.

      “Get Out Of The Way!”

      The two men yelled in worry and tried to get out of the way to no avail. The boy crashed into the back of the carriage, causing the wooden crates to fall off and careen to the ground. The citizens of the town looked towards the accident before going back to their normal lives.

      “Shit! The papers! Grab ’em before they fly off” the older man demanded as he pushed the younger one off the carriage and started to desperately grab the request fliers before they were swept away.

      The black-cloaked blond rubbed his head and saw the men he had run into trying to pick up a bunch of papers. He found his balance and started to follow their example, grabbing as many papers as fast as possible.

      After about a full ten minutes of rummaging on the ground, searching behind barrels and corners and running after any papers that floated in the breeze, all three men were leaning against the carriage breathing rapidly.

      “I-I think that’s all of them.” The old man wheezed out.

      “T-there weren’t any others that I could see so I think we are good.” The younger man said as he fell on his butt.

      The whiskered boy wiped his forehead and started to pick up the crates he knocked over with a grunt. “Here. Let’s try to put them back before we lose them again.” The two men nodded and started to place the dozens of papers back into the wooden container.

      After they were done, the boy helped them lift it into the back of the carriage and everything was set back up.

      The young teen walked up to the two men, “Sorry I knocked your thing over. I was helping the store owner fix up his roof and I missed a step.”

      “It’s alright kid, we got everything together so no harm done.”

      “See ya later kid!” The two men whipped the harness and caused the horse to pull the carriage again. The two men turned around and waved to the blond boy as he waved back to them. The boy kept waving until they rounded the corner and were out of sight, lowering his hand.

      Slowly, a naughty and diabolical grin started to stretch from cheek to cheek as Naruto tried his best to stifle a chuckle forming in his throat. Naruto looked from side to side before pulling his sleeve open and taking out a crumbled piece of paper. He unfurled it and read the sheet with a picture of a strange formation in the middle of a lake.

      S-Rank

      URGENT! NEED ASSISTANCE!

      There is a group of bandits trying to steal legendary artifacts from a sacred tomb. We need immediate assistance before it is too late!

      Warning: Please accept before the 7th of July

      8,000,000J

      Perfect.

      Naruto laughed in glee before pocketing the paper into his pants. He started to jump up the side of the building he had jumped off of and lifted the pack he had prepared before jumping into the carriage. He hefted the sack over his shoulder and made his way to his destination.

      Antirr.

    
    

    
      2 Days Later

      Naruto knew that what he was doing wasn’t going to be safe. It wasn’t going to be simple. And it wasn’t smart.

      Hell, this might probably be one of the worst ideas to ever pop up in his head in all of his years.

      But damn it! If he wasn’t excited out of his god damn mind to try it!

      Naruto had known for a long time the route and routine which the request carriage took to the guild. And he knew that his constant requests and attempts of asking Jiji if he could take an S-Class request were never going to work. He also tried to ask one of the current members to let him work with them as a team.

      But Gildarts had taken some extremely difficult SS-Class request that was sending him off on another long absence. Like usual.

      And the newest addition to the pride of Fairy Tail was none other than the grandson of their Guild Master, Laxus Dreyar. Now despite how most felt about the stubborn teenager, they couldn’t help but want to congratulate him for his success in becoming the first S-Class in a long time. So the entire guild was throwing a party in his honor as a celebration.

      The result? He burnt down the banner they made for him and he made a proclamation to all of the guild. Saying that he was fucking sick of how pathetic this guild was. That among the dozens of ‘supposedly’ strong mages in Fairy Tail, that he was the first member with enough potential to gain the rank of S-Class since Gildrats all those years ago.

      And he said, with a crooked smile and tone that would think he was a man among mice, he said he was going to be the next master. And when he was, there was going to be a new Fairy Tail. And all of them that couldn’t keep up, weren’t going to last.

      Needless to say, Naruto wasn’t jumping at the chance to ask Laxus for a favor.

      So now, he stole a mission.

      What better way to walk away with a request then to steal it before it could reach the guild. Course, this meant he wasn’t going to get that 8 million jewels reward in the end.

      And god knows how the guild is going to react when he comes back. Erza will probably hate him for a while. Master was definitely going to dish out some serious punishment.

      But that was something he could live with. If S-Class requests were really that difficult, then the experience and strength you gain from them must be just a rewarding.

      And if he was going to face such severe enemies in the future like Grimoire Heart or Damnation again, he was going to need as much of it as he could get.

      And after the stories he had heard about them. Levy’s experience. When a guild Macao and Wakaba used to know was destroyed. The sheer volume of Rune Knight bodies that were found. It was sort of terrifying to hear.

      Plus, Parker-Ojisan’s story really hammered it in further then it already was.

    
    

    
      “Seriously kid? You want to try and fight Damnation? Ha, that’s rich” the grizzled old man laughed as he worked behind the counter. The young teenager felt his blood boil as he threw the goods he was stacking in the shelves back into its box.

      “Don’t laugh like that you old bastard! People like you shouldn’t be giggling like a little girl! Hell Erza doesn’t even laugh like that!” Naruto yelled as he felt like he was being treated like a little kid again by the salt and pepper-haired man he visited every other week.

      “Hey watch what you’re handling brat, break anything and I’m deducting from your pay!”

      “I barely get paid anything to begin with! I take this job out of pity you geezer!” Naruto and Parker started to bitch at each other as they pressed their foreheads together in seething anger.

      “Brat you’d get served by Damnation faster then you can piss your diaper!”

      “I think you’ve got it mixed old man! I can control my bowels unlike you!” Parker grabbed the shorter boy and stuffed him in a head lock, Naruto’s arms flailing around in hateful fury.

      Parker spun him around and let him go, “Pfft, if you ever have the urge to come back, send Erza-chan instead! She is actually tolerable! Unlike some people!” Parker dusted himself and faced the other direction, roughly fixing up the items on the back counter.

      “Screw you! How can you guys be so afraid of something you haven’t even seen? They’re terrifying, sure, but why the hell can you let something like this go on?” Naruto was about to storm off in anger and head home—

      “I know kid. I know all too well.” Naruto stopped his march out and looked back towards the old man that had first taken him in when he came out of the tower. Still a little miffed, he looked at the man with a slightly raised brow.

      “I knew another kid that was pretty eager to become a Mage as well. He always ran straight into a mission without ever considering what could happen to him. But he always came out on top with a shit eating grin plastered on his damn face. He was one of those kids that always cheered the place up.” The man said with a nostalgic tone heavy in his voice.

      Naruto felt his eyes lighten and he turned back towards the old man with a worried look. “And… what happened?”

      Parker stopped his work and seemed to freeze for a moment before resuming what he was doing. “The guild he joined decided to take on an assignment to attack a squadron of Damnation that had been sighted near their location. The day before he left, he came to me and told me what he was doing. We got into… into a pretty big argument.”

      “The last thing we said to each other was ‘See you in hell you damn kid! See if I care!’…” Parker sighed and shook his head tiredly. “I was called in during the week to try and identify the body. Don’t know if they could even call what was left a body?”

      Naruto stood there and looked at the man sadly. The young man never showed it but Parker-Ojisan was basically the closest thing he ever had to a stable father figure. Always there when he wanted to talk and if he ever stayed too long he was always welcomed to dinner. Naruto and Erza always loved to see the stingy old man, even if the two guys never stopped arguing.

      And to see the normally stoic and unflappable man appear even a little vulnerable told loads to the Fairy Tail Mage.

      “About a week after the kid died, his mother went into a fit of depression. Feeling like there wasn’t much left in the world to live for now that her dearest treasure was taken from her. And before the month was over… she hung herself in her room.”

      “That happened about ten years ago. ‘See if I care’… Those were the last words I ever said to my son.” Parker looked over to Naruto with a stone face and gave him a level look. “I know that you will never give up to guys like that Naruto. But don’t go in there thinking you are dealing with people. Because monsters like that, will take everything you know away in a blink.”

    
    

    
      Naruto walked into the bustling town noticing that there wasn’t as much chaos and urgency evident that the request said there would be. He pulled out the flier and read the meeting point for acceptance.

      The Broken Counter

      Naruto walked around the center of Antirr, looking for the badly named hotel. After a few minutes, he found a two-story sized building that had a flickering neon sign with the name he was looking for.

      Naruto walked through the doors of the building, looking for his liaisons for the request. Among the dozen of people in the lobby, he had to try and find the people who had sent out for the request.

      “Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear, oh dear. No one is coming. No one is coming. What do we do? What if no one comes in time?”

      “Calm down. We received word that someone was going to come in time so we just need to wait. I trust the guilds to send somebody capable of the job.” A man wearing a funny brown hat, with a scarf and a shaggy dark brown beard said to his older companions.

      Naruto looked at them rather blankly. Yep, with his luck, these were the guys.

      Naruto walked over to them, “Excuse me? Are you the group that sent out for the mission? Something about it being ur—”

      “Yes! Yes! Thank you my good man!” The man started to enthusiastically shake Naruto’s hand and lead him to the table. “Come, come, sit down. Do you need anything?”

      “Um, no. No I’m fine.” The Fairy Tail Mage was feeling quite freaked out as several old people start to poke his face and sides like he was an object to be examined. “I’m Naruto Uzumaki, from Fairy Tail.”

      “Ah, yes yes my boy. Sorry. My name is Jean-Luc Neville. I’m part of The Archeological Society in the search of rare and ancient sites all across Fiore.” The man stopped his exposition when he saw that Naruto had not changed his facial expression at all when he said that. “I find really old places people don’t know about and look through them.”

      “There you go.”

      “Yes. Listen…” Jean-Luc pulled out a large map from his back-pack and laid it out across the table for Naruto to see. “You see here…” The man pointed towards a highlighted lake circled on the map, “This is where the ruins are located. At the bottom of the lake.”

      Naruto slowly lifted his head and looked at him in astonishment. “T-the lake?”

      “Yes! At the bottom of this lake is a massive sanctuary that holds more than a century’s worth of treasure and information!”

      “Treasure! Really!” Naruto almost jumped out of his seat in excitement.

      “Yes, but that isn’t what is in need of protection. It is what we believe lies in the very epicenter of the sanctuary.” Neville pulled out a leathery book from his pack and started to flip through the pages.

      “How much do you fit in the bag?”

      “Tons. Ah, here we are.” He laid the book on its back and turned it around for the young boy to see. “The legends about what lay beneath the surface of the water says that it was a vault. A place where powerful weapons were stashed away, never to be seen again. These weapons were said to bend the very elements themselves to the wielder’s mercy. And if you could use just one of them, then your power would grow exponentially. And the ones who made them were…” He pointed down to the illustration on the page as Naruto looked fiercely.

      “Dragons.” He muttered lowly.

      “Before the dragons went extinct 400 years ago, several of them worked with humans to form swords that could harness a piece of their power. When the swords were finished, the dragons blessed each one of them with their magic. Among the hundreds of blades forged, only seven were still intact. And when the magic was harnessed, the blades changed shape to better control their power. And that is what lies at the bottom of the lake.” The archeologist flipped the page for the boy to see the last picture.

      It was a picture of dozens and dozens of dragons flying over the separated water of a lake as in the middle of it was a building with seven shining swords found in the middle.

      “The Dragon’s Den. The vault of the Ancient Dragon Swords.”

      Naruto swallowed a lump of anxiousness, but couldn’t help but try to hide the smile growing on his face. He looked at the picture before trying to realize something. “Wait? If this thing has been underneath the lake for centuries, why is it only now in danger?”

      “Because normally, the vault can’t be open. No matter what magic is used, on any side, the building is impenetrable from the outside. But it does reveal to have an opening. Once a year, on July 7th, the doors underneath the lake will open to anyone who comes to them. Over the last few decades, many people have tried to enter the building on this day, but none ever return. After sometime, the idea of entering the building was forgotten.”

      Naruto sat there quietly thinking things over. “Then why do you need me to stop someone from entering a place no one can return from?”

      “Because the men who are going into this place, have something that could guarantee them a safe way out.”

      “And how do you know all of this?”

      “Because the book this was copied from,” he waved the hardback copy in his hand around, ‘was discovered a few decades back along with another item. This book was the compass to telling us where and what was inside the vault. And the other item was the way to walk in and out of it alive.’ Neville closed the book. “What you need to know is—”

      “Don’t worry!” Naruto slammed his hands on the table and stood up proudly. “I just need to make sure that I stop whoever is coming to the Den from getting there. Seems easy. Naruto Uzumaki is on the case!”

      “B-but, the people who are coming—”

      “You don’t need to tell me so much about these guys. If they are so scary I’d rather meet them in person then listen to their ghost stories. That seems to be the way I best operate anyway. Which way is the lake?”

      “It’s just east of here, close to the mountains. About a day’s travel” one of the older members said to the whiskered boy.

      “Got it!” Naruto started running out off the door and straight for the hills.

      “W-wait! You don’t have to face them! You just need to stop—”

      Neville tried to reach him before he left but the young Mage was already out of his reach. He looked down to the small old man with a gob-smacked look.

      “I think that words would be wasted on that young man. Better to just let him out and do his job” he said with a smile as his body was shaking. “I could see it in his eyes. Something that even if we tried to stop him, he’d just push his way through and power on.”

      Neville wiped his face slowly and looked to the direction the boy had already vanished to. This was all they could do now. Put their faith in the man that had been personally sent to stop the 44 Ronin.

      Now all they could add to the mission was their faith and hope.

      Jean-Luc turned around and was headed back to the hotel when he ran into an extremely muscular torso. Neville stumbled back and looked up at the extremely large man that had appeared behind him and his society. Him and the short wrinkled members all shared the same opinion when looking up at him.

      “Wow…”

      “Excuse me” the giant man said with a deep voice, raising up their request flier. “I was supposed to meet Neville-Dono here for the matter of the request?”

      Jean-Luc pointed at the man in confusion. “B-but if you’re here, who was that?”

    
    

    
      Naruto carefully walked through the forest, spotting deer and boar and all forms of wild life among the plains. He smiled at the pure untapped beauty that was so far out in the mountains that he could forget about how beautiful this world was. He continued to walk towards the crevice of the mountain until…

      He froze. He sensed a sudden existence of a vast magical power appear out of thin air. And then disappear in the same instant.

      Naruto turned around in shock to find nothing behind him. He looked around cautiously as he tried to pinpoint the presence of the grand magic he felt a moment ago. From underneath his cloak, he formed one of the spiked bats for defense in preparation of anything.

      “You shouldn’t have tried to trick them like that scoundrel.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened before he tried to jump back from the voice behind him. A pillar of solid rock popped out of the ground and impacted into his left side. Naruto raised the bat in his left hand and guarded against the attack.

      The whiskered boy was thrown a dozen feet back, skidding across the ground as he kicked up dust. He dropped the dented and broken bat and clutched his bruising side. He took a shallow breath as he stood back up and summoned his Excalibur.

      He glared at the man slowly marching out of the shadows. He was a tall, extremely well-built man wearing a green jacket and skirt that went past his knees. His brow-less eyes furrowed at him as each step he took closer to Naruto felt like a huge weight pressing on his back.

      Also, the man was bald.

      “Who are you?” Naruto said as he brought himself into a ready stance with both hands on the grip.

      “I’m the man who took this mission. And I know that you are a fraud because my guild was the one who registered for this request. I ask that you stand down before I have to restrain you by force.” The man said as he got into his own stance with his fists out.

      The two mages silently looked at each other, their gaze not wavering from each others form. Naruto neglected the pain in his side as he concentrated on any opening the man left. But from the sheer force of the stone pillar and the presence he emitted, he knew it wasn’t going to be that easy.

      Naruto dashed to the side, avoiding several large spires of rock that appeared beneath him. He skidded to a stop and watched as the man waved his hands around, making the spires form together and create what looked like a giant hand.

      The massive rock twisted around and aimed for him as he started to back-flip out of range. But no matter how far he went, the hand continued to stretch farther and farther, smashing through the base of the trees.

      Naruto landed and dove straight for the stone gauntlet, the rock closing its hand and making a fist. Naruto charged his feet and jumped, missing the hand by an inch as he rolled along the arm and started to dash atop it. He summoned the Kusanagi to his other hand and used Armor over his whole body.

      The baldy pointed his index and middle finger at the charging blond and pointed up. Suddenly, several smaller arms started to sprout out of the first one and stopped the Fairy Tail mage’s advance. The whiskered boy desperately jumped off the arm and swung on the branch of a close tree.

      He hung by the branch and looked over to where the Earth Mage was waving his hands around intricately. He stopped and pointed his fingers back up to him, causing the rocks to break apart and cluster together. They bursted forth towards Naruto’s position in the trees.

      Naruto clicked his tongue and spun on the branch, before cutting it off the tree and kicking it at the prone Mage. As the weapon user pushed off the tree before it was shredded to timber, the elemental Mage smacked the branch out of his way.

      The bald man looked up to see Naruto coming down on him with his swords over his head. He sent up a wall of earth to guard overhead as Naruto slashed against the rock, cutting into it. Before he could attempt any further digging, several more spires erupted from it, nearly clocking the boy in the chin.

      Naruto jumped to behind the trees and started to run circles around the man and gathered his magic to his hands. He sent a barrage of Flying Gauntlets from all directions. But the man just batted away the attacks with his bare fists.

      Naruto and the man exchanged several long range attacks and jumped in close. Naruto started to slash at the man as fast and strong as he could. But the man parried each of his blade swipes with the palm of his hand, making Naruto look at the man in wide eyed surprise at his fighting ability.

      The bald man leaned back and spun on his feet, crouching down to the boy’s chest and landed his elbow against Naruto’s center. The Fairy Tail Mage brought his left arm between the attack and his chest and grunted at the power of his strike.

      Naruto jumped back from the force and focused magic into his feet, sending two shots of concentrated power soaring at the man. The man guarded as the attack hit the back of his arms, causing him to be pushed back. He realized he was being distracted as he turned around at the last second.

      Naruto’s blade came an inch within piercing his neck. The Earth mage’s pillar stopped short of breaking through the blond’s sternum and throwing him back several miles.

      They stood still, their attacks still inches away from connecting. The large man looked at him with a ferocious, unyielding gaze. Naruto did his best to match the man’s look, breathing heavily from the attacks to his side and from evading his devastating stone attacks.

      “You aren’t going to cut my neck?”

      “I really don’t feel like getting my hands dirtied before I even get to start my mission. You’re not going to crush me are you?”

      “I believe I may have, what’s the saying, ‘jumped the gun’ on this decision. I shall retract my pillar if you sheathe your sword. Deal?”

      Naruto looked at the man quizzically. “Deal.”

      The men stepped away from each other and dispelled their respective attacks. Naruto let out a tight breath and started to gingerly touch his bruising left. Shit, wide range attacks and they each packed a punch (no pun intended). He was glad they ended it now before he ran out of tricks to pull.

      “Are you in need of assistance?”

      Naruto stood up nervously, “No! No, I’m fine. Justing making sure I didn’t get my clothes dirty or anything.” He would have smacked himself in the face if he didn’t have a strong Mage behind him who was watching his every move.

      “Hmmmm, indeed.” The man turned slightly to face Naruto. “My name is Jura Neekis. I am a Mage of Lamia Scale who has taken this request. It is a pleasure to meet you.” The massive man bowed deeply to the young boy.

      “Hello Jura. My name is Naruto Uzumaki. I am a Mage of Fairy Tail that has also taken up this request to protect the Den of Dragons and keep the Ancient Blades safe.”

      “May I see some identification then?” Jura lifted up his shirt and showed a tattoo of a woman with a lower body of a serpent imbedded into him. Naruto nodded and grabbed the end of his sleeve at his right wrist, pulling it up and showing him his black fairy tattoo.

      “I am sorry that I attacked you without warning such as that Naruto-Dono. But with the severity of this task, it is not improbable that a thief or spy for the Ronin would take this opportunity to gain as much information as they can to get the upper hand.”

      “It’s fine. I faced worse things before.” Naruto dusted himself off and started his trek back pass the mountains. “I’m sorry Jura-San but I must be on my way. We don’t know the position of these so-called Ronin so I have to hurry.”

      “Wait. I wish to ask a few more questions before you—”

      “I-I’m much to busy Jura-San! I need to be off!” Naruto said as he increased his stepping speed with a cold sweat running down his back.

      “I’ve never heard of an S-Class Mage in Fairy Tail by the name of Naruto Uzumaki? Care to explain?” Naruto stopped his walk away as he froze in fear. He let out an audible gulp and made sure Jura couldn’t see his face.

      He was running as fast as he could, trying to kick up as much dirt as possible to keep a distance from him and the old man. But he noticed then that he couldn’t feel the ground underneath his feet. He looked down to see he was hovering over the ground by a least a foot. He looked over his shoulder to see the Lamia Scale Mage holding him up by his collar like Lisanna did to Happy when he misbehaved.

      “T-this isn’t what it seems.”

      “I think you have much explaining to do Naruto-Dono.”

      “If you want an explanation, my senior is right behind you ready to attack.” Jura looked shock as he quickly turned over his shoulder to look at the threat behind him. But saw nothing but the trees and woods.

      “T-there’s nothing th—” he looked back to the collar he was holding and noticed that it was lighter than before. He turned it around and looked at the empty cloak, with a note on the inside. He plucked it out…

      See ya

      He looked up to see the form of the blond already speeding over the hills. Jura yelled and chased after him, the cloak in his hands flapping around in the wind.

      “Stop chasing me old man!”

      “You have to go back!”

      “Leave me alone you geezer!”

      “I’m not a geezer! I’m only 21-years old!”

      “NO ONE IS SUPPOSED TO BE BALD AT THE AGE OF TWENTY-ONE YOU FREAK!”

      Naruto could have sworn that the killer intent focused on his back increased ten fold after he said that as the bald (supposedly) young adult increased his speed and almost strangled the blond boy. Naruto had never been so happy to have his speed increase with his Armor then when he was evading the death grip of Jura Neekis.

    
    

    
      After running for more then a few hours, Naruto and Jura had stopped to take a breather besides a running stream inside the valley of the mountains.

      “*huff**huff* A-are you ready to head back?” Jura said while propping himself up on his knees.

      “N-not even close…” Naruto said as he sat up against a tree.

      After a moment of silent breathing between the two, Naruto’s stomach started to growl in hunger. He turned his head and felt his face slightly glow in embarrassment as Jura laughed. Then, Jura also felt his belly rumble, feeling famished himself.

      Naruto laughed, “Not so high and mighty now, huh?” He pushed himself up and dusted off his ass. “You can stay here and starve while you keep giving me the evil glare while I go find myself something to eat.” Naruto walked over to the river bank and crouched down to look into the stream.

      “Don’t go thinking that I am unable to take care of my own nourishment, Naruto-Dono.” Jura stood up tall and walked a few feet away from Naruto, looking into the river himself.

      “Yeah, well I’d like to see you take care of your own food when you have to catch” he sent some of his magic into his left hand and fired into the river, causing dozens of fish with wings to pop out. “Flying Fish.”

      All of the fish started to flap their wings, flying around in circles over the two mages, causing the entire section of the forest to be shadowed. Naruto shot a smirk over towards Jura as the man narrowed his eyes, taking that as a sign of competition.

      They both dashed away from each other and looked up to the soaring fish, Naruto summoning his swords and Jura raising a stone pillar. Jura tightened his fist and the pillar separated into floating rocks. He pointed towards the fish and the rocks hit every fish above him, knocking them down.

      Naruto jumped up and spun through the air with his blades close to his chest. He extended them and started to slash every Pisces that came within reach, “Shredding Saber Winds!” All of the fishes’ wings fell to pieces and the fish fell to the ground dead. Naruto landed in a crouch with a wide smirk on his face. “Hahaha, did you see that? If you want you can have one of-… Shit. That’s a lot of dead fish.”

      Jura grabbed a group of branches and leaves that were lying around and placed them in a pile. He then grabbed two of the rocks and started to smash them together, making enough sparks to light the tinder. The material burst into flame and he started to roast the fish over the fire. “I’ll finish these up quickly then I’ll take care of the request.”

      Naruto was cutting the fish into raw sections and placing them apart. “Wimp! I just need the fish, don’t have to bother with cooking or tenderizing. I’ll finish first!”

      “Not before me!”

      Naruto grabbed a piece of the raw meat he had cut.

      Jura pulled off a partially cooked slab from over the fire.

      “ME—”

      “—FIRST”

      *chomp*

    
    

    
      *Bleeeeeegh*

      “M-move over!” *Bleeeeeegh*

      Naruto pulled himself back up from where Jura pushed him and continued to empty his stomach into the river. His and Jura’s barfing sounds filled the clearing as their projectile vomit stained the formerly clear water.

      After a solid few minutes, they both lifted their heads with glazed over, hollow white-eyes and drool down their chins.

      “T-*hurbf*” Naruto covered his mouth and swallowed what was coming back up, “That was THE most disgusting thing I have ever eaten in my entire life.” He said as he groaned and crawled over to where his bag was, using it as a pillow.

      Jura fell on his back, “Perhaps it wasn’t so wise to see who could eat the most helpings?”

      “I blame you for finishing the first helping faster.”

      Jura groaned again as he tried to argue but was feeling too weak.

      After a moment of hearing birds chirping in the air, one of them sounding suspiciously like it was saying, “Aho… Aho…” The two mages looked over to each other.

      “I have some rations and preservatives in my pack if you want to share.” Naruto said with a gurgle.

      “We passed some deers and boars on the way here… if you start the fire again I shall go and capture some?”

      “Truce?”

      “Truce.”

      The two men tried to reach over and shakes their hands but stopped when they felt another grumble in their stomachs.

    
    

    
      Naruto dug ferociously into the meat and vegetables that he had on his plate, almost crying in joy at its vast superiority to the flying fish. Jura was moaning in joy at the flavor.

      After they had finished, they placed their empty plates down and sighed contently.

      “Alright, now that we have a moment, would you care to explain why you are taking this request illegally?” Jura asked from across the flaming wood.

      Naruto chuckled awkwardly and scratched the back of his neck. “Well, the truth is, I took this mission from the S-rank board in my guild.”

      “And you didn’t get the permission from your guild master or higher ranks?”

      “No. I doubt anyone else from my guild knows that I’m here.”

      “Then I should report you as quickly as possible. So why shouldn’t I?” Jura left the question hang in the air as he waited for Naruto’s answer.

      Naruto looked at him with an unwavering gaze. “Because I need to get stronger. Even if I get punished or suspended or whatever, I need to get stronger any way I can. I need to gain it to protect my family from being hurt. And I said that I would complete this request, so if you want to stop me, you’re free to try.” He left that remark in the silence and matched Jura’s glare.

      Jura smiled and nodded his head, acknowledging his spirit. “I can’t say that I approve much of stealing requests, but I’ve always held high regards for those that wish to gain strength for admirable reasons.” He placed his hands together and bowed slightly to the boy. “I will honor your choice to take this mission, if you would be willing to help me.”

      Naruto smiled and bowed his head slightly in return.

      “But I must say, this is quite a tough mission to have taken up.”

      “Are you sure? Just seems like a boundary job to me.”

      “But the level of difficulty is actually far more dangerous then it appears. This mission wasn’t actually funded by the Archeological society, it was a cover for the Magical Kingdom to finally stop the group known as the 44 Ronin.”

      “Why is it so important to stop these guys?”

      “Because other than being a major threat to the peace of the country, they have something that must be retrieved.” Naruto looked at him with a wondering look. “The group was created only at most two years ago. It was a group that gathered primarily rogue swordsmen that traveled through Fiore. Under normal circumstances, groups like these would be treated as a mild threat, like most other dark guilds. But… their leader had something no one else had.”

      “Many years ago, along with the book that specialized in the Dragon mythology, there was a weapon that was discovered with it. A weapon unlike any other in existence.”

      Naruto leaned in to hear the story even better, Jura’s stone-like face enhanced by the flickering light of the fire at night.

      “The Kokuryū-Ken, Black Dragon Sword.”

      Naruto swallowed the lump in his throat.

      “Centuries ago, at the end of a war, at the cost of hundreds of lives, the legendary black dragon flew off to never be seen again. Even after a battle with thousands of humans and dragons, that dragon was undefeated and unstoppable. But with the effort of all of them, they were able to remove a single jet black scale from its body. The scale was invulnerable, stronger and sharper then any sword or weapon that contacted against it.”

      “But the humans couldn’t let something as valuable as a dragon scale go unchecked. So they gathered the best sword-smiths and forgers in the world. And they scorched and melted the scale in the flames of a volcano and reshaped it through the use of some of the strongest magics they could find. Over decades, the scale was reshaped and traveled through the world, being forged into a smaller and smaller shape.”

      “Until finally, they formed a sword. Blacker then the darkest night. Sharper then any other in existence. And stronger then any magic that was used against it. Any man who held a blade like that, believed himself to be invincible. And through the creation of a blade like that, the greed men had was shown throughout history.”

      Jura picked up a stick and shifted the fire in front of him, keeping it alive. “The blade gained and lost more and more masters as time went on. It was hidden for decades until it was found with that book. And over the last few years, ownership of such a weapon was argued and disputed by many. Through many faults and losses, the blade was sold to one of the wealthiest families in Fiore for the price of 500,000,000J.”

      “500 MILLION!” Naruto screamed as he jumped off of the make-shift seat from his pack. “T-th-that’s like-like, I-I don’t even know how much money that is! I could buy so much ramen with that!”

      “Y-yes, it was a big surprise when it happened. Needless to say, the family Corporation of Bunce was extremely famous because of their purchase of that sword, and they became big players in the economic system of Fiore. But two years ago, the Bunce family was forced into bankruptcy and lost everything to the Heartfilia Konzern. Since then the Heartfilia Family has been receiving death threats from the remaining members of the Bunces.”

      “Hmmm, I think that sounds sort of familiar.” Naruto said as he scratched his head, trying to remember where he had heard about such an event before.

      “As all of their personal items and luxuries were being repossessed, the heir to the family legacy, Àomàn Bunce-Dono, stole the sword before it could be taken into the government’s possession. The man became so obsessed with holding this overwhelming power and he killed every official that came to take back the sword. Àomàn-Dono ran away and started to gather up a group of swordsman to help gain his fortune back.”

      “So if this guy wants his fortune back so badly, why doesn’t he just sell the sword again? I’m pretty sure there are tons of people who would kill for that thing.”

      “Exactly. People would kill for that sword. So if he gathered enough followers who pine for power so badly they follow a man like him, then the promise of power and fortune would intoxicate anybody. Sell the sword, he could gather a fortune. Control the sword, he could gather an empire.” Jura said as he looked into the fire, “This request isn’t about protecting an archeological site, its about defeating a megalomaniac before he becomes any worse.”

      “Naruto-Dono, that is why it is too dangerous to be a part of this mission before you are ready. These men aren’t like bandits or lowly criminals, they will do whatever they have to do to get what they are after. And if we get in their way, they will make us suffer until we would beg for release. So if you have any doubts about— What are you doing?”

      Naruto was smiling like a excitable child as he bounced on his chair with barely containable glee. “Huh, what did you say? I wasn’t listening.”

      “Okay… what did you hear then?”

      “I was just thinking about if I take down criminals like that, I couldn’t possible be in trouble anymore. And when everyone finds out I took down a bunch of bad guys with super strong weapons” Naruto laughed through his teeth as he thought about what could happen.

      “Naruto I knew you could do it! You’re the strongest!” Erza said with a giddy glee in her voice as her eyes sparkled.

      “Naruto, you are too amazing!” Mira said as she swooned at the sight of the proud blond.

      “We are not worthy! We are not worthy! Aye sir! Aye sir!” Natsu, Gray, Elfman and Happy said as they bowed before him.

      “Naruto, you have to teach me how to be that good.” Gildarts said as he was close to crying, Levy and Cana clapping and using glitter poppers.

      Laxus was on his knees, completely unable to comprehend his weakness before the younger blond. “I-it’s impossible! I’m supposed to be the best! How is this awesome, younger, much cooler blond so much better than me?” Before Naruto sucker punched him and sent him flying as a twinkle in the sky. Naruto propped his leg up and threw his head back as he laughed as loud as he could.

      Naruto had a dreamy look on his face as he fantasized what was probably going to happen when he came back home. He shook his head around, “Sorry Jura, I didn’t hear what you said?”

      Jura felt a vein pulse as he took a calming breath. “I’m telling you, it is too dangerous to involve yourself in this mission. You may get hurt or worse!”

      Naruto looked at Jura and frowned at him, “I know.” Jura blinked at the serious tone. “I know I might get hurt. But if I can’t even take a job with the possibility that I might get hurt, I may as well just stay home and wait to die. I’m not afraid of getting hurt. And if I don’t want to die, I need to learn to become a better Mage. So stop trying to psych me out and live with this fact Jura,” Naruto leaned back and crossed his arms together, smiling confidently.

      “I’m going to help you take down the Ronin.”

      Jura looked at him stunned before closing his eyes and smiling with a nod. “I guess if you aren’t frightened by that, then you are not someone that will falter in a time of need.” He opened his eyes and reached out with his hand. “I thank you for the help Naruto-Dono.”

      Naruto smiled and reached out, gripping Jura’s hand and shaking it, making a partnership between the two. “Also, I think you need this back. It could be useful.” Jura reached behind him and pulled out Naruto’s black cloak.

      Naruto took his cloak back and stood up. He swung it over his shoulder and tied it up, completing his wardrobe with a confident smirk.

    
    

    
      July 7 X779

      Naruto and Jura walked side by side, heading over the mountains and past a hill to finally reach the lake they aimed for. The two were an odd sight, the Earth Mage being much taller than the blond besides him. But even odder than that was that the taller Mage was seeming sheepish in front of the boy as he eyed him curiously.

      “Naruto-Dono, please stop. This subject is very uncomfortable for me.”

      “Come on! There has to be an explanation! L-like you were experimented on as a child! Or maybe your parents dropped you in a vat of acid and you were forever scarred like that!”

      “No… nothing like that… I’ve just always been bald…” The normally unflappable Mage said as he seemed slightly depressed from this choice of topic.

      “Well okay. But I still don’t believe that you could be 21 years old.”

      “Why not exactly?”

      “Because I’ve heard other people say that they were young like that too, but since the last one…” Naruto looked off into the distance with a Thousand Yard Stare as he seemed to relive some horrible trauma. “I can’t trust them.”

      “What happened exactly?”

      “I-it’s too much! The horrors… the fear… I’ll never forget that face! The face of evil!”

      (A few hundred miles away, in the Blue Pegasus Guild)

      “Ma… Ma… MAAAANNNNCHOOOOOOOO!” The Perfume Mage sneezed all over his younger Mage companions.

      “O-Oh God! It’s Everywhere! It’s In My Hair! Get It Out!” Jenny screamed as she ran around the guild, crying as she ran her hands in her hair.

      “W-we-we have b-been blessed by Senpai’s honor…” The blond boy said as he kept his gagging and shiver down to a minimum. “A-as men, we can’t forsake such a gift.”

      “Hibiki… there’s receiving a blessed honor from your beloved superior… and then there is being sneezed on. We just got sneezed on” the slightly tanned brunette said as he was sulking at the table, sitting across from their team leader.

      He wiped his nose and gave them a sparkling smile. “Men~”

      (Back to the Heroes)

      Jura placed his hand in front of Naruto, stopping him in his tracks. Naruto looked up to him. “What is it?”

      “I sense a mass of presences passed the hill. No…” Jura ran forward, Naruto following him as they ran up the hump of earth. They reached the apex, crouching down and looking over the scene.

      As far as they could see, there was only the water from the lake. Naruto gawked at the sight of the huge body of water, second only to the even larger lake that rested behind his guild. The rising sun rejected off the water and clouded the depth of the lake.

      And at the edge of the shore, there looked to be a small army pacing around. All of them were armed to the teeth with a variety of weapons. Some had spears over their shoulder. Others with pairs of axes attached to their backs. But most of the Ronin were with a single or several swords strapped to their bodies.

      And at the front of the group was a man with pale skin and long, unkept black hair. He stood with a much undeserved confidence as he looked over the lake like it was his own personal possession. On his hip was a black sheathe that held what was most likely the legendary sword.

      One of the men, a composed man with several large and small sword sheathes over his body, walked forward and bowed behind him. “Àomàn-Sama, are you certain that this is the location for the treasure?”

      The man sighed and chuckled lightly. “Are you questioning my decisions, Réng?”

      “N-no sir, I was just worried because—”

      “Don’t you worry about anything other then making sure no one gets in my way. The servants have to follow the word of their master, okay? Do you understand?” He said with a selfish smirk as the man stepped back and nodded his head. “Good. At least you idiots understand that much.”

      “Damn, are these the guys?”

      “Yes. They must have been moving through the woods over night and arrived before us. Darn it.” Jura said as he gripped the ground in angry disappointment. “We failed.”

      “It’s alright. We’ve just got to stop them before they can—”

      The legal mages stopped their conversation as they heard the Ronin go silent as a rumble shook the ground underneath them. The lake started to make waves, getting more and more violent as time went on. They all watched in amazement as the water started to separate, splitting apart like they were being pushed aside by an impossible force.

      Àomàn smiled condescendingly as the water parted at his feet, and revealed a long flight of stairs that descended into the depths of the lake, a stone door at the end of it to enter the massive structure that reached from the bottom of the lake all the way to within inches of breaching the surface. The men couldn’t help but stare in awe at the magnificent sight that revealed itself to them.

      The former heir had already started to walk down the stairs. “What are you doing you idiots? Are you really surprised by something like this? You need to understand that anything less than a temple like this wouldn’t be good enough for me to step in.” He scoffed at the hateful looks the men glared into his back. He didn’t care if these fools worshipped him or hated him.

      All he needed was to use these fools to help him regain his empire. If they wanted to risk their lives to try and take his head…

      Heh, let them try.

      Jura clicked his teeth as Bunce and his men started to descend down the stairs. “We need to plan something. The temple will only open once a day so this is our only chance to stop them. If we can blindside them, then maybe we can—” he stopped when he saw Naruto stand up besides him. “Naruto-D—”

      “HEY ASSHOLES!” The insult echoed through the valley, making all of the ronin stop in their tracks as they looked behind them to the figure standing atop the hill, looking down on them. Jura was right next to him, his eyes were white and his face was twitching in disbelief. “WHERE THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU’RE GOING! YOU’VE GOT TO PASS BY US FIRST!”

      “Wh-what are you doing?” Jura yelled as he jumped up beside the blond boy.

      “I’m stopping them from going inside.”

      “Why would you reveal our position before we could plan anything first?”

      “If we waited any longer, they would have gone inside, taken the swords and came back out to show them to us. Is that what you want instead? Because that is stupid.”

      “NARUTO-DONO!”

      “Who are you guys supposed to be?” The two mages looked over to where more than forty men were staring at them tiredly. Naruto walked forward and coughed in his fist.

      “Sorry, where are my manners. I AM THE GREAT HERO OF THE PEOPLE! THE MAN WHO HOLDS THE HEARTS OF ALL THE CHILDREN WITH HIM AS HE SAVES THE DAMSEL! I AM THE GREAT! THE ONE! THE ONLY! NEKO-MAN!” The whiskered boy said with an exaggerated pose. “And this is my side-kick, MAGIC HEAD!”

      Jura couldn’t react. His jaw was completely unhinged as the guild standing between the hovering walls of water looked at them like they were lost idiots. Àomàn just shook his head, “Kill them.”

      A large chunk of the Ronin pulled out their weapons and charged the men on the hill. Naruto watched as the large wave of weapon users ran towards them as seven of them headed into the temple, already out of sight. “Shit. Thought that would scare them off.”

      “That was the worst idea I’ve ever seen anyone make before. Ever… of all time. Well what shall we do now? This many will hinder us if we try to power through them, and the passage will close before we get there.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think one of us should stay here and deal with the Ronin while the other follows them into the temple and stops them from getting the swords. I think I should follow them in, I have more experience with closed spaced fighting and battling multiple enem—”

      “Let’s play Rock-Paper-Scissors!”

      “Huh?”

      “It’s easier and takes way less time! Okay Rock, Paper, Scissors…”

      Jura fumbled with his arms as Hispanics started to make the motions. “W-wait Naruto-Dono, this is too irresponsi—”

      “Shoot!”

      Naruto: Paper

      Jura: Rock

      “Yes! I win! I’ll take the temple!” Running forward as Jura stared at his rock in defeat.

      “N-Naruto-Dono!”

      “Trust me Jura!” The spontaneous Fairy Tail Mage smiled and gave Jura a thumbs up. “I told you I would take care of this! So take down the Ronin, and I’ll take the Snobby Asshole and his flunky Lackeys! Deal?”

      Jura looked at him in surprise before throwing his hands down on the ground, making a pillar appear under Naruto’s feet and rocketing him over the charging Ronin and to the stairs. “Fine! I put my faith in you Naruto-Dono! Don’t dissapoint!”

      “Aye Sir!” Naruto spun and landed on the shore, running down the straits and following the Ronin’s lead toward the door. Naruto ran down the stairs as fast as he could, noticing that the water had started to comeback into place, losing its magic. Naruto tried to run faster but felt the water start to slow him down, reaching his chest as the water filled up the lake again.

      Naruto was surrounded, floating in the water as he looked in every direction, noticing that the stairs were falling back into the depth and that the door was slowly closing shut. He muffled under the water as he swam as fast as he could to the rapidly closing stone doors.

      He concentrated the Armor to his feet and kicked off, propelling him forward and through the slit of the closing doors. The stone closed behind him but somehow he got caught, causing him to choke and release the air he was holding in. He looked behind him…

      His cloak was stuck.

      Damn thing!

      Damn Jura for giving it back to him!

      Damn his reluctance to give up on something that made him look so much cooler!

      He squirmed around in the lake water, choking and clawing at the straps around his neck. After a few moments, he finally unhooked it from around his neck and started to swim for the light on the surface. He felt his lungs constrict in pain as his sight was starting to go into tunnel vision.

      Finally, Naruto’s head popped out of the surface of the water, taking several quick breathes to get the much needed oxygen back into his lungs. He doggy paddled his way over to the closest patch of rock and grabbed the edge, pulling him out as he crawled forward to give him some space. He coughed up a large amount of water in his throat as he choked out gasps of air.

      He fell on his back and laid there for a moment to rest as he looked up at the ceiling. Around the room there were torches that illuminated the dark and lead the way to the hallway. Naruto turned over and looked down at the wet footprints that stained the ground towards the path.

      Naruto glared at that direction and pushed himself up.

    
    

    
      The seven men walked through the stone corridor as they neared a light that led to a large room. Each of them preparing for whatever was ahead of them. The oldest member of the group, a man with long gold hair and a spear wrapped on his back, mused to the rest of the group with a condescending tone in his voice. “I think we must be reaching close to the chamber soon. And whatever has been protecting them for so long as well. You kids ready?”

      “That a challenge ol’timer Qūzūn?” A crazy eyed man said as he pulled out the large axe and pointed it at the elder man. “Cause if ya think you or any stupid monster can stand up to me, I’d love to prove you wrong!” He said as he slid the tip of the axe over his tongue.

      “That’s cute kid,” he said as his fingers inched closer to the grip of his spear. “Shall we test this confidence Ziháo-kun?”

      “Oh, oh I want to try too!” A short, young boy said as he reached to his side and pulled out the chain and sickle. Spinning it around wildly as he smiled sweetly. “I haven’t gotten a chance to cut anything up since Ào-chan made us start this stupid quest!”

      Which was a crime in itself since he hasn’t had a chance to kill for almost a week now.

      “Diyi, don’t get caught up in our fight!”

      “No! No! I want to play too!” The little boy argued as he swung his weapon around like a plaything before expertly spinning them back into his hands. “Anything to kill the boredom!” He jumped up and readied to attack his own team, another two members getting ready to fight as well as the spear and axe user pulled back their weapons.

      Until two katanas pierced the ground by Ziháo and Qūzūn’s feet and two tantō embedded themselves into the hands of the other subordinates. Finally Diyi was stopped mid-jump and held by his collar by a tall man as he used a Wakizashi to catch the chain of the Kusarigama. “Diyi-sama, don’t antagonize your teammates so much. You know Ziháo-sama and Qūzūn-sama are very irritable to such things.”

      “Aw, Réng-chan, way to ruin the fun.” The kid said as he lost all of his excitement and slumped down. The black haired man lowered the boy to his feet and walked over to the two lower members, pulling his short blades out of their hands as they cried in pain. He sheathed them into their place at his hips as he walked over to the two katanas and pulled them out, putting them back on his back.

      “You got lucky this time geezer.”

      “Sure I did you little shit.”

      “Enough you idiots! I think we found something.” Àomàn yelled over his shoulder as they reached a huge room with a stone door at the other end. Over the archway was a massive stone body of armor with a large bat. And riddled across the entire room’s floor were skeletons and bones.

      “I guess this is where we find the swords, huh?” Diyi said as he ran around the large room, picking up the skulls that rested at his feet and playing with them.

      “Diyi-sama, please don’t play with the dead bodies.”

      Ziháo looked around trying to find whatever this so called guardian was supposed to be. “Alright, so did this protector thing die or something? What do we do now?”

      “We move on. Through the doors and to our prize. Hey, open the door would you?” The spear user commanded the two other lesser subordinates to pull the door open, which with reluctant swears they started to do so. After a moment, the two large doors were pulled open and a clear path was made into another shadowy hall with fire on the walls.

      “All right, there you go! Can we get moving n—”

      *SMASH*

      All of the Ronin looked over in shock to where a giant stone bat had crushed the speaking subordinate into the ground, making a loud squish and staining the ground crimson with his blood and organs.

      The stone golem above the doorway jumped down, pulling up his bat and gripped it tightly, looking towards the men that invaded its chambers. The other nameless ronin panicked and pulled out his sword, activating his Sword magic and running towards the giant sentient armor with killing intent.

      The stone man just swung his bat with a mighty force and completely cleaved the upper body of the man off his legs, making another creamy spot on the wall.

      The golem lifted the bat over his shoulder again and turned towards the men standing a few feet away from it. Giving them a look with its helmet-like head.

      Àomàn looked at what remained of the two ronin that had tagged along and scoffed. “Damn. Guess we’ll have to go with just being the 42 Ronin for a while.” The golem twitched and all of the group slowly brought their hand towards their weapons.

      “WHO DARES DISTURB THE DEN OF THE LEGENDARY DRAGONS! SPEAK NOW, AND MEET THE JUDGEMENT OF THE GREAT PROTECTOR, KICHIYO!” The massive, ground shaking voice bellowed as the Ronin looked up at it in shock.

      Diyi looked at it with sparkling eyes, “Cool~, it talks!”

      “I SAID SPEAK YOUR NAMES, MEN!”

      “And it has no inside voice either.” Qūzūn said as he covered his ears. Diyi pulled out his weapon and started to twirl it in excitement, Réng reaching out and stopping him from prematurely attacking.

      Àomàn stepped forward, “I’m sorry Kichiyo, but me and my associates were trying to reach the temple. For academic purposes and to protect the natural treasures that reside inside—”

      “NO! I SHALL NOT LET ANY PASS THIS POINT UNTIL THEY ANSWER THIS RIDDLE!” The former heir looked behind him at his followers and shrugged his shoulders.

      “Okay. What is this riddle?”

      “WHAT HAS FOUR LEGS IN THE EVENING, TWO IN THE DAY, AND THREE AT NIGHT?”

      “Man.”

      …

      “THAT IS CORRECT!” Kichiyo screamed as loudly as he could as the ronin in front of him clapped for their leader.

      “Does that mean that we have safe passage to continue forward?”

      “NO! I STILL HAVE TO KILL ANY AND ALL THAT WISH TO ENTER THE TEMPLE!”

      The men looked at him in disbelief before the man with the spear walked forward. “Then what was the point of the riddle?”

      “IT WAS FOR FUN! YOU WOULD BE SURPRISED HOW BORING IT IS TO BE IN THE CONFIDES OF THIS ROOM, ALONE, FOR FOUR HUNDRED YEARS WITHOUT FINDING SOME WAY TO PASS THE TIME! OH, I GOT IT, KNOCK KNOCK!”

      The youngest member made his way forward. “Who’s there?”

      “SOME!”

      “Some who?”

      “SOME BITCH TRYING TO TELL YOU A FUCKING KNOCK KNOCK JOKE! AHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAH!”

      “Pfft” Diyi chuckled into his hands as the older men looked down at him in disappointment. “What? That was funny.”

      “Move. I want to handle this guy myself.” The man pulled the axe from off his back and spun it in his hand, pointing it at the golem who readjusted itself with bat in hand.

      The swordsman noticed something and turned his head toward the way they came, hearing footsteps running quickly to their position. He touched his master’s shoulder. “Àomàn-sama, there is someone coming from behind.”

      “What?”

      “One of those mages made it into the temple and followed us here. He will be here in a moment. What do we do?”

      The young Bunce looked at the giant golem and then towards the hall they had come from. Their choices were to either hold the defense from both sides. Or…

      “Excuse me, Kichiyo?” Àomàn said as he pushed Ziháo out of his way, making the man protest in anger and almost attack him instead. “Can I ask you a quick question?”

      “OF COURSE! I ALWAYS NEED TO WORK MORE ON MY MANNERS ANYWAY!”

      “What if I told you that we were heroes?”

      “HEROES?”

      “Yes. And we were trying to stop a villain from taking these swords for their selfish purpose before it was too late.”

      “I WOULD THANK YOU FOR THE THOUGHT BUT I STILL NEED TO KILL ANY AND ALL THINGS THAT COME THIS WAY! EVEN IF THEY ARE HEROES OR VILLIANS!”

      “Alright, but wouldn’t you say that taking out the bad guys took precedent over killing the good guys?” The ancient stone armor contemplated for a minute before nodding its head. “So if there was a bad guy, you would have to kill him first before you had to come and kill us right?”

      “YEAH, THAT MAKES SENSE!”

      “Perfect. Because as it turns out~,” he turned around and gave an open hand to where they had come from, making all of them turn in that direction.

      Suddenly, from out of the shadows, a blond boy in a black shirt and long pants ran up, breathing heavily from running his way here. “Found you! Alright, stand down before—”

      “We’ve got a villain right here.”

      “Say what?” Naruto had no time to question as he looked up towards the sight of a giant armor made of rock jumping over the men and holding a giant bat over his head. He panicked and dove to the side, barely escaping from being made into a pancake.

      “DIE FOUL EVIL! YOUR RECKONING HAS COME!”

      “Great. Then we’ll just leave you two to your business. Kichiyo-San, when you are ready to kill us we will be down this hall.” The men just walked down the hallway, some kid turning around and waving him goodbye.

      “OKAY!”

      “W-wait a sec—” Naruto tried to run forward but was cut off by the bat breaking the ground. Naruto Requip his swords and used them to guard against the low swiping bat, pushed off his feet and into the other side of the chamber, coughing up saliva.

      “YOU SHALL NOT PAST VILE BOY! I, THE GREAT KICHIYO, SHALL ASSURE THAT!” The golem readied his bat to his hands and ran forward, his steps shaking the entire chamber as the boy looked up at the massive juggernaut coming his way.

      “You want to get in my way too? Fine!” The boy channeled his magic over his whole body, giving his form a bright glow before it settled into a field a few inches from the skin. He gripped the swords in his hands as tightly as he could, looking up at the armor with a glare of pure anger.

      Naruto ran forward, the swords running against the ground as they left sparks. Naruto jumped in the air and brought the blades down of the bat, causing sparks to fly between the steel and stone weapons.

      “THEN COME ON AND BRING IT YOU BASTARD!”

    
    

    
      Done

      I really wanted to get multiple chapters of this out at the same time but I’m just not that capable of keeping my mind on one thing for so long.

      Which, for those who need a translation, means I’m extremely lazy and have very low work commitment. I can’t wait to get a job!

      So yeah, mini-Erza. Anybody else thinking there’s going to be a war between her and Wendy in deciding who the best Loli of the series is.

      That’d be funny as all hell!

      Anyway… a chance for Naruto to power up a little more.

      Also, to help with the idea. I not saying its beatable, but if every peaceful Dragon and Dragon-Slayer worked together, then maybe they would be able to at least remove one scale from Acnologia, at least.

      ReadxReview

      Thanks and bye

      

    
  




    14. Bad Boys Get The Best Toys

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 14: Bad Boys Get The Best Toys

      Thanks to everyone who has Favorited and Followed this story. More than 1000 under each category. Never thought I’d make it here.

      Gray just served that stupid bastard with shaved ice. But… you know… a demon of the book of Zeref is a pretty big problem to find yourself against.

      Goodbye, Chibi-Erza. We will never forget you.

    
    

    
      Naruto flew back from the sheer force of the strike he blocked against, heading straight for the wall. He spun in the air until his feet landed against the stone wall, grunting in pain as his feet cracked into the brick.

      But that didn’t stop him, not for an instant. He used that force to push himself off the wall, soaring at the armor with a mighty yell as his swords stayed by his sides. Kichiyo braced himself with his bat at the ready, blocking against the several strikes that impacted against the stone as the boy yelled with a wild roar.

      As Naruto made a dozen deep scratches against the weapon and cuts into the hand of the guardian, he still found no evidence of his attacks making any real damage against the being.

      As the armor made a powerful swing against the midair Mage, the boy’s form vanished as the full swing came to an end.

      But Kichiyo knew it wasn’t that easy as he looked behind him to see the boy hanging on to the bat by piercing it with his swords. He pulled the blades out of the blunt weapon and jumped off it, swinging both swords towards the space where the armor’s head and chest joined in an attempt to decapitate the creature.

      His swords dug into the stone but was stopped by its resistance. He snarled and pulled the swords out before the sentient rock could crush him with his palm. The armor stumbled but used that force to spin around and grasp the bat with both hands.

      Naruto landed and anticipated the attack, holding both his swords in a guard to the left and braced against the bat. He grunted in sheer effort as his feet skidded along the gravel, pushing bones and rubble out of his way. Naruto lost his footing and was pushed away by the attack.

      He skidded back a few feet before he felt his head spin from the force behind that last attack. He spit up some blood in his mouth before wiping his chin and looking up at the hulking, moving stone.

      This thing was strong. Like really, really strong. Definitely one of the physically strongest creatures he had ever fought. Of course that was to be expected when fighting a living piece of stone. That bat could easily crush him into another one of those stylish splotches on the wall. For a rock, it was surprisingly quick when it came to going back into a defense stance to block his strikes. And of course, it was difficult to cut through this solid rock when he had to be wary of attacks.

      And finally—

      “I’VE GOT TO SAY FOR AN EVIL LITTLE BASTARD, YOU’VE GOT SOME PRETTY GOOD MOVES!”

      It was loud and annoying as hell.

      Naruto twisted his shoulder around as he felt his arm getting sore from blocking all of the swings from this guardian for the last 15 minutes. He exhaled a calming breath as he tried to stall the fight long enough to regain some strength. He looked up at the sentient rock, “Can I ask you a question real quick?”

      “SURE! FIRE AWAY!”

      “Why are you so eager to kill me? Every word that comes out of your… mouth, I guess… is either a death threat about squishing me or a very bad knock knock joke?”

      “MY JOKES ARE NOT THAT BAD! THAT IS VERY RUDE OF YOU!” The guardian started to shake his arms in protest and stomp his feet into the ground, causing the whole room to shake. The blond boy just gave a tired, annoyed expression as he slightly lost his footing. “I’LL HAVE YOU KNOW THAT THOSE ARE ALL ORIGINAL KICHIYO BRAND COMEDY GOLD LINES I’VE BEEN TELLING! THE BEST OF THE BEST I’VE COME UP WITH WHILE I WAS DOWN HERE!”

      Naruto’s eyebrow twitched from the scene of this supposedly ancient armor throwing a temper tantrum like a toddler. “I don’t care! Answer the question!” He yelled back.

      “FINE! YOU KNOW WHAT, YOU’RE A DICK!” Kichiyo settled down and leaned on his eroded bat like an arm rest as he rubbed his non-existent chin. “HMMMMM, LET ME SEE!”

      “Can you use your inside voice please?” Naruto said as he covered his ears from the constant abuse.

      Good lord it was like spending an entire afternoon with Natsu and Happy after they were hopped up on sugar.

      Wasn’t going to make that mistake again.

      “WELL, I’VE ALWAYS HAD TO MAKE SURE THAT NO ONE CAME DOWN HERE AND STOLE THE SWORDS! AND MY ORDERS WERE TO MAKE SURE THAT NO LIVING THING PASSED THIS POINT! NO MATTER WHO IT WAS OR WHAT THEY WERE HERE FOR, I HAD TO KILL THEM!”

      Naruto didn’t make any change in his expression. “Why?”

      “BECAUSE THAT IS WHAT I HAVE ALWAYS DONE! I WAS MADE DOWN HERE, I HAVE LIVED DOWN HERE, I HAVE GUARDED THIS PLACE FROM DOWN HERE FOR CENTURIES! THAT IS MY PURPOSE! AND UNTIL I CAN NO LONGER FULFILL THAT PURPOSE, I SHALL GUARD THIS PLACE TILL I DROP!”

      Naruto shifted his vision to the side, considering what he had said. “But I didn’t come here to take the swords. So why are you fighting me?”

      “BECAUSE YOU CAN LIE! DECEIVE! EVEN IF YOU SAY YOU DID NOT COME HERE FOR THE BLADES, THAT DOES NOT MEAN THAT YOU WILL NOT BE SWAYED BY THE INFLUENCE THAT THE BLADES PRESENT!” Kichiyo threw the bat over his shoulder as he faced the blond Mage that had infiltrated the sanctuary. “SO I SHALL PROTECT THIS ENTRANCE FROM ALL PERPETRATORS! AT ALL COSTS!”

      Naruto just looked at the towering statue with a befuddled look as he still couldn’t understand the biggest issue at hand. “S-so, why are you only attacking me? Those other guys that walked right past you are the ones that want the swords! Why didn’t you try to stop them?” The whiskered boy yelled out in irritation as he pointed his blades at the entrance.

      “OH YEAH! THOSE GUYS WERE THE HEROES!”

      “The heroes?” The boy droned out.

      “YEAH! THOSE WERE THE GUYS WHO SAID THAT THEY WERE GOING TO GO AND PROTECT THE SWORDS FROM YOU, THE VILLAIN! I’LL HAVE TO GO AND KILL THEM AFTER I FINISH YOU OFF BUT I STILL THINK THOSE GUYS ARE PRETTY COOL!”

      Naruto looked absolutely gob-smacked as the most he could do in his situation was look at Kichiyo disbelievingly and slowly shake his head. “Alright, let me get this straight. A group of suspicious looking guys came down here first, showing off their huge supply of weapons and not giving a fuck when you apparently flattened their teammates.” He assumed by the two fresh red stains around him. “And then when you said that you were going to have to kill them, they blamed me as a culprit and you just LET THEM THROUGH?! Did it not occur to you that maybe they were the bad guys and they were lying to you?!”

      “NO WAY! HEROES DON’T LIE! THEY CAN’T!”

      “HOW STUPID ARE YOU?” Naruto screamed out at the top of his lungs.

      “ENOUGH TALKING!” Kichiyo charged forward and swung his bat, Naruto jumping back as the weapon shattered the ground. He charged again and the two shared a quick exchanging of blocking weapons as sparks flew in all direction.

      Naruto gritted his teeth as the force from each of the parried strikes was close to ripping the blades right out of his hands. He used both blades to halt a full side-strike as he groaned in exerted force. He yelled and pushed the bat back, causing the guardian to spin and try to strike his back using the centripetal force.

      Naruto somersaulted over the oncoming object and dove at the feet of his enemy. Both swords were held out to the right side as he gripped tightly. “Tower Cutter!”

      Kichiyo’s right foot was cut into two as the guard yelped and landed lopsidedly. He tried to swipe at Naruto again but the boy evaded his range. But before he could dive for a second attack, the rock man pushed himself back up to his knees and faced the boy again.

      Naruto clicked his tongue. Even when he was handicapped, this guy wasn’t going to stop chasing him. He could run off now and try to catch up to the Ronin group before it was too late but this guy would probably crawl his way to them. And if he was going to get into another fight, he didn’t want to be double teamed by several weapon users and a resilient chunk of rock.

      So he looked up towards the large walls and ceiling surrounding him. He chuckled lightly as he came up with a quick distraction.

      He jumped down into a horse stance and threw his sword up into the air as Kichiyo looked up at it. Naruto used that chance to jump forward and threw a Flying Gauntlet at the fingers holding the bat. The rocks broke apart and Kichiyo lost hold of his weapon, attempting to grasp it again before he dropped it. He looked up to see Naruto jump and grab the knight sword and he held both weapons close to his body.

      “Shredding Saber Winds!”

      Naruto unleashed a flurry of cuts as he shredded deeper into the already existing marks he left in the golem’s neck. Rubble and dust flew up from his strikes as the boy yelled out a triumphant roar, mincing through Kichiyo’s arm and cutting off the guard’s head.

      The stone helmet rolled on the floor as Naruto took a moment to breathe. He looked at his handiwork as the large rock body fell to its side, the loud voice it had once projected no longer ringing in his ears.

      Naruto looked at the lifeless head with some regret. He knew that this weird stone guy had no real choice in having to defend this place or take lives. But he had to push through and complete this mission. He made a promise to Jura that he would.

      Naruto closed his eyes and nodded his head at his former adversary. “I’m sorry.”

      “THAT’S OKAY!”

      “Ahhhhhhhhhhh!” Naruto jumped back in fright at the sudden loud shrieking voice ringing through the chamber. He looked down at the helmet that had rolled a foot away from him. He slowly and carefully shuffled his feet towards the rock armor. He lightly tapped the stone with the side of his foot.

      “PLEASE STOP THAT!” Naruto looked down at the helmet with his jaw wide open.

      “How the hell are you still alive? I cut off your damn head!” Naruto screamed back in anger.

      “CAUSE I’M A ROCK, DIPSHIT! YOU CAN’T KILL A ROCK!”

      “That’s-…that actually makes a lot of sense.” Naruto nodded his head when he considered that fact. He stuck the swords into the ground as he walked over to the talking head and sat down in front of it, readjusting Kichiyo so that he was looking forward. “So what are you going to do now?”

      “DON’T KNOW! NEVER CONSIDERED WHAT I WOULD DO IF I WAS DEFEATED! ALWAYS IMAGINED THAT I WOULD STAY DOWN HERE MAKING UP NEW JOKES UNTIL I JUST STOPPED WORKING!”

      “I guess that is something you could do. You can just stay down here and wait till you turn to dust.” Naruto said as he tried to think about leaving this weird thing down here until the end of time. He grumbled a little and then opened his eyes in realization. “Hey, ever thought of joining a guild?”

      “WHAT THE HELL IS A GUILD?”

      “What? You have never heard of a Mage Guild before?”

      “BEEN LIVING UNDER A ROCK FOR 400 YEARS! THERE’S A LOT OF STUFF I DON’T KNOW ABOUT!”

      “Hmm, true,” Naruto said as he nodded his head in agreement. “Well a guild is somewhere where a bunch of weirdos and freaks can get together and take requests and jobs as teams. Maybe there is a guild out there that is just perfect for you?”

      Kichiyo laid there as he loudly hummed in agreement. “THAT SEEMS SORT OF STRANGE, BUT INTERESTING! BUT I CAN’T MOVE ANYMORE! SO I DON’T THINK I’LL BE ABLE TO JOIN A GUILD!”

      Naruto pushed himself off his knees and stood back up. “That’s alright. Once I’m done taking out all those ‘good guys’, I’ll make sure to pick you up and drop you off somewhere. Let you see what the outside world is like.” He walked over and started to pull his swords out of the ground.

      “THERE IS NO ESCAPE!” Naruto looked over his shoulder and down at the inanimate talking helmet. “THIS PLACE WAS BUILT SO THAT NO ONE WOULD BE ABLE TO LEAVE! THE WALLS AND DOOR ARE SO STRONG THAT NO ORDINARY MAGE SHOULD EVEN BE ABLE TO CRACK THEM!”

      “WHEN THOSE SWORDS ARE TAKEN, THIS PLACE WILL COLLAPSE AND KILL EVERYONE INSIDE OF IT! A FAIL SAFE TO MAKE SURE THAT NO ONE INCAPABLE OF HANDLING THEIR POWER WOULD LEAVE WITH THEM! THIS PLACE IS INESCAPABLE!” Naruto calmly picked both of his swords up and examined them. He sent one of them back into his Requip and stretched out his prosthetic arm.

      “Hey, what was your name again?”

      The statue stayed silent for a second as he angled his view towards the boy. “KICHIYO!”

      “Well Kichiyo, you should know that I have been stuck in more places like this before. No way out. No escape. Made to think that you have no chance to leave ever again. But believe me,” he turned around and gave the helmet a confident smirk. “I’ve always found a way out. And you’ll get to see what the real world is like, trust me.” He waved over his shoulder as the blond boy ran down the corridor, following where the Ronin had run off to earlier.

      Kichiyo was left leaning against the wall, unable to move or chase or fight or leave. He was just going to be lying on the floor for the rest of his existence…

      Not much difference than before.

      “ALRIGHT! WHERE DID I LEAVE OFF?… OH RIGHT! 3 MILLION 245 THOUSAND 649 BOTTLES OF BEER ON THE WALL~ 3 MILLION 245 THOUSAND 649 BOTTLES OF BEER~ YOU TAKE ONE DOWN, YOU PASS IT AROUND, YOU’VE GOT 3 MILLION—”

    
    

    
      Naruto ran forward as fast as he could, his blade held safely out at his side. He had no idea how far they got, or how far he had to go. But from what Kichiyo had said, they weren’t going to get out of here anytime soon.

      “Damn. Well would you look at what we have here. We waited behind to face that damn rock thing but we get ourselves a little surprise instead.” Naruto slowed down and cautiously stopped in place at the sound of the cocky voice. Coming into view from the light of the flickering fires, two sets of footsteps casually made their way towards him.

      One of them was a middle-aged blond man with his hands held respectfully behind his back. Strapped across his shoulders was a long black spear with razor sharp end.

      Besides him was a tall, smugly smiling dark-haired man who was giving the young boy a dangerous smile. Strapped to his back was a large axe that was probably bigger than the boy was tall. He walked forward and scratched his chin, laughing maniacally. “Hey, old man Qūzūn. Did you ever think in a million years we would have to face the little kid over the loud magical guardian built to protect this place?”

      The older man shook his head. “No, I would never have believed that this young boy would be victorious in a grudge match against a creature like that. It goes to show that we may have underestimated this child’s true abilities.”

      “Yeahhhhh, or maybe that guardian thing was just way weaker than we thought he was?” The man with the axe, Ziháo, said condescendingly.

      “Yes,” the spear user, Qūzūn, smiled darkly at that prospect. “Perhaps he was.”

      The axe wielder threw his head back and chuckled like a maniac with his hand over his eyes. He calmed down and let out a giggle every few moments. “Well, I guess we can see if this kid is any good for ourselves, huh?” He turned towards the boy and pointed at him, “Listen kid—”

      The blond boy was already a small distance away from the axe wielder, giving him a cold glare as both Ronin were completely caught off-guard by the boy’s speed and movement.

      Naruto swung the blade from underneath in an upward form towards Ziháo’s chin. The axe user desperately leaned back, dodging the tip of the knight sword by a hair’s breadth. But Naruto used that momentum to spin and plant a strong back-kick into the tall man’s gut, causing him to cough up bile and grunt in pain.

      The Fairy Tail Mage used the Ronin as a jump post and rocketed towards the older blond, Ziháo getting sent off several feet from the force of the attack. Qūzūn reacted by pulling his weapon off his back and grasped it with both hands, making a stab at the gliding blond. Naruto stabbed Excalibur into the floor and used the sudden change of velocity to flip over the spear and get closer to his enemy.

      Naruto used one foot to kick the spear off its course and raised his other high over his head. Before Qūzūn could even look up to see the attack, Naruto axe-kicked him over the skull. The older blond went straight into the ground, face cracking into the pavement as his eyes went white.

      Naruto landed on his feet and looked down at the defeated warrior. He heard the sounds of heavy set stomping coming from behind him and instinctively rolled to the side. He barely dodged a massive axe blade from cleaving off his torso as he slid away from the attacker.

      Ziháo was looking down at the boy with his eyes brimming with rage. He was flaring in anger and seething through his teeth, dribble coming down his chin. He hefted the massive axe off his shoulder and raised it over his head, the rage in his eyes changing into anxiousness to cut the boy into chunks.

      Naruto kept constantly jumping back, missing the end of the large blade by only a few inches as Ziháo kept swinging it around like a madman. The large man handled the heavy weapon like it was a stick, swinging it around in a flurry of slashes as if it was weightless. And as he advanced on the young whiskered Mage, he left no openings for retaliation. All the black dressed boy could do was retreat or face his end.

      Naruto stopped stepping back, holding his position as the axe came down towards his left side as Ziháo smiled wildly. He saw Naruto futilely raise his left arm in an attempt to block it, but the attacker was having no such wish. He completed his swing; preparing for a geyser of blood, an agonizing scream and a lump of severed flesh to hit the ground.

      But after Ziháo brought the axe down, he looked on in shock as he saw the boy’s left arm was shining and reflecting the light of the torches around them. The blond just looked at him with his own smug grin as he took a step forward and buried the hilt of his sword into the man’s gut. As the axe user buckled over from the force of the blow, Naruto raised his left hand up and chopped the handle off of the axe.

      Ziháo stumbled back, holding his stomach as he frantically looked at his broken weapon. He looked up just in time to receive a boot in the middle of his face. He flew backwards off the ground, his eyes stark white and blood leaking out from his nose. He bounced off the ground several times before landing on his back, unconscious.

      Naruto spun in the air and landed on his feet effortlessly. He smiled and looked over the two men he had caught off guard. “You guys still want to debate over my skills or do you just want to take your quiet little nap?” He waited silently for an answer but got none from the beaten men.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      He was so glad he trained with Gildarts and Natsu when he had the chance to. Gildarts because he had gotten used to fighting large, stronger opponents by aiming for their weak points in combat (not that it helped any against him). And Natsu because he had also gotten used to taking advantage of momentary openings left from people chiding or talking too much.

      Naruto walked over to the unconscious blond man and picked up one end of his spear. He covered his foot in Armor and broke the weapon in half, leaving it useless. Tossing it over to the side, Naruto looked at the side he used to catch that axe-user off guard and saw his sleeve had been torn to shreds. He grasped the ripped material and pulled it off, showing off his prosthetic in its entirety.

      He lifted Excalibur up and put it on his shoulder, easier to carry as he ran down the corridor again.

      Naruto ran further and further down the path towards the center structure. And he noticed that drawn or carved into the walls, there were elegant scriptures of a horde of dragons. He slowed down, taking an interest in the ancient markings that littered the hallways, illuminated by the burning torches.

      They told some kind of story. The first paintings he saw were of hundreds of dragons, flying high over the skies of Earthland. Beneath them, there were homes and buildings, belonging to humans who worked in the fields.

      Then, half of the dragons started to attack the people on the ground. Breathing out what looked like fire to burn down the humans and their homes. While the other half of the dragon horde seemed to charge the attacking half, stopping them from going any further.

      “It looks so cool, right?”

      Naruto tensed and held Excalibur up in a defensive stance. He heard gleeful, bouncy steps grow closer and closer to his position. He looked on as a younger, shorter blond boy came into sight. He was happily giddy and showed a smile as pure as sunshine.

      Naruto didn’t know why, but this kid’s smile just made him sick. “What’s cool?”

      “These dragons! Duh! Look how awesome they are!” The boy said as he spread out his arms and looked at all the drawings on the wall. “I’ve just keep looking at these things, thinking about how cool it must have been to be alive at the same time as dragons.”

      He lowered his arms but kept that amazed twinkle in his eye as he looked over the wall again. “I heard a long time ago that they were the strongest beings in all the world. The kings of the skies, lands and oceans. And that they were unbeatable. Even the strongest mages back then couldn’t even scratch them.”

      The young Ronin looked over to the boy with the weird markings on his face. “Could you imagine that? An unbeatable monster that can destroy anything in its path? It would be amazing to meet something like that!” He looked down at his hands with a crazed look in his eyes. “To fight them! To cut them to pieces! I want to fight one of them so bad!” His whole body was shaking in anxious excitement.

      Ah. So that’s where the bad feeling came from.

      Naruto lowered his weapon but not his glare. “Are you going to keep fantasizing about animals or what? You’re a part of the Ronin gang, right?”

      The young boy realized he had gotten off track and started to scratch his neck and laugh with embarrassment. “Ehehe, sorry about that. I got a little off track.” He put his hands to his side and smiled towards Naruto, “My name is Diyi. And yep, I’m a Ronin.”

      “Diyi, huh?” The young Fairy Mage looked over the boy opposite him. He was dressed up in the same black outfit that the other two Ronin were in, but much smaller in comparison. And he also had chains around his chest, probably hooked up in the back. “Aren’t you too young to be a member of this kind of gang?”

      “What! No way!” Diyi protested as he started jumping up and down like a child throwing a tantrum. ‘I might be young but I’m really strong! Honest!’ He pointed at himself and said with his voice brimming with pride, “I’ve killed dozens of people and got recognized for it! How else can you do something like that and not be strong?”

      Naruto just kept staring at the boy, only slightly furrowing his eyes after the ease he had in stating that fact. “That’s not something you should be proud of.”

      Diyi just pouted and blew a raspberry at the party-pooper. “Says you! Ào-chan said that you need a lot of power and will to kill to grow up strong! And I’ll only get stronger when I get one of those dragons swords! But you know that already, right Nii-chan?” Naruto gave him a questioning look as Diyi smiled again. “You beat the funny guardian guy, Qūzūn-chan and Ziháo-chan! You must’ve killed a bunch of people to get that strong! Way more than them, right?”

      Naruto deepened his glare when the young Ronin said that. He raised his blade to the bloodthirsty little boy, “Enough. I’m finished with this bullshit. Get out of my way, now!”

      Diyi giggled happily as he reached over his shoulders and pulled out his weapon. He gripped the sickle in one hand and spun the metal weight by its chain in another. He gave Naruto another one of his perpetual smiles, “Hehehe, it’s not safe to be pointing such sharp weapons at each other like this, Nii-chan. I just told you…”

      Naruto got himself in a readied stance and prepared for his att—

      “—I’m strong.”

      Naruto felt his eyes widen in shock at the voice that appeared right behind him. He jumped forward, trying to make space between himself and the grinning boy that somehow got around him. Diyi brought the sickle down but Naruto raised Excalibur and blocked the weapon in a spray of sparks.

      But he had no time to dodge the iron weight that was being manipulated in the Ronin’s other hand. Naruto looked up as the weight dropped down from over the sword, straight for his head.

    
    

    
      The Ronin vice-commander was carefully walking down the hall in step with his Lord as they walked past all the paintings. But while Àomàn was only interested in the treasure at the end of the pathway, Réng found himself engrossed in the story of the dragons’ past.

      A tale of a war between dragons that ravaged the world and left it barren. How some dragons came to the humans for assistance and made them use some kind of magic. And then, the humans were the ones fighting against the dragons, and winning apparently.

      “Réng, hurry up. You’re falling behind.” The man with the ancient black sword said over his shoulder as he waited for his longtime servant.

      “Sorry Àomàn-sama.” The swordsman with the five blades ignored the rest of the dragon history and followed his master once again. “My lord?”

      “Yes? What is it?”

      “I am just uncertain that we made the right choice to break off into groups like this, sir. Leaving Qūzūn-sama and Ziháo-sama together in the same place is like leaving a wolf and a tiger in the same cage. And Diyi-sama is far too inexperienced to fight by himself with no restraint. To leave our comrades to battle against whoever won the fight is—”

      “Réng?”

      The servant swordsman stopped talking and looked towards his Master. “Yes sir?”

      “Did I ask for your opinion?” He looked over his shoulder and gave his oldest servant a cold glare. ‘If those morons lose to that golem then they were never worthy enough to follow in my shadow.’ He looked forward again, his devilish grin growing as he saw the light at the end of the tunnel. “I only need the best to help me take control of the swords.”

      Réng softened his eyes in worry about the detached tone his Master was taking with other peoples’ lives. “Master—”

      Àomàn ignored his servant’s worry and concentrated only on the end result. “First I’ll take the swords. Then, I’ll find the Heartfilias. I’ll destroy that bastard’s home, kill all of his servants and partners. And I’ll make sure he has a front row seat while I skin his little daughter alive like an animal.” The Commander and his Lieutenant walked into the light of the central vault.

      All around them, there was treasure and gold filling the massive building that rested underwater. As far up as they could see, there were paintings, gold coins and jewels. From the floor all the way to the ceiling, there were more and more murals that depicted the end of the civil war of dragons.

      But it didn’t matter.

      The former heir of the Bunce ignored all the riches and money, only looking down at the prizes on the bottom floor. Imbedded in seven sheaths of stone were seven exquisite blades. Each with their own patterns and designs, giving off a presence of unparalleled power.

      Àomàn smiled as he looked at the fruits of his efforts. “And then… the world.”

    
    

    
      Naruto skidded back on the floor, giving him the room he so desperately needed from the psychotic boy. He lifted up his head, blood dripping down his scalp and all across his face. But he never lost his fearless glare aimed at the laughing child as he spun the weight in his hand excitedly.

      “Hahaha, you are so amazing Nii-chan! That usually works to beat everyone else down! You really are strong!”

      Naruto offhandedly wiped some blood off his face with his hand and looked down at it. “How the hell did you do that?”

      Diyi tilted his head but kept his smile, “Do what?”

      “You know what.” Naruto pushed himself off the ground and settled himself for a fight. “How did you get behind me so fast?” He waited as Diyi realized what he was talking about and smiled even wider.

      “Oh! That! Hehe!”

      Diyi took a step forward, and appeared right in front of Naruto once again. Naruto clicked his teeth and brought his sword between the sickle and his neck. But the young Ronin lifted up the chain and wrapped it around the older boy’s neck, locking him in as he drew the iron weight over his head again.

      But this time, Naruto lifted his left arm over his head and blocked the weight completely, making a loud metallic thud ring out through the hall. Naruto stretched out the chains and pushed away from Diyi.

      Diyi jumped back a little and grabbed his Kusarigama tightly. “My magic is called Flash. I use my magic to shorten the distance between my target and I so I can jump at them at Super speed!” As a demonstration, the Ronin boy appeared on the wall besides Naruto, using it as a step as he threw his weapon around like a sling.

      Just as Naruto blocked the attack, there was another one being aimed at him from behind. He rolled out-of-the-way in an attempt to escape but the Flash boy was on the ceiling, aiming down as the weight cracked into the cement. With every attack he blocked or countered, there was already another being thrown at him from behind. And another. And another.

      Diyi cackled like a clown as he watched the older boy seem to struggle with his movements. After a while, the weight started to graze his skin and the sickle started to leave shallow cuts. “Hahahahaha, to be able to move around and attack at these speeds is proof that only a genius could use this power! I’ve killed so many soldiers, mages and fighters like this that I’ve actually lost count! It’s scary, isn’t it Nii-chan? To face someone so terrifying!”

      He appeared over a slumped over Naruto with his sickle overhead, preparing to deliver the final blow. “To face someone so strong!”

      *Thump*

      Diyi coughed up spit. He was so stunned that he couldn’t even Flash away from the blind back-fist that found itself in his ribs. Diyi finally reacted and jumped back, breathing heavily as he glared at the back of the boy who didn’t even turn around to counterattack. He saw Naruto slowly turn over his shoulder and look at him.

      “You’re fast. Not strong.” He stated plainly while he looked like he just realized something.

      Diyi widened his eyes before he hissed through his teeth, “What did you say?”

      “I just realized what kind of fighter your are.” Naruto pushed himself off his knees and rotated his neck and shoulder, sending his sword back into its Requip and leaving him unarmed. “You’re a hit and run style fighter. I used to do stuff like that too when I was against guys who totally outclassed me.” A certain old bastard with an eyepatch came to mind when he thought about it.

      Diyi seemed totally befuddled by his statement. “W-what do you—”

      “You’re really fast, but that’s to compensate for the fact you don’t have much physical strength, right? You kept jumping around to attack from my blind spots and avoid a full frontal assault. Because your strikes were really fast but they didn’t leave much damage.” He looked over his clothes and touched the parts he was hit, “If I didn’t fight back they would have started to pile up and that would have been worse.”

      Diyi was shaking uncontrollably, his eyes hidden by his shaggy hair. He looked at Naruto with pure detest, “Don’t talk like you’re my better! I’ve been through countless fights against weak people like you! And I’ve never lost a single match in my whole life! Not once!”

      Naruto looked at him in shock before he narrowed his eyes sternly. “Then how the hell are you ever going to learn anything?!” He yelled back strongly as Diyi was caught off guard, “You’re never going to learn anything and get stronger if you only win your whole life! You fight! You lose! You train! You fight! You win! That’s how it works!”

      Naruto blinked in surprise before he smugly rubbed his chin. “Ah, is this what they call ‘Senior Guiding’? Perhaps this is what happens when you gain enough experience to lecture your juniors? Ahaha!” He laughed as he scratched the back of his head.

      Diyi appeared in front of him, ready to cut open his insulting throat. But Naruto just looked at him blankly and stopped the attacks in their path. Diyi started to desperately swipe at him from all sides, trying to prove him wrong. But whenever the attack came close, Naruto leaned out of the way or stepped back. “I’m strong! I’m strong! I’M STRONG DAMMIT!”

      “And now that you’re angry, you’ve given up your only advantage.” Naruto telegraphed a punch at Diyi’s face, making him panic and jump back to give him space. Naruto shook out his hand and looked up at the younger boy, “You’re not the only one who has been in life and death matches.”

      Diyi furiously gripped his Kusarigama and yelled out in desperation. Visions of an abused child fighting for his life in a horrific, blood covered surrounding of a cult. And killing each member there to survive, even through his own agonizing pain. He used Flash to charge forward and threw the iron weight with everything he had, “SHUT UP!”

      Naruto dashed and stopped the iron weight in its place, the chain reverberating backwards. Naruto grabbed it and pulled, wrapping the chain around the young Ronin’s arm as he tried to free himself. “I bet you will be very strong when you grow up. But maybe you should try to find something better to fight for than just killing for fun.” Naruto smiled as he crushed the iron weight in his left hand. “So let me be the person to set you on that path.”

      He pulled with all his might, jerking Diyi off the ground and into the air.

      Naruto jumped high and grabbed the younger blond by his face. He dropped down and prepared to implant the boy’s head into the concrete.

      He stomped the ground and held the young boy’s head an inch above from impacting the floor. Naruto carefully laid the wide-eyed boy down on the ground as he picked up the chained weapon and separated it.

      “Wh-what did you do?” Naruto looked down at the temporarily stunned boy as he shakily looked up at him.

      “I scared you with the feint I just made. Making you panic, angry, lose control and almost smash your head in has caused you to go into shock. You can’t move yet, right?” Diyi tried to lift up his arms but found that his whole body had sort of crapped out on him. He angled his head and looked up at Naruto, shaking it. “That will probably fade in a little while. Don’t worry about it.”

      Diyi positioned his head again and looked up at the ceiling. “I don’t think I like losing.”

      Naruto nodded and started fiddling with the broken weapon. “Yeah, no one does. That’s why you’ve got to keep getting stronger.”

      “Is this how you got strong Nii-chan?”

      Naruto gave him a thoughtful smile and nodded his head. “Yep. I used to win and lose a bunch of fights with my friends back when we were together. And when I started learning Magic, I fought against a monster and lost this arm.” He waved to the boy with his prosthetic. “But I didn’t want to just stay in place and worry about how I lost. So since then, I’ve been getting stronger and stronger to make sure I don’t lose. I haven’t won every single fight since then, but I’ve definitely been getting better.”

      “I think Réng-chan is super strong too.” Naruto blinked and looked down at the little boy questioningly. “He’s my Senpai in the Ronin. He’s been teaching me how to fight with my sickle and weight. He probably saw that I wasn’t strong enough and taught me never to confront my enemies.”

      Naruto settled against the wall and listened as the boy told him about the last remaining Ronin. “Réng-chan is probably the best swordsman I know. Like one of those samurai. He’s fast. Strong. And really good with a sword. And he is way better than Ziháo-chan, Qūzūn-chan and I. So be careful.”

      Diyi looked up at the ceiling and seemed to grow a little somber. “But Ào-chan… he’s really scary. He isn’t as good a fighter as the rest of us. But when he uses his sword—”

      The entire structure shook around violently, making Naruto stumble and try to keep his balance. They heard the sound of scraping stone and rumbling water. The walls started to crack and split, squirting out water at quick speeds as the boys were doused in it.

      Diyi coughed up some of the lake water as it had already started to make puddles on the floor. “Wh-what’s happening?”

      Naruto looked off in the direction towards the center vault. He wiped his mouth and growled angrily, remembering Kichiyo’s warning about the fail safe. “Bastards…”

      He grabbed Diyi by the back of his uniform and pulled him up to the side of the wall, propping him against it as he started running off towards his next target.

    
    

    
      He waited patiently for the arrival of his foe as he stood at attention near the cracking, dripping wall. This was what his family had been teaching him since he was just a small child. The elegance to wait. To perform at the best of your efforts. And to always listen to your master.

      It came with the job of being in the family of employees serving the Bunce family for several generations.

      Réng had always listened to what Àomàn-sama asked and demanded for. Ever since they were both children, he had always been a devoted servant. And even now, when the Bunce family fortune was no more, Réng did not abandon his duty to follow his Master’s orders.

      And now, while his Master was retrieving his desired weapons and destroying this facility in the process, it was the servant’s duty to stall his opponent.

      Réng shifted in place and angled the five sheaths strapped to his body for easier removal. This… this would be where all the years of sword training come to light.

      The tall, dark-haired man heard the sounds of splashing steps from the opposite end of the hall. He walked away from the wall and stood in the middle of the path, ready for his opponent. Their footsteps splashed through the water that had already started to reach his ankles.

      From out of the darkness, the whiskered young man walked into the light of the torches that were still burning. Naruto slowly and cautiously stepped forward and stood opposite of the taller, older man. The Ronin bowed his head slightly towards the mildly panting younger man, “I have been waiting for you to arrive. Shall we settle this matter quickly or can we discuss a peaceful solution to this problem?”

      Naruto didn’t seem to acknowledge what the older man said and just continued to look him over. “You’re different.”

      Réng only seemed to blink a few more times to show he was confused by the statement. “What do you mean?”

      Naruto kept his body loose but continued to keep a wary eye on the Ronin. “You’re a lot stronger than all the other Ronin you left behind. You didn’t have your guard down even when I wasn’t here. I knew that if I tried to ambush you from over here, you would have countered it. And you’re not like the other guys either, you’re not so far up your own ass that you can’t see me as a threat.”

      “Of course I can see that you are strong. I knew the moment you blocked the attack from Kichiyo-sama that you were a worthy adversary that we may have to fight. Due to the fact that I couldn’t hear the Guardian yelling behind us, I had a strong estimate that you were the one that was going to make it here.” The polite Ronin stated almost blandly like it was no problem at all.

      “Also, thank you for your compliment of my ability. It is quite an honor to receive a word of praise from someone who has won so many fights already.” He bowed respectfully to the stunned younger man across from him. He stood back up and got into a deep stance, grabbing the hilt of the blade strapped to his left side. “As such, I shall challenge you to the full extent of my ability.”

      Naruto was dumbstruck as he couldn’t believe what was happening. After all the craziness of separating lakes, talking rocks, homicidal weapon users and bald mages; somehow this was the strangest sight of the day. Such a respectful and noble swordsman was praising his enemy one moment and then ready to fight him the next. Naruto couldn’t quite figure out what the right choice of action was here.

      He raised his hands and motioned for him to calm down. “Okay, okay. Let’s take a moment to—”

      The swordsman appeared closer than arm’s reach away from the boy, face to face with him. His eyes were steeled and unwavering as Naruto’s widened in shock. He gripped his handle tighter and pulled it out in an arc.

      “Iaijutsu: Calming Crescent Moon”

      Naruto jumped away as fast as he could with Armor coating his feet. But even with the enhanced stepping, Naruto barely avoided the blade from getting a shallow cut along his chest.

      As Naruto stumbled back from the abrupt move, he looked up to see the Ronin had already repositioned himself and was spinning in the air with two blades this time. Naruto panicked and summoned his swords to block the strike, barely parrying their impressive power.

      The Fairy Mage was forced back, skidding against the water and ground as he held his blades back up to block the oncoming attacks. Like a relentless storm the Ronin struck against his swords with overwhelming skill and technique. He spun around, dashed forward, retreated back and attacked as if it was as easy as breathing. Even when more of the supporting walls started to break down and drench the two men, he didn’t stop attacking.

      The swordsman parried the countering strike from the younger boy and did a quick turn on his feet, throwing a back kick at his chest. Naruto jumped back and barely avoided the kick, but then saw the man jump up and throw two shorter swords as his face.

      The two blades were imbedded into the ground as Naruto’s feet kicked up water from the retreating moves. He was kneeling and breathing rather heavily as the man stepped forward and reached down, plucking the two small swords out of the ground and holding them between his fingers. “You truly are a man of great ability. I have not faced many with such instinct and agility like yours before. And to hold your swords after so many attacks tells truth of your strength.”

      Naruto looked up and glared at the older man, blood dripping down from the long cuts across both cheeks. He was finding it hard to react in time with the strikes and movements of the more experienced swordsman. His limbs were feeling sore and his breathing was starting to become more ragged. Naruto realized what this meant, of course.

      He was getting too tired. All the continuous fighting, blocking against Kichiyo’s attacks and dodging Diyi’s strikes were building up after all this time. He still had a lot of strength reserved but he wasn’t at top condition. And he wasn’t in the best shape to be fighting against such a skilled swordsman.

      Naruto let out a calming breath and pushed off his knees, holding both blades in his hands tightly. The Ronin looked at the boy’s swords and seemed to realize something. He grew wary but slowly stood out of his experienced fighting stance. “Tell me where you obtained those blades?”

      The whiskers youth looked off at the blades before looking back up at the man. “Does it matter?”

      “Greatly. Those blades are—” he stopped his point of arguing and shook his head, regaining his stoic attitude. ‘Never mind. It does not matter anymore how you came across those swords.’ He pulled out a fifth blade from another sheath strapped to his midsection, a Wakizashi. “My name is Réng Hyou. Loyal servant to the Bunce family.”

      “And if you will not tell me how you found those swords, then I shall take them from you.” He placed the hilt of the medium-sized blade in his mouth. He gripped both katanas and tantō in his hands. In his right, the katana was properly held with the tantō in a reverse grip over it. And in his left, the katana was held in the reverse grip with the tantō facing forward. He lowered himself down, his legs in a very wide stance as he kept his unflinching stare on the blond boy.

      Others would have thought that this man was being a ridiculous fool with his choice of fighting style and stance. But Naruto could sense from the killing intent he was emitting and the steadiness of his swords, even the one in his mouth, that he was no amateur. He lowered himself into his own dual wielding stance, one sword in front as another was held slightly overhead behind him. “My name is Naruto Uzumaki. Mage of Fairy Tail.”

      The two swordsmen stood facing each other, neither making the slightest move. Even as the walls continued to break apart and fill the hallway with the water from the lake. As the water started to reach their shins, the men ever so carefully deepened their stance.

      The ceiling cracked and shot out a spray of water, obscuring each of them from the other’s view. And at that chance, they both dove forward and crossed blades through the dashing stream. Forced back from the power of the strikes, both men dove again and locked blades.

      Naruto struggled to keep the deadlock still as he gave a weak smile at the older man. “I… can’t sense any magic coming from you… are you even trying yet? I’m getting insulted.” He hesitantly laughed as the blades screeched against each other, sparks flying in every direction.

      With very little difficulty, the man spoke around the hilt in his mouth, “I am not going easy on you. Unlike the other members of the 44 Ronin, I cannot use any form of magic. But what I lack in magical ability…” He pushed apart the swords and charged, “-I more than make up with my blades!”

      Réng ran forward and sent a barrage of slashes against the shorter boy. With every strike, Réng adjusted so that his swords swung around and nearly cut through the boy with the reserve held blade. Naruto was barely dodging with his best efforts against the overwhelming skill and speed Réng was using to fight, forced to use his prosthetic as a guard against some of the strikes.

      Neither fighter was deterred by the crumbling surroundings or filling water, only concentrating on the enemy in front of him. As they traded blows and swiped their swords so fast there was only shimmering blurs, Réng brought himself closer in and swiped the blade in his mouth at the young boy’s eyes.

      Naruto instinctively leaned back, but was forced off balance by the Ronin. Réng sent a knee at his stomach and was blocked by Naruto shifting it off course with his elbows. But with that opening, he cut a deep gash along the boy’s right shoulder.

      Réng stabbed one of the tantōs into the shorter boy’s leg, making him scream in pain. And tried to pierce the other one under his ribs, but Naruto’s pain was making him livid and he broke the short blade before it could cut into him. As his sword broke, Réng jumped up and placed both feet against the boy’s chest.

      In an amazing feat of strength, the Ronin swordsman kicked Naruto in the chest and sent him flying down the hall. He bounced off the floor and laid in the water for a moment, breathing heavily as he dropped his swords. Blood seeped out of the cuts and around the small-sword still lodged in his leg. He struggled to lift his head and look back up at the man as he effortlessly swung his blades into a comfortable grip.

      “You truly are a skilled warrior at your age. But I believe that I outdo you in swordsmanship skill. And even without the ability to use magic, I believe I am one of the strongest members of the 44 Ronin.” Réng said without a single hint of arrogance or smug overconfidence in his tone. It was like he was just giving a fair warning. “You cannot defeat me as a swordsman.”

      Naruto groaned in pain as he got on his hands and knees with a trembling grip, looking down as the lake water filled up the hallway more and more. He reached out and grabbed Kusanagi with one hand while gripping Excalibur with the other. He was silent for a moment as the Ronin silently looked down at him, running water sounding in the background.

      “You’re right.” Naruto sent both exquisite blades back into his Requip space as his hands were washed over by the water. “I’m not a strong enough swordsman. Not yet anyway. I can’t beat you like this… not with my swords.”

      Réng kept an emotionless gaze on the boy as he seemed to resign himself to the fact. He closed his eyes in relief.

      “But do you think that matters?”

      Réng opened his eyes and looked down at the boy who was on all fours and shaking. But not from pain or fatigue. From anxiousness and perseverance. “I don’t need to call myself a swordsman. Or a Ronin.”

      He gripped the tantō in his leg and shook it out, gritting his teeth as some blood spurted out of the wound. “I don’t need to be a hero. Or a ninja. I’m not a slave. Or a Jinchūriki. And I don’t even have to be a demon. Because I know what I am…”

      He crushed the tantō in his hand as he stomped his foot and pushed himself up. He looked at the man with three swords with an indomitable spirit in his eyes. “I am The Hunter of Fairy Tail! I am a Mage!” He roared out defiantly as he got into a fighting stance, ignoring the state of his body as his soul felt like it was on fire. “And not you or anyone else will ever change that!”

      Réng silently looked over the boy as he was slowly panting from the injuries. He had seen many other fighters, warriors and mages make a claim to not give up like that but fail to continue on. Succumbing to their fear, wounds or just unable to cope with the stress of fighting.

      But he didn’t sense any of that hesitation from the boy in front of him. He truly believed he could keep fighting the Ronin even without the use of any swords. Réng could tell all of that just from looking into the eyes of the young man.

      In his entire life, he had only ever seen two other people who could dive into the storm like that without faltering.

      He decided to fight the young Mage to the full extent of his abilities. Just because he had lost two of his five swords, did not mean he was any weaker without them. So why did that have to translate the same to the bare-handed fighter?

      He lowered himself into a solid stance with both swords traveling along a line, pointing at the blond teenager. They both stayed still as they waited for another opening just like before.

      Except this time Naruto didn’t waste a moment hesitating and dashed forward, kicking up water with his powerful lunge. His charge forward went straight into the wall at the Ronin’s right and used it as a jump post to ambush his side. Réng raised his arm and blocked the bulk of the dive kick with his bicep, grunting from the effort of the magically enforced attack.

      He threw the whiskered boy off his arm and ran along the ground, waiting to attack on his decent. He waited to cut the boy’s neck but Naruto channeled his magic into his fists and sent two attacks into the ground, keeping him up long enough for the blade to miss and cut some of his hair off.

      Naruto landed in a handstand and started to spin on his palms, aiming kick after Armor coated kick at the defensive swordsman. He continued his barrage of strikes while the three-bladed swordsman was blocking them splendidly. The Mage knew that the Ronin had an advantage in skill and range but he had power and strength; if he could get in close, this match would be fair.

      Naruto flipped up on his feet again and stepped back as Réng started sending well-coordinated slashes at his openings. Their feet continued to splash against the rising water as Réng dove forward and cut off the rhythm, catching Naruto by surprise as the two katana came at him.

      The attack struck and forced the water around them to fly back. Réng kept his composure even as Naruto was using magic around his bare hands to block the blades an inch away from contact. Naruto growled and pushed the blades away, closing his fists and taking the opportunity to counterattack.

      The two traded blows, dodged attacks and blocked strikes evenly. Where Réng surpassed him in swordsmanship, Naruto more than made up for in close quarters combat. He blocked a swipe with the back of his hand and swiftly moved inside the space of the swordsman’s arm. He aimed a punch up but Réng moved his head, cutting a shallow wound into the boy’s arm with the Wakizashi in his mouth.

      Naruto took this chance to jump up and knee the Ronin in the chin, stunning him and crushing his mouth on the hilt of the sword. As he stumbled back and the sword fell from his mouth covered in blood, the whiskered boy spun and knocked one of the katanas out of his hand. As he got his balance and grabbed his head to keep his vision still, he looked down to see the boy was coming into an attacking stance within his arm span.

      Naruto had his fist chambered to his side and used his other arm to block the sword attack over head. He gathered as much of his magical power as he could spare into his palm and buried it into the Ronin’s stomach. His power flared and the swordsman was slowly lifted off his feet, his eyes wide open and some blood flying out of his mouth.

      “Storm Palm Thrust!”

      Réng was thrown back at immense speeds, bouncing off the water in the halls as he neared the entrance to the vault. Naruto followed the effect of his attack and ran down the halls towards the end of the hall.

    
    

    
      The leader of the Ronin group was laying each of the powerful elemental blades next to each other in the span of his jacket. He ignored the sound of the water pooling in together at the bottom of the massive vault as he only concentrated on keeping his prize together in place. He folded the arms of his jacket together and tied them, making a suitable knapsack to carry the weapons out of this sanctuary.

      He tossed the bag over his shoulder and started to leisurely walk around the vault space, looking over the scripture and treasure that was blown away by the lake water. The gold and history did not matter to him anymore. He knew that wealth like that was fleeting and there was only one true way to keep an empire lasting forever; power.

      He leaned his head all the way back to see the very top of the building spire. And all around the walls were indents and staircases in the building to help climb his way to the top. He couldn’t help but chuckle a little about the stories of the inescapable place. How no man will ever see the light of day again if they entered the Den Of Dragons.

      He slowly gripped the hilt of his legendary blade.

      Pftt. Maybe for peasants. Not him.

      He was forced out of his thinking when he heard the sound of something crashing through the piles of gold and falling into the massive pool that had started forming in the lower levels of the vault. Réng popped out of the surface of the water, gasping for breath as he swam his way towards the dry structures that his master stood on.

      “Réng? What are you doing here?” The former heir of the Bunce cooperation questioned his servant as he pulled himself up out of the water, still gripping one of his swords.

      “A-Àomàn-sama—” he coughed up some water and blood as he looked towards the entrance of the vault he had come flying in from. “You need to escape now! I’ll hold him off!” He stabbed his sword into the ground and pulled himself onto one knee, using it as a stand to keep him from falling over.

      Àomàn looked from his loyal servant to the entrance where he heard footsteps getting louder and louder. A young blond with strange markings on his face ran into the vault while breathing rather heavily. He had some cuts on his face and blood stained his tattered, ripped up clothes. He looked down towards the last two Ronin and glared, “Hey you! You’re the leader? You were the one who took out the dragon swords and started to sink this place, right? What the hell were you thinking? You’re going to kill us!”

      Àomàn just looked down at his servant. “Réng, is this the kid who has been causing you guys trouble?”

      “Hey! Don’t ignore me asshole!”

      “Y-yes my lord. He has proven to be a very powerful opponent to fight against. But…” He gripped his stomach as a spike of pain ran through his body, the previous attack far more damaging than he originally thought. “I shall hold him off while you—”

      “Réng…” The leader carrying the swords muttered his servant’s name bleakly. He looked down at his kneeling, injured butler with eyes as cold as ice. “You can’t even handle a child, can you?”

      Réng clicked his teeth, “Master—”

      “Can I really put any of my trust in you and the others when you can’t even handle a single Mage?” He shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. “I thought you, more than anyone else, wouldn’t fail me when I needed you.”

      “I-I’m sorry master.” The proud swordsman said with a heavy head and heart.

      “You’re a samurai, right Réng? A clan of proud warriors who never settle for failure. And your family has sworn servitude to mine for centuries now. And yet here you are, failing my expectations. So how does a warrior like you make amends for this act, huh?” As Àomàn stopped his speech, he started to curl his hands around the hilt of his blade and pull it out.

      Réng kept a regretful but calm expression on his face as he slowly closed his eyes and lowered himself into a seiza position. His former master slowly pulled out the sword made from a black dragon’s scale and lifted it over his head. There was only act of repentance for a warrior like him to take after failing his master. An act he had learned to accept from the trainings of his family.

      Death.

      The sword came down, aiming for the swordsman’s neck as he didn’t make any action to dodge, waiting patiently for his redemption.

      “MOVE!”

      Once again, he felt the young mage’s boot strike his chest and knock him out of his spot. The whiskered boy had his two blades in hand and raised them to intercept the black sword that was coming down, but was shocked to see the sword was having little difficulty cutting through the two metal weapons like sheet paper.

      He moved in the air and barely dodged the sword from cutting into him. Instead, the force from the sword and magic sent a powerful shockwave and a large air blast struck down an entire wall of the vault, splitting it in two.

      As the vault was flooded with even more water at a dangerously growing pace, the scriptures on the wall fell apart and crumbled to pieces. Naruto rolled out of the way and next to the recovering Réng, looking down at the two blades that had so easily been destroyed. “Dammit. And I was trying to keep these things intact this time.” He tossed the broken weapons off and heard them splash in the rapidly drowning area.

      Réng pushed himself up while holding his chest painfully, “What are you doing?”

      “I’m saving you. What does it look like?”

      “B-but why?”

      “Because you were about to be killed dumbass! I wasn’t just gonna stand by and watch that happen!”

      Réng mashed his teeth together. “That doesn’t matter! A death like this is my only way to regain my honor!”

      Naruto looked at him in anger. “Why the hell do you need to die for something like that?! It’s just stupid and thick-headed!”

      “You do not understand! My honor is the one thing I cannot live without! And if I have failed my master like this then I must atone for my mistake with my life! If I cannot live with my honor, what else is there to live for?!” He abandoned his usually calm demeanor and yelled out at the back of the boy standing in front of him. Until he felt the boy grab his collar and pull him in quickly.

      “YOU FUCKING LIVE!” The boy with the mismatched eyes yelled out defiantly at the stunned older man. “In our life we can have many chances to prove our worth, honor and strength! But you only get to live your life like this once! And even if you’re my enemy, I’M NOT GOING TO JUST STAND BY AND LET YOU KILL YOURSELF FOR SOMETHING STUPID LIKE HONOR! I WON’T WATCH PEOPLE THROW AWAY THEIR LIFE LIKE THAT! NOT LIKE THIS!”

      Naruto started lifting the taller man over his head, “So if you want to find a way to get your honor back… Then get out of here and face me on land!” He threw the injured man over their heads and towards the entrance. Even with his wounds the swordsman landed on his feet and looked back to the two men standing in the middle of the falling landscape. He seemed to hold an internal argument of what to do next before he started running back to the entrance of the Den of Dragons.

      Àomàn was left standing across from the strange blond boy with his Kokuryū out to his side. “That wasn’t very nice of you. He really did want to die like that.”

      “Coming from the guy ready to swing the blade… that doesn’t mean much.”

      He shrugged his shoulder and shook his head, “Come now. I was only going to fulfill his desire to keep his code of honor. After serving me for so many years it’s the least I can do to make sure he dies content.”

      Naruto glare grew even sharper. “If he is such a great subordinate why does he have to die?”

      Àomàn chuckled a little at the question from the outsider. Before he smiled viciously and his eyes became crazed and cold. “Because he failed me. All of them are failing me. All my life I have seen nothing but fools and lowly humans miserably fail at what they do. Servants. Soldiers. Accounts. My parents. All of them failures! And I want to move up in this world, regaining the empire I was so wrongly denied. I promised all those that followed me that I would give them strength if they could use it right but apparently none of them are up to the challenge! So what if I kill a few drones and useless morons! No harm, no foul!”

      He barely got out of the way from a stepping sidekick that had enough force to clear out the water behind him until it filled back in a moment later. Naruto chambered his leg and kept it held high, “You know… it just dawned on me… guys like you” he looked over at the leader of the Ronin with a vicious smile of his own, “I fucking hate the most in this world!”

      He then flipped back and dodged another sword slash from the man with the legendary blades. He was showing off his teeth and chuckling. “You too. The ‘oh so honest’, righteous types that interfere with everything I’ve worked for just rub me the wrong way!”

      Àomàn started waving his sword wildly in an attempt to eviscerate the agile teen. Naruto stepped back and kept a constant distance from the range of the sword that was attacking him. He grinned and looked at the man holding the dragon swords.

      “I heard that sword was very strong but you seem to wave it around like a toy. Maybe the legends of it are just blown out of proportion and it’s just an old sword that kept in shape. Which means,” Naruto jumped up in the air and gave himself a space over the stunned Ronin. He put a large amount of his remaining magic into his left hand and clenched a fist, falling back down at the heir. “Let’s see how strong it really is!”

      With his full power, Naruto landed a devastating hammer fist on the sword that Àomàn used to protect himself. The clash of metals rang out through the huge structure and a shockwave blasted through the air. The fluctuation of power subsided and everything became calm again.

      Nothing.

      Not a scratch.

      The floor underneath him was cracked and splintered. Even the man’s arm was shaking from holding off the power of that attack but the blade had come out of it completely unchanged. A stunned Naruto was thrown back when Àomàn swung him away and chambered his arm with a vile smirk.

      “Didn’t it penetrate your thick skull maggot? Humans… magic… they are nothing… in front of my blade!” He swung the sword out at the frozen Fairy Mage.

    
    

    
      Diyi was having trouble escaping from this flooding temple. No. Escaping wasn’t the right word. He was barely limping out of this place while using the breaking walls as a support. And it really wasn’t helping that the water had already risen up to the middle of his chest and was slowing him down even more.

      Man if there was ever a time to wish you were a decent swimmer, it would be when the building you are trapped in was quickly flooding.

      “A-aw man, Nii-chan really did a number on me. This just got a whole lot less fun real fast.” The pre-teen heard the sound of even more rumbling and looked behind him to see the faint image of water filling up the entire hall. “Hehe, dang it. And I told Nii-chan I would get stronger too.”

      Just when the young criminal had resigned himself to his fate, he heard the sounds of boots meeting on solid rock. He looked back up just in time to be jerked out of the water and held underneath a tight arm. He looked up at the person carrying him while somehow not touching the water. “Réng-chan!”

      The samurai was effortlessly jumping from wall to wall all the way down the hallway. “Hello Diyi-sama. Are you alright?” The man said trying to keep his usual calm monotone, but strangely he sounded like he was troubled and reluctant. “You are not too injured I hope.”

      “Just a little tired Réng-chan. Nii-chan was way stronger than I thought he was. I got beat pretty hard.” He chuckled a little before he realized something. “What about you Réng-chan? You fight the whiskered-niichan too, right? Did you beat him?”

      Réng stayed silent for a moment as he concentrated on the task at hand. “I do not know Diyi-sama. He was… a truly odd child.”

      “W-what about Ào-chan? Where did he—”

      “Don’t worry about Àomàn-sama right now Diyi-sama. We must concentrate on escaping from this place alive.” He saw the guardian chamber they had first come through and jumped towards it. While he was running past he noticed the floating body parts of the two subordinates who were killed when they arrived and the separated body of the rock guardian they had met before.

      As Réng continued to run at full speed to the first entrance, he heard a familiar voice ring out through the hall.

      “You damn freak! Tell me how we get out of here already! I know you know!” The bruised, wild-eyed blond man said as he shook the stone armor helmet he had picked up from the second chamber.

      “I HAVE ALREADY TOLD YOU, THIS PLACE ISN’T BUILT FOR YOU TO ESCAPE FROM!” Kichiyo screamed out again over the sound of the building collapsing around them,

      “You bastard!” The former spear wielder tossed the stone helmet off to the side and watched it sink into the growing water. “Dammit! DAMMIT! NOT LIKE THIS!”

      “Qūzūn-sama.” The old blond man looked over to see two more members of the Ronin arrive to meet their end by drowning.

      “Oh, so you two made it here as well. That little brat beat you guys too?” He received no answer from either, but Diyi did chuckle nervously. “Figures. I didn’t even see him coming. Little bastard was quick.”

      “Where is Ziháo-sama?”

      Just as he had finished asking the question, the former axe-wielder popped out from the surface of the water and gasped for air. He swam his way to the ledge of the floor, “I can’t open the door! The fucking thing is shut tight!”

      Qūzūn cursed as he stomped through the water as it rose higher from the addition of the breach from the vault. There was no visible way to escape from here in time before they drowned to death. He started to panic and hyperventilating, murmuring why he decided to join this group and the mistakes he made in the past.

      *BAM*

      They heard a loud crash and felt a shake run through the chamber walls. Ziháo took a deep breath and ducked his head underwater to get a look at the origin of the tremor. After a moment he broke the surface again and looked at his teammates in shock, “T-the door, it broke! Come on!”

      Without hesitation, Qūzūn dove into the rising lake water and swam to the bottom desperately. Réng slowly walked to the edge of the floor and calmly told Diyi to take a deep breath, which he followed naturally.

      The four Ronin swam through the broken doorway and saw a strange type of rock formation that ended at the door but started all the way up to the bank of the lake. They followed its form and started anxiously swimming their way to the surface of the lake, the structure behind them cracking and falling apart even more than before.

      When they finally reached air, they took in deep breaths and coughed up the lake water that had filled their lungs. They crawled up the rock form and onto the grassland they had arrived on. Ziháo looked up to see a shadow slowly offer him a hand up.

      “Do you need assistance?”

      The Ronin smiled and coughed a little more, taking the hand for assistance to stand. “Yeah. Thanks for helping out your superiors dude. You might just get a reward for your—”

      He then fully saw the form of the man who was helping him. He had a round, bald head and was extremely muscular. His eyes were narrowed in a serious manner but his smile was slightly cheeky as three of the four Ronin gaped at him in shock.

      Behind the man, several stone spires, rock formations and massive craters littered the field around them. In the center of a crater, 30 something formerly armed warriors were locked up by stone handcuffs. Each of them bruised, beaten and completely defeated.

      Jura gave them a confident smile. “What was that about a reward again, Ronin-Dono?”

      Even while Réng kept his unflappable calm look, Diyi looked up at the Earth Mage in admiration and amazement. “Awesome.”

    
    

    
      Àomàn ran up the path towards the top of the vault and looked down at the destruction he had caused. A clean, long cut had run up the entire wall of the vault in a diagonal line. He had to find higher ground or else he would be trapped underneath all of the water that was suddenly coming out.

      “Hehehe, guess that should keep his mouth shut.” He wiped his face clean and looked back up to the ceiling. “I probably went a little overboard on this. I need to make a move before—” he froze and realized he was missing something.

      He looked around himself worriedly as he couldn’t find the jacket bag carrying the swords he had taken. “Wh-where is it?! WHERE IS IT?!”

      “Looking for this?”

      He froze and looked up to see the blond boy stop climbing and look down at him with a tired smile, swinging the makeshift bag he had stolen from the Ronin. The swords scrapped together inside the cloth as the bloodied, worn out boy continued to climb his way up to the top.

      The criminal was seething as he watched the Mage boy climb. This mongrel had the audacity to steal from him? And he even thought to gloat about it?!

      Àomàn wasted no time and started to give chase by climbing up the stone wall as well. He used his Strong Arm magic to strengthen the power in his arm and pulled back to make another devastating strike at the climbing blond.

      Naruto roughly jumped along the wall and barely avoided the air pressure from the swing reaching him as it shredded through the rock. “Hey! You should really watch where you-WOAH!” Dodging another slash as Àomàn didn’t care that he was destroying their hold, only concentrating on killing the blond above him.

      As more of his surroundings were destroyed, Naruto realized that keeping the weight on his back safe was slowing him down enough for the furious criminal beneath him to start catching up. And he still had a long way to go before reaching whatever was at the top of the structure. Naruto wrapped both his arms around the covered swords and jumped off the wall, sailing through the air for a moment before coming closer to the rising water underneath.

      He shifted midair and tossed the bundle of ancient weapons up, sailing in an arc before landing at the ledge of where the ceiling met the wall. Naruto fell into the water and didn’t immediately come back up. Àomàn abandoned his fury at the blonde and focused again on catching his swords. “Give… them… back—”

      *SPLASH*

      Naruto popped out of the water, yelled out with a mighty roar and soared at where the black-haired man was climbing. The Ronin barely had a chance to jump out of the way as the boy impacted against the wall and made a wide crater.

      As Àomàn raised the sword to strike in close range, Naruto pulled his prosthetic out of the wall and started to block the weak, short range cuts. When he pulled the sword back and stabbed, Naruto used his left arm to run along the sharp edge and redirect the blade away from him, landing a swift jab into the Ronin’s stomach and sending him flying away from the wall.

      In the moment to compose, the weakened blond was taking as many deep breaths as he could as he looked down at his metal prosthetic in shock. All across the steel covered arm were permanent scratches from where the black sword clashed with his arm. There was even a narrow furrow all the way along his knuckle down to his elbow. This thing had withstood breaking stone, metal and everything in between but some light hits from that sword had damaged it!

      As the debris from the ceiling broke off and fell into the water, the furious Ronin leader jumped out of the pool and soared straight at Naruto. He jumped back and raised his magic covered arms in defense against the sword slash, which did no good as a long horizontal cut appeared across both arms and drew blood from one of them.

      “I WILL—”

      He was kicked in the stomach and sent towards the far side of the structure they were fighting in. Naruto pulled himself out of the wall and looked up to see the killer whip his sword around again. But this time, Naruto jumped up along the rock and headed towards the top of the spire, avoiding the slash and jumping off of the wall.

      “—NOT LOSE—”

      But while in midair, he was violently kicked in the back and sent towards the edge of the ceiling. He bounced off the stone and fell on an outstretched platform, where he clutched his chest and coughed up a little blood. His vision was going blurry and his body wasn’t reacting in time to fight back, all the fighting and injuries were finally taking their toll.

      “—TO A FUCKING ANT!”

      Àomàn dashed off the falling rocks and flew at Naruto like a rocket, sword outstretched to impale the whiskered blond. Naruto tried to dodge but was too late, pinned against the wall as the black dragon sword pierced his flesh and dug into his body right underneath his right set of ribs.

      “AAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Naruto screamed out in agony as the swordsman tried to dig his blade even deeper into the younger boy’s chest, hearing the faint sound of bone rubbing against the sword. A stream of blood flowed down the edges of the blade and dripped down onto the floor.

      Naruto hissed and grabbed the black blade with both hands, trying to keep it from digging in underneath his ribs anymore than it already had. But Àomàn did not let up as he sadistically started to angle the sword more, making Naruto gasp in pain and cough up more blood.

      “How does it feel, huh? To meet your end at the hands of a king? Can you feel the cold creep up on you as the light fades from your eyes? Well? Can you?” He leaned forward at the boy’s pained expression and laughed even louder with a happy, sadistic smile.

      “Ke-kehehehehehe…”

      Àomàn looked at the boy quizzically as he somehow choked out a pained chuckle. “K-king? Pfft, you’re nothing more than a spoiled brat with nice toys!”

      The man was seething in anger as he tried to pull out his sword and cut off the boy’s head to shut him up. When he realized that no matter how much he pulled, his weapon didn’t move.

      Naruto’s left hand gripped the blade as tightly as he could, not letting it gain an inch backwards or forwards. Naruto slowly lifted his other blood covered hand off the sword and clenched a mighty fist. He gave Àomàn a burning, blood stained smirk and chuckled, “So what happens when that spoiled brat loses his toy?”

      The Ronin panicked and released his hold on the sword, attempting to dodge the attack but Naruto dashed forward until he was only an inch away from the man’s face. “Sorry, Ronin-Sama…”

      “YOU FAILED!”

      Naruto punched the man in the face as hard as he could, breaking his nose and knocking out several of his teeth. His face seemed to bend around the solid punch Naruto dug into his mug before he was sent flying to the other side of the building, smashing into the wall and falling to the floor unconscious.

      The whiskered Mage held his punch up for a moment before he coughed in pain again and started to lean against the wall behind him. He slowly fell down the wall and landed on his butt, pulling out the bloody tipped sword that was lodged under his ribs. He inspected it for a moment and looked around at his surroundings; spotting the swords, the unconscious man and the water level that was already only a few feet away.

      He weakly shrugged his shoulders, “Might as well see what all the fuss is about.” He finished with a smile.

    
    

    
      Jura stood at the bank of the lake patiently, arms crossed as he gazed at the continuous series of air bubbles that rose to the surface from the collapsing structure underneath the lake.

      “Hey Baldy! What the hell are you doing? Get us out of here already!” One of the 41 men behind him screamed out from where he was sitting on the floor, waving his locked arms around in anger.

      Jura did nothing more than look over his shoulder at the men behind him. “I am waiting for my associate to arrive from the Den. Hopefully he will come back soon.” He ignored the sound of the men hysterically laughing at him as he put his concentration back onto the lake.

      “Do you mean that kid that followed after Àomàn? Hahaha, he doesn’t stand a chance!”

      “The kid is probably already dead!”

      “I bet they’re both dead! Floating dead in the water for the rest of time! Hahaha, it’s better than they deserve!”

      All of the joking men were scared shitless when the bald man gave them a cold, merciless glare from over his shoulder. They shut their mouths with an audible snap from the force of his intent.

      “Mage-sama…” The powerful Lamia Scale Mage looked back to see the only reasonable member of the Ronin make conversation with him, the young blond boy besides him looking up at the Mage. “This is truly a hard topic to face, but they may be right about what happened to Àomàn-sama and Naruto-sama. If they did not make it out of there in time, what shall you do?”

      “I will turn your group in to the authorities first, Ronin-Dono. And then…” He looked back out to the lake with a strong gaze, “If Naruto-Dono did not survive, then I shall retrieve him from the ruins and give him back to his family. Let him receive a proper burial, worthy of a man as brave as him.”

      The thought of his temporary partner not surviving settled into Jura’s mind before a large explosion of water occurred at the center of the lake. All of the people on shore looked up in surprise as debris and rock flowed out from geyser of water. There was a surge of bubbles coming out when two blurry figures started to approach the surface of the lake.

      Naruto popped out of the water, gasping for air and coughing up water as the black sword in his hand waved around. The whiskered Mage pulled the unconscious criminal out of the water and tried to keep them both afloat. He looked at the men on shore, “Jura! A little help!”

      The Earth Mage didn’t waste a moment as he sent an arm made of rock out into the center of the lake and pulled the boy and Ronin out of the water. It retracted back to land and dropped them on the grass, all of the other Ronin looking at the scene in shock.

      Naruto tossed the unconscious man off to the side and laid down on the grass, exhausted from all of the fighting. A shadow passed over his head and he opened one eye to see Jura looking down at him with a pleased smile. “Can’t… talk now… must fill lungs… with air…”

      Jura took note of the fact that the boy was covered in bruises and cuts. He clothes were tattered and he was missing a sleeve to cover up his scratched up prosthetic. And that even with a severe wound underneath his ribs like that, he had carried out the man responsible for all of this fighting. “You did very well Naruto-Dono.”

      Naruto looked up at him and chuckled, giving him a quick thumbs up before dropping his arms back down. He took in several very relieving breaths of crisp, fresh air as Jura dragged the Ronin leader towards the rest of the group. He smiled and pushed himself up to a sitting position, partially squeezing the wound on his chest. “Look what I got.”

      Naruto concentrated his magic on his Requip and summoned forth a bag with several sword hilts popping out of the top. He pulled the jacket open and revealed seven different, colorful blades with their own intricate designs and style. Jura and the Ronin looked at him in complete shock, even Réng had his eyes opened wider.

      “YOU GOT THE BLADES!”

      “Naruto-Dono this is fantastic! Even among all the chaos you still managed to bring the blades with you?”

      Naruto scratched the back of his neck and laughed, “Well they were lying there in a neat little pile and I couldn’t resist.”

      “That’s so awesome Nii-chan!”

      “Stupid brat!”

      “Bastard!”

      Naruto laughed and winced when he was forcing his wounds to open back up. Jura looked at him with concern, “Will you be alright?”

      “Y-yeah, I’ll be fine.” He looked over to where a large group of men were all glaring at them hatefully, except for about two of them. “Woah… you beat all of them by yourself?”

      “Yes. But they did not have very much individual strength, rather relying on their overwhelming numbers and use of magic to amplify their weapons. Once I was able to separate them from their groups, they were not a very imposing challenge to face.”

      Naruto looked at the man blankly and felt some sweat go down his neck. “Scary.”

      “I believe the strongest members of the group went into the temple with you Naruto-Dono. How did you fair against them?”

      Naruto got comfortable in the grass and remembered all of the fighting he did down there. “They were pretty strong in my opinion, some more than others those.” He heard the axe guy and spear user click their teeth angrily. “And it was hard to fight all of them when I just finished with Ki—”

      “Oh Shit! Kichiyo!” Naruto crawled his way to the lake and dunked his head into the water, looking at the remains of the once great building. He pulled his head out and looked up at his partner. “Jura! You’ve got to get me back down there! I left someone back there!”

      “Wh-what?” Naruto tried to get back in the water but Jura grabbed him by the collar and pulled him away from the lake. “Naruto-Dono stop! The Den of Dragons has completely collapsed! You can’t hold your breath long enough to reach the bottom and even if you could no living thing would be able to survive down there!”

      Naruto tried to pull himself out of the grip the Lamia Scale Mage had on him, “I don’t care, he’s still—” he realized something and went in the opposite direction, running towards the blades that were on the ground.

      He messed with them and looked them over from top to bottom. “One of these has got to do something! Anything! Come on—” he looked up towards the Ronin and ran up to them with a pleading look. “Hey, you guys know how the swords work right? You’ve got to tell me how they work.”

      They all looked between each other and gave a snide laugh. “Go fuck yourself kid.”

      Naruto felt his brow twitch in irritation. “Fine, but just so you know, I was being nice. You forced this on yourselves. Erza’s Demon Questioning Wrath!” He grabbed the collar of the first guy he saw. ‘What do the swords do? Not fast enough!’ He punched him in the face and knocked him out. He grabbed another guy, “What do they do?” Punched him before he could even start to sputter.

      The Ronin members watch in fear as the crazy blond boy started basically beating up their teammates and throwing out a question every other attempt. While Jura just stood off to the side and shook his head in disbelief.

      “It’s the blue one.”

      Naruto stopped his fist just short of beating up another member of the Ronin and looked towards the respectful samurai he had faced earlier. The man looked at him with his stoic expression still evident and then back at the swords. “The blue knight sword. In the middle of the group. That one has properties of the Water Dragon that has blessed it. That was what Àomàn-sama researched about the blades.”

      Naruto looked from the man to the blades, dropping his next victim and picking up the long blue blade by its hilt. He examined it and then swung it out at the lake.

      Nothing happened.

      He tried it again with another mighty swing.

      Nothing.

      “It doesn’t work. Is it broken or something?” He asked concerned about if he had broken the ancient, legendary weapons.

      The man shook his head, “No, you just have not concentrated your magic on the blade’s power. Concentrate only on the sword… let its presence take over you and become one with it.”

      Naruto looked down at the blue blade that rested in his hand. He slowly gripped it with both hands and closed his eyes, following the advice of the experienced swordsman.

      He felt the sword’s mere existence clash and grow with his own. In the presence of his magic, the sword gobbled it up like he did ramen, leaving nothing left. But from the blade eating off his magic he felt the sheer volume of power start to rise as it felt like he was being backed up by a dragon itself.

      Jura watched in amazement as a faint, shimmering blue energy started to form around the shape of the blade as Naruto raised it over his head. He opened his eyes and brought the sword crashing down into the water.

      Two walls of pure water flew up into the air as everyone was blown back slightly from the sheer force of the blast. Jura covered his eyes from the power of the water splashing into him as it started to finally die down. He looked on in pure amazement at the similar sight he witnessed before, the water rising up into the air and separating to reveal the destroyed structure resting at the bottom of the lake. “N-Naruto-Dono that was amazing! You split the lake in half!”

      His compliments fell on deaf ears as he saw Naruto lying on his face, sprawled out on the ground and breathing heavily. “N-no more… too much… tired… no magic.”

      “Naruto-Dono! Your friend?”

      “Oh right.” Naruto ran off the shore and slid down the rock formation Jura made earlier to bust down the wall. When he reached the end he jumped off and dashed into the muddy opening of the sanctuary.

      Jura watched apprehensively with his vision on the wall of water that slowly fell back into place. Jura looked back down to see the water fill the lake back up just as Naruto had emerged and started to climb the slide. Jura pulled the rock slide back up to the surface and placed Naruto on the grass again.

      “Got him. Hahaha.” Naruto placed the large, hulking rock that was about the size of his chest down on the ground and turned him towards Jura.

      Jura looked at the large helmet in wonder. “What is this object?”

      “MY NAME IS KICHIYO!” Jura jumped back from the loud voice that shouted out from the stone helmet. Several members of the Ronin group groaned in annoyance as Diyi cheered in excitement. Jura looked at the soaked blond incredulously.

      Naruto shrugged his shoulders and smiled, “Meet Kichiyo.”

    
    

    
      July 8, X779

      “A-A-Amazing! Truly unbelievable! The archeological find of the century!” The dandy looking archeologist looked over the large stone helmet that covered most of the table he was placed on. All around the table the older members of the archeological society were poking and observing the helmet. “A sentient, formerly dynamic rock being with auditory functions from the dark ages! Imagine the stories! The untold knowledge and wisdom it can pass down to us from its centuries of experience!”

      “OKAY, SO A BABY SEAL WALKS INTO A CLUB… HUH? GET IT? COME ON THAT’S A CLASSIC!” The two mages who were watching the scene from a few feet away couldn’t help but chuckle meekly at the guardian’s attempt at dark humor towards the curious men.

      “It appears that he seems to be quite the topic to talk about huh?” The bald Lamia Mage said.

      “This is why you should never meet your heroes.” The bandaged, blond Fairy Mage said as he shook his head in disappointment.

      The mages stood by the entrance of the shabby looking establishment and kept their eyes locked outside where the Ronin were being piled away into 4-Wheelers supplied by the Rune Knights. Making sure they were in retrieval distance in case any of them attempted to escape.

      “Naruto-San! Jura-San! Please come here!” They walked over to where Jean-Luc Neville was beckoning for them by the tables. When they arrived he immediately clasped his hands around Naruto and shook them vigorously before moving on to Jura. “Thank you! Once again thank you from the bottom of my heart for your excellent service!”

      “There is no need for so much gratitude Neville-Dono.” Jura protested docility in an attempt to calm the man down.

      “Yeah we were only doing what you asked us to do. No problem.”

      “No! What you two have done is a far greater deed to this country than we believed!” The man protested in admiration. “Not only did you retrieve the swords of legend; but you defeated a grave threat to the safety of the people, unlocked access to a tomb that is rich in the knowledge of the dark ages and brought back a living ‘specimen’ from that time period!”

      “WHO YOU CALLING A SPECIMEN, BUB?” The helmet protested loudly in anger before Naruto punched him over the head, which was basically all that was left of him to begin with.

      “But truly the most fascinating aspect is these swords. They are so well crafted and sturdy.” All of the group gathered around where seven different swords were lined up together across a second table adjacent to the first. “Kichiyo-San, you said you knew about the properties of these swords, correct?”

      “YEP! EVERYTHING THERE IS TO KNOW! I COULD GO ON FOR HOURS ABOUT HOW EACH ONE WAS MADE AND—” Naruto slapped a hand over where his mouth was to keep him quiet. Since the helmet didn’t actually have a mouth the action was rather moot but it served to shut the stone creature up.

      “Here Kichiyo I’ll take care of this.” He walked over and examined each sword carefully. “Kichiyo explained to me all of their abilities and stuff yesterday. He said…”

      He pointed at the farthest one to the left and panned right, telling the group their affinity. “That was the sword of the Earth. That one was for Fire. This one was Sky. Light. Water. Wind. And the last one was for Shadow.” He finished on the last black blade on the table and crossed his arms together. “He said that each of these swords was blessed with a portion of the dragon’s original power and the basic use of their abilities.”

      Neville looked at the swords in astonishment. He then blinked and looked between the deep green colored blade and the light blue colored blade. “Wait? Sky? Wind? Shouldn’t they have the same properties?”

      “Kichiyo said that the Wind blade was helped forged by a dragon whose power specialized in using wind offensively. While the Sky sword was used for healing wounds and injuries. Although if each sword wasted as magic like the water one did yesterday, then good luck finding someone with enough magic to help an army on the battlefield.”

      “A sword that heals injuries?”

      “Yeah Kichiyo told me that it was the only sword that is unable to hurt other people. Right?” Naruto looked back towards the helmet with his question.

      “THAT IS CORRECT! THE BLADE BLESSED BY THE SKY IS UNABLE TO INFLICT PAIN OR DAMAGE UPON THOSE IT COMES IN CONTACT WITH! IT IS A WEAPON OF THE BATTLEFIELD USED TO BRING PEACE TO THE WEARY; THAT WAS WHAT GRANDEENY-SAMA SAID SHE WANTED THE SWORD TO DO!”

      “Incredible.” Neville carefully picked up the healing blade and looked it over in stunned fascination. “Well, I hope these will be able to help people one day.”

      “Jura-San!” A Rune Knight walked into the bar and up to the imposing Mage. Jura and Naruto looked back at him, “One of the Ronin is requesting the presence of the other Mage. The one with the blond hair.”

      Naruto blinked in surprise as he walked out of the bar/hotel and saw Réng standing there, his arms locked together with proper cuffs. In the background Naruto saw Diyi being placed into the prison carrier with the rest of the Ronin. But unlike them he had a smile on his face and waved goodbye to older boy happily.

      Naruto returned the wave before looking up at the samurai he had fought yesterday. “Thank you for your help yesterday. I wouldn’t have been able to save Kichiyo without your assistance so thank you.” Naruto bowed to the older man who returned it without question.

      He stood back up and looked down at the younger blond, “They belonged to the people who saved my life.”

      Naruto looked up at him in confusion. “What?”

      “Those blades you fought with yesterday, they belonged to two people I had once met in a village many years ago. Back when the Bunce corporation were still a prominent business, Àomàn-sama was attacked by a group of assassins. I was just a child then but I still attempted to protect my master with my life. But before long all the other guards and soldiers were killed and I was about to be as well.”

      “But then… I saw a man and a woman appear from out of the nowhere, telling me to run and hide. I was still a coward back then so I couldn’t help but run away. And I watched those two beat away the army of assassins like they were just swatting flies. It was amazing and terrifying, yet graceful and beautiful all at the same time.” He remembered fondly watching the couple fight away the assassins like it was child’s play, breaking his stoic mask and forming a small smile.

      “One of them was a dark-haired man while the other was a lady with red-hair, right?” Reng’s eyes widened in shock and he looked down at the smiling blond. “Kazuya Sukimina and Erika Sōto. They were my best friend’s parents and those were their swords. Well, copies but you get the idea.”

      Réng kept still before he smiled and nodded his head. “Almost 20 years ago I resigned myself to death but was saved by two heroes who charged the storm by themselves. And now, all this time later and I was saved again. Perhaps… I should find something more to fight for. Something to make my saviors proud.”

      Réng bowed with deep respect to the blond. “Goodbye Naruto Uzumaki-sama. I hope one day our paths may meet again. In a more docile and friendly manner, hopefully.” Naruto nodded his head and waved as the man walked in the prison carrier and took away the entire group of criminals out of town.

      Jura walked up to the young blond and got his attention. “Neville-Dono has reimbursed us for our services in the request. Are you certain you do not want to take it? This reward belongs to you far more than it does me.”

      “Nah, I’m fine.” Naruto chuckled and grinned happily. “I didn’t take this job legally so I can’t get paid for it. Besides, I think ‘those’ are more than enough of a reward for something like this.”

      Jura smiled and nodded his head, placing the 8 million J in his jacket. “Also, there is the matter of Kichiyo-Dono. Despite the requests from Neville-Dono and the rest, he seems to be extremely determined on joining a guild. I couldn’t believe you had offered him membership into Fairy Tail but it seems like something you would do.”

      Naruto just started up at him blankly with huge white eyes. “Yeah… about that…” He scratched his neck and looked in a different direction, “I’m not taking him with me.”

      “What?”

      “I think he’s a great guy but my guild’s got enough weirdoes as it is. Plus one of our guys just had a baby so we can’t have a golem living over there.”

      Jura looked at him worryingly. “So where are you going to take him?”

      Naruto kept his face completely blank and still for several seconds. Before looking up at the Earth Mage with wide, pleading eyes.

      “No.”

      “Please?”

      “No.

      “I’m not taking any of your money… this is the least you could do for me.”

      “Naruto-Dono, I am not taking Kichiyo-Dono back with me to Lamia Scale. That is final.”

      Naruto raised his hand in the Rock sign and smiled, “Loser has to take Kichiyo with him.”

      Jura contemplated…

    
    

    
      Damn.

      Naruto-Dono was really good at Rock-Papaer-Scissors.

      “JURA-SAN! ARE WE THERE YET?” The helmet tied around the large man’s back yelled out in excitement.

      Jura shook his head and sighed tiredly, “No Kichiyo-Dono, we’re still not there yet.”

      “OK…”

      “…HOW ABOUT NOW?”

      Jura could have cried from the unfairness of this deal. Naruto-Dono skipped out on the reward and fame but got a much greater prize in return. What did Jura get?

      “JURA-SAN! JURA-SAN! KNOCK KNOCK…”

      Not worth it.

    
    

    
      Naruto was standing in front of the fire he had made for the night and he was completely absorbed in the task at hand. He was concentrating all of his effort on the image forming in his mind. It had taken him hours to Copy them because they were so much more powerful and they had strong magical properties his magic had to copy.

      But…

      Naruto raised his hands and seven different swords formed in the air. Each of them identical to the original dragon blades down to the last detail. He sent six of them back into his Requip space and held the green colored sword by its hilt.

      He pressed the flat of it against his chest and channeled his magic through the blade. Just like the Water Dragon sword, the Sky sword consumed a huge portion of his magic power just to use. But when it started to activate, Naruto felt his cuts and bruises start to heal and fade. The pain from his head wound slowly disappeared and left nothing back. He pulled the sword off of him and noticed that the wound under his ribs was still there but lightened.

      He smiled and looked down at the considerably powerful magic item. No wonder these swords were so desirable; if you could use your magic efficiently then these swords were unbelievably useful. And he was lucky enough to have a partner and clients that let him copy them for his own.

      But that wasn’t the largest prize he had earned from this mission. Naruto sent the green blade back into his Requip space and summoned a sword with a black sheath in its place. He looked at the sword worryingly and seemed reluctant as he coiled his hand around the black grip.

      He slowly drew the Kokuryū out of its dress and looked at its flawless, shining black feature. Naruto was lucky he was able to hide this thing in his dimension space but no matter how long he tried to cover it in magic, this sword really was magic proof.

      He told Jura that he had taken the blade from the Ronin Leader and prepared to turn the weapon in along with the criminals. But it was the disciplined man who suggested Naruto never let that sword fall into the hands of anyone else. Even if that sword was taken up by the authorities or the council, there was still a large chance that someone would steal it from there as well.

      And he could understand why. Just holding this sword and looking at it felt like he was overwhelmingly stronger than ever before. It was a very big temptation to put in the hands of a growing Mage like him and would normally cause concern.

      But fuck that. This was just a sword. An extension of himself that he would choose to use as a weapon. Nothing more.

      Naruto strapped the sword and its sheath to his left hip and tighten it. He looked over the new additions to his arsenal and couldn’t hide the massive shit eating grin forming on his face.

      First S-Class Mission.

      Finished.

    
    

    
      “Okay! This is the last time I am going to be nice about this!” Makarov yelled furiously from where he was standing on the table. His eyes were pure white from rage and he had throbbing veins all over his head. Besides him Gildarts also had a rather disappointed look aimed at the young members of the guild. “Which one of you took the S-Class request? I’m sick of asking!”

      All of the members of the new generation were gathered together around one table. They each had their heads down and were uncomfortable about being yelled at by their master. Yesterday he had found out that one of the S-Class requests he expected to arrive was gone and he suspected it was one of them that had taken it.

      Mira was gritting her teeth and shaking angrily. Finally she couldn’t take this treatment anymore. “Aaahhhhhhhhhhh! Enough is enough! Natsu, admit to stealing the request and taking your punishment like a man!”

      “Ehhhhhh!” The young pink-haired Dragon-Slayer was caught off guard by accusation. “Why me? I’m not the only one that could have taken it! It could still have been any of you!”

      Everyone just looked at him blankly.

      “Ahhhhhhh! You guys all suck!” Natsu felt completely dejected and lowered his head, feeling the hopelessness of losing all of his comrades at such an important time. He felt a hand rest itself on his back and he looked up to see Lisanna smiling at him.

      “It’s alright Natsu. If you didn’t take it then I will believe in you until the end.”

      “Lisanna~.” Natsu said with slightly watery eyes at his friend’s faith in him.

      “Of course if it turns out you did take it then I won’t be able to help you.”

      “Traitor!”

      “I bet it was the armor girl. She’s been raring to go out and take missions like that for years now. She told me herself.”

      Erza grabbed Mirajane by the straps of her outfit and put her face up to hers. “Don’t put this all on me Mirajane! You’ve been thinking about asking Gildarts to take you out on S-Class missions too!”

      “Don’t just yell that out you skank!” The girls started to pull each others cheeks furiously for accusing the other of the crime.

      Cana was placing her cards out in front of her and giving a reading. “For the culprit… I see… nothing but pain and anguish for their deed.”

      “YER DAMN RIGHT ABOUT THAT!” Makarov yelled out as he flailed around in the air. “One of you better admit to this right now!”

      Gray got out of his seat and looked at his master, “Jii-San, we’ve told you already! It wasn’t any of us!”

      “Okay then! Well if it wasn’t any of you, then who took the request then?”

      “Hey guys!” All of the guild looked over to the voice that had presented itself at the door. “My cold’s all gone.”

      Naruto was smiling happily and waving his hand at all of his friends. His clothes were all nicely new and fresh. But his prosthetic arm was covered in deep scratches all over. Plus he looked extremely exhausted and he had a new sword tied to his waist.

      Most of the guild just looked at him with stark white expressions. Like a safe was just dropped on their heads and they could finally see clearly for the first time.

      “Hey Naruto! Jii-chan’s all pissed at us about something stupid! So get ready!” Natsu yelled out to his friend who had been sick for the last few days.

      For everybody else, that safe on their head had opened their eyes. For Natsu, it was another blunt trauma to add to the list.

    
    

    
      Done

      So I realized something recently. I have been spreading my effort between other stories and relaxing a lot when it finally hit me.

      I’ve lost a lot of the passion for this story. My favorite story. The first story where I actually started to develop and test myself as a writer like this, and it deserves so much more than that.

      So I will attempt to make up for this by doing my best to release as many chapters as I can as fast as I can. Because just like you, I really want to get past these previous years and move along to canon. I’ll do my best to get this up to date before the one year anniversary comes along in November.

      Also, before anyone starts raging on me about why I let Àomàn live. My argument; Walter White. When a man is obsessed with making an empire, killing them isn’t what stops them from going on. It’s crushing their dreams and letting them see everything they’ve worked for and planned for fall apart in front of their eyes.

      That’s why Oda never let’s one of his antagonists die. Because letting them see their efforts fail is far more crushing then ending their lives so easily.

      And please review. I live off reviews. They help me grow. They’re like broccoli and milk, necessary for little authors and authorettes to grow and be strong.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    15. Cait Stuck In The Tree

    
      Chapter 15: Cait Stuck In The Tree

      Dude is totally Ultear’s dad. Placing my bet now.

      So long Walter White… in our hearts, you will always live on as the undisputed king.

    
    

    
      September X779

      The two old men were struggling to make their way up hill through the snow. One of the vices of growing old like this; your body started playing against you in the long run.

      “*huff**huff* M-my goodness, s-she certainly is a spirited young child, isn’t she?” The man with the fur coat over his spaghetti dress said as he worried that the cold temperature would make a mess of his make-up.

      “You… don’t… know… the half of it…” The midget droned out as he was getting tired from pulling his stubby limbs out of the deep snow. “You just had to play the good guy and give Naruto the delivery request, didn’t you?”

      “W-weren’t you the one who asked if I had a simple mission for him to take? You kept begging all your old friends if they had any simple jobs he could have as a part of his probation. If anything this is your fault Makky-chan.” The guild master of Blue Pegasus chided his old comrade with a lipstick covered pout.

      “That doesn’t mean you had to have one! And it just had to be a rendezvous with Roubaul’s guild over the mountains, didn’t it!” Makarov yelled out at Bob as he jumped and flailed in the air before popping something and falling back into the snow, “Ah! My back!”

      As the short man was rubbing his aching back he tried reasoning with his young charge. “Hey Erza! Can you slow down for a minute! Bobby and I need a sec to-and she’s gone.” He deflated when he realized that the scarlet-haired girl had run so far she wasn’t even a dot in their eyes anymore.

      Bob helped his tired friend up to his feet, “Can you blame her for wanting to get there as fast as she can?”

      Makarov sighed tiredly, “Yeah. Your guys back at Pegasus really did a number on her. Poor thing.”

      “No I don’t mean… actually that’s true but you know what I’m talking about.” Bob sighed happily and placed one hand on his cheek, looking at her admirably. “Erza-chan must be worrying so much about what to do next.”

      The armor clad red-head was making her way up the snow-covered mountain as a quick break from work alongside her master. They had already dropped off her misbehaving blond friend at the request point and traveled here to Viola to meet a certain someone.

      At the moment, Erza was bouncing around between emotions. She was still angry and upset with Naruto for stealing the S-Class request and not telling her about it. She was anxious and nervous about what was going to happen in a minute. And most of all she was still terrified from that rough-faced man back at the Blue Pegasus guild that had constantly complimented her on her ‘parfume’.

      Ugggggghhhhhh. The sensation of him sniffing her hair and spinning around her, winking… it lingered.

      So when she actually saw the man she had come all this way to see, she didn’t know what she would do next. Maybe she would chase him up and down the mountain as punishment for not telling her he was alive? Or perhaps she would use the punishment methods she uses on Natsu and Gray to teach him a lesson?

      Whatever she did, she would know what to do the instant she saw him.

      Finally arriving at the end of the upward path, the young Fairy Tail Mage walked onto an open field with a small wooden house at the edge of it. Close to the house she could see a tall man in a coat, feeding something to a large Wyvern with a scar down its left eye before it roared and flew away overhead.

      As the wind settled down and the large creature’s flapping wings became a distant echo, Erza’s eyes were totally glued to the man with his back to her. He seemed to realize that he was being watched and turned around to see who it was.

      Rob felt his burnt and wrinkled face widen in surprise at seeing the young woman standing a few yards away from him. She had grown quite a lot since he had seen her all those years ago, at least reaching five feet now. Her once shoulder length red-hair was now long and braided for easier movement. And she was dressed up in a simple suit of armor that covered her chest and arms.

      He chuckled a little at her clothes. She was going to catch a cold coming up into the mountains wearing metal like that. He turned around to face her fully.

      “My… look how much you’ve grown.”

      Erza knew what she was going to do now. She knew the moment she saw him.

      She held back her tears as much as she could and gave her grandfather a large tackling hug.

    
    

    
      The young man in the black cloak and hood was calmly walking down the dirt path in front of him. His boots pushed through the pebbles and gravel as the black sheath on his waist slightly swayed with each movement. His vibrant blue and brown eyes peered out from underneath his hood and gazed up at the sun bearing down on him and the surrounding forest.

      He slouched down tiredly, his arms dangling by his side while he groaned. “Uggggggghhhhhhhh, it’s too hot for this crap!” He smacked his lips together as his throat became drier and drier.

      Naruto was not in any sort of mood for all this waiting crap. He was getting enough of a punishment just for having to take this job for his probation. Before he just sighed and remembered he really didn’t have any say in his punishment.

      If he knew he was going to get so much shit after taking the S-Class job he probably would have reconsidered the whole idea.

      First off, he had to sit there for several hours while Makarov yelled at him and Erza kept smacking him in the head with a stick. He got yelled at for his stupidity, recklessness, immaturity, yadda yadda yadda. Basically it was their once in a lifetime chance to throw insults and pick on him without him getting revenge.

      And that was just the tip of the iceberg.

      After that he received the main punishment. The main… the… main… oh god, he was having flashbacks again. It was too much just to remember it even in the safety of his mind. The entire guild had witnessed it and it was safe to say that no one was going to make his mistake anytime soon. Natsu, Luxus, hell even Erza was too embarrassed to look him in the eyes again.

      But Jiji didn’t stop at public humiliation, no no no. Next he was forced into a temporary probationary period where he wasn’t allowed to take any requests or jobs without someone accompanying him to make sure he didn’t make any more mistakes.

      And over the last month he had taken up jobs with Natsu, Gray, Cana, Shadow Gear, the Strauss Siblings as a group and individually. Strangely enough he was the one who had to keep Gildarts in line when they worked together. The jerk even had the balls to talk to him condescendingly and laugh while he walked through the center of the town’s government building.

      Although most of the time he was working alongside Erza. But that seemed like it was a whole other problem on its own. The armored Mage always seemed to be distant when they had started his probation. And over the last few weeks it wasn’t so bad but it definitely wasn’t the same as it was before he took the S-class job. She wasn’t being cruel or trying to teach him a lesson; she was just… distant.

      He didn’t know what to do about that. He wanted to go up to her and ask what was wrong but even he knew that it was pretty stupid to ask a girl what was wrong when you were the one causing the problem. He even tried asking Jiji about what to do but that always ended when the master would chide him on something called young people problems.

      Naruto just shook his head clear and focused on the task at hand. This was going to be his chance to prove to Jiji that he was a responsible Mage and that he could take missions alone again. All he had to do was follow Master Bob’s personal request and he was in the clear.

      He had traveled to Viola with Jiji and Erza to meet up with the cross dressing master at his guild. The weird man had told him that it was just a simple exchange of information with another guild deep in the forest on the other side of the mountain range. All he had to do was take the train, head to Bob’s Palace, exchange the info with the other guild’s member and he would be set.

      Seemed simple at the time.

      Although nobody seemed to tell the other Mage just how simple and important this task really was because he was two hours late.

      Naruto had grown impatient just waiting around inside the large, extravagant building and was now walking into the large forest in front of the villa. He wasn’t the kind of guy to be held up like this for so long and just take it sitting down. If this so called ‘Cait Shelter’ Mage didn’t come to Naruto, then Naruto would come to him. And teach him a little lesson in punctuality… emphasis on punch.

      What the hell was a Cait anyway? Was it some kind of typo? What kind of legitimate guild would purposely write their name wrong like that? That was an honor only Fairy Tail had a right to, damn it!

      “Kyaaaa!”

      The whiskered boy stopped his walk and looked over at a section of the forest he had heard the high-pitched scream echo out from. He completely abandoned his train of thought and gripped the handle of the blade at his side. And without further questioning he immediately dashed towards where the birds flocked out of the trees.

    
    

    
      “Hurry! Hurry! This way!” A soft, tiny voice screamed out to her friend as she weaved around the branches and trees. She was making her best attempts at dodging the swipes from the jumping monkeys that swung through the trees like they were simply moving through water.

      She knew they shouldn’t have volunteered for this request from the Master! They weren’t ready yet!

      Another voice was heard as it tried to run away from the wolves that chased her around the forest. She was panting raggedly after fleeing from the dangerous animals for the past mile and her legs were becoming sluggish. She jumped ahead when a wolf made a bite at her and squealed as she tried to put more distance between herself and the predatory animals.

      Maybe Master Roubaul was right… they really were too young to start taking on any kind of requests.

      She caught her foot underneath a stray root and she tripped into the dirt. Oh, Magna-San worked so hard on her new dress and she just ruined it.

      The little girl tried to push herself back up but realized that the wolves and monkeys had completely surrounding her. She panicked and started to crawl backwards but noticed that her foot was still caught underneath the root. She tried to pull it out but couldn’t escape out of the stiff nature root.

      The animals started to advance closer to the frightened little girl, making her gasp and cower in fear, tears forming in the sides of her eyes.

      “Stop!” A little cat with wings flew in between the girl and animals, raising her paws to stop them from advancing. “Don’t get any closer to her!”

      “Carla get away!”

      The animals paid no attention to her warning and continued to creep up on the two of them. The girl and cat were both trembling in fright that this could be their last moments. One of the wolves took the initiative and plunged forward, the girls closing their eyes and screaming a little.

      The jumping wolf was met with a combat boot lodged in its ribs. It was kicked off to the side with a yelp as the black figure pulled out the sword strapped to his side. The man in the cloak landed in front of the girls and glared at every animal in front of him, his sword held out in front of him like an invitation to try and attack.

      “Leave.”

      All of the woodland predators cringed at the threatening tone the man had hissed out and ran away before he could teach them why he sounded so angry.

      The young girl and cat looked up as the black figure stood up at his full height, which from their position on the ground made him look like a giant. His black cloak flapped in the wind and gave him the appearance of some kind of messenger of death. He turned around and looked down at the girl and feminine cat, the only visible feature they could see were his eyes bearing down on them. And finally, it may have been from all of the panicked running but his voice sounded rather gruff.

      “Are you ok?”

      The girls felt horrified as the white cat comically shook in place and the little girl’s mouth was quivering. He bent down towards them, “I said—”

      “AH!” The girl screamed at the top of her lungs out of fear and unconsciously released a pulse of her magic. Naruto was almost knocked off his feet from the momentary tempest that formed around the little girl and her dressed up cat.

      He realized that dropping in out of nowhere dressed in black with his face completely covered probably wasn’t the best way to introduce himself to the scared little girl. He pulled his hood down and motioned for the girl to stop, “Woah! Woah! I’m sorry but I didn’t mean to scare you! See! I’m not a monster!”

      She sniffed her nose and looked at the young man as he pointed at himself with a goofy smile. The little girl saw that he wasn’t any sort of monster as she calmed down and her magic became stagnant again.

      Naruto sighed in relief and chuckled a little. He smiled and offered his hand. “Here, do you need some help?” The young girl who probably wasn’t any older than 7 or 8 looked at his hand and then back up to him. She had shoulder-length deep blue hair and she was wearing some kind of exotic dress with simple blue shoes that had a pair of wings at the heels. She attempted to take his hand—

      “Stop right there!” Naruto stopped any attempts at assisting the young girl and stood up rigidly, not expecting the harsh tone of another young voice to command him so readily. He looked around in bewilderment as he tried to locate the source of the voice.

      “Down here!” The older Fairy Tail Mage looked down at his feet to see a familiar white cat on its two back legs and dressed in formal wear, holding a paw up at him in a demanding fashion. She was glaring at him with squinty eyes and looked to be in no mood for fooling around, her tail with a pink bow slowly waving around behind her.

      “You will not get any closer to Wendy until we know who you are! What are you doing here? What are your intentions?” She yelled out intensely at the dumbfounded male in front of her.

      Naruto was completely stunned as he bent down on his knees and started to poke the little female kitten in the cheeks. The kitten’s eyebrows were twitching violently as the little girl looked at them with wide-eyed shock. “Woah. You can talk just like Happy? Weird.” He pulled back his hands when the young cat showed her claws and started to swing her paws around angrily.

      “I’m not a toy and I’m definitely not happy!” The kitten tried to dive at the man but was pulled in by the little girl.

      “Carla stop! He saved us, you shouldn’t attack him!” The white cat seemed to struggle to escape from the girl’s firm hug but soon calmed down and slumped back in her arms. “Be nice.”

      Carla huffed and looked off in a different direction, trying to ignore the existence of the older male in front of them. The little blue-haired girl smiled down at her friend before looking up at the taller blond man and regaining her sheepish composure.

      “H-hello. M-my name is Wendy Marvell. A-and this is my friend Carla.” She guided his attention towards the upset cat that glared off in a different direction. “I-is it alright if we can know your name?”

      “I’m perfectly fine without knowing his name, thank you.”

      “Carla, behave.”

      The older boy couldn’t help but laugh at their cute little back-and-forth banter. It was kind of like looking at what Natsu and Happy would be like if they were younger… and girls.

      Eww, Happina and Natsuko.

      “Hi, I’m Naruto Uzumaki. It’s nice to meet you Wendy.” The girl nervously smiled and bowed her head. “You too little cat thing.”

      “Hmph.” Carla huffed at the newcomer.

      “So what are you two doing all the way out here in the forest?” Naruto inquired with a tilt of his head.

      Wendy seemed to panic and shrink a little at the question aimed at her. “O-oh… u-um-we-we—”

      “We are mages from the Cait Shelter Guild.” Carla stated with a level tone and a no nonsense glare. “This girl and I are on official business at the moment! And even though we are grateful for your assistance in the previous matter, we are awaiting the arrival of a Mage from the Fairy Tail Guild. So if you would be so kind as to go back to your own business then we would be thankful.” The little white cat seemed to shoo him off with a wave of her hand.

      “Carla that was very rude of you. Why are you so angry right now?” Wendy asked in a hushed whisper to her friend.

      “No reason, I just don’t want us to be distracted when the contact from Fairy Tail arrives.”

      “Umm, did you say… Cait Shelter?” The two girls from the feline themed guild looked back at the boy with the stunned look on his face.

      “O-oh, yes we did.” Wendy replies readily.

      Naruto sighed and grabbed the sleeve of his right arm. He pulled it all the way up to his shoulder to reveal to the girl and cat the black Fairy tattoo on his bicep. “I think you came to meet me.”

      Wendy looked at him in wide-eyed shock as Carla’s jaw was slacked and her eyes were white. She pointed her paw at the teen, “You can’t be a Fairy Tail Mage! They’re a respected and famous legal guild that many aspire to follow and join! How can someone like you be a member?”

      Naruto just sighed tiredly while looking off to the side, “You’d be surprised about the truth.” He looked down to them and placed his hands on his sides. “Okay, so did you need to give me something to take to Master Bob?”

      “Oh!” Wendy placed Carla down on the ground and rummaged through a small pocket in her dress. She pulled out a folded slip of paper and held it up to him. “H-here.”

      Naruto took the slip of paper and gave her a thankful nod. “Thanks.” He pocketed the piece of paper in his pants and turned around in the direction he came. “I’ll see you some other time you two. It was nice to meet you Wendy. Little furry thing, not so much.” Wendy waved goodbye to him while Carla hissed in annoyance as Naruto started to retreat back towards the Villa and to Blue Pegasus.

      “Okay, now we just have to make our way back home. Let’s go Wendy!”

      “B-but Carla, it took us more than a day just to get here. Can we really make it back to the guild by ourselves? What about all of the animals and creatures in the woods?” Wendy asked very nervously and she was slightly trembling.

      “We have to. We just have to make sure we don’t pass through the trees again for a shortcut and we should be fine.”

      Naruto’s eyebrow was twitching very violently. Really? They just had to have this conversation about their predicament a few feet away from him? Seriously? W-well, they should be fine. As long as they stuck to the road—

      Huh? The whiskered Mage seemed to suddenly realize that the forest was giving off a threatening and evil sensation. And was it his imagination or was all of it aimed at the little girl and her cat?

      “Sigh…”

      Naruto turned around with his head hung down disheartened. He walked past the two conversing Cait Shelter mages and head in the direction they had run in from. “Come on you two.”

      Wendy and Carla looked between each other with a confused look on their faces. Wendy looked to the back of the walking blond teenager, “Naruto-San? What are you doing?”

      “I guess I’m gonna help you find your way back home.” Naruto couldn’t believe he was willingly screwing himself over during his probation to help these two back to wherever their guild was located. It just felt wrong to leave these two alone while they were trying to find their way back home.

      Carla fumed silently and pointed up at the leading blond man, “We don’t need your assistance in making our way back to our own guild! Wendy and I are more than capable enough to handle this issue ourselves!”

      “Fine then just escort me to your guild! I’m sure there is something there I can talk to your Master about!” He yelled at the little cat over his shoulder as he kept walking uninterrupted.

      Carla was seething through her teeth as she felt her rage boil over her limit. Why did such a rude, unpleasant man have to join them on their journey home? Did they do something wrong? Was this a punishment?

      Wendy sheepishly started to follow the older Mage on their way to Cait Shelter. Carla looked up at her worryingly, “Wendy?”

      “It’s alright Carla. I don’t think Naruto-San is trying to hurt us or anything. Let’s just show him the way home and then we can have some tea.” Wendy tried to mediated to her friend as she hid her own nervousness about following the stranger.

      She didn’t think he was mean or trying to insult them. He looked like he was a relatively nice person. And he went out of his way to protect her and Carla from those wild animals before they got hurt. He was even coming along with them to make sure they didn’t run into any trouble.

      But even Wendy wasn’t feeling right about the idea of leading the stranger all the way to her guild. She hoped that as they came closer, she could ask him the real reason why he was personally going out of his way to take them home.

      Carla shook a little before letting out a long, painful sigh and following her charge. Her Aera magic activated and she was lifted off her feet by a pair of fluffy white wings sprouting from her back. She followed behind her fellow guildmate and made sure she was glaring a hole in the back of the blond man’s head.

      “Can you please stop that fur-ball? I can feel the hate from here.”

      “Live with it.”

    
    

    
      “Um, Naruto-San…” The whiskered Fairy Tail Mage heard the shy voice squeak out from behind him as the sun started to set over the horizon. “I-I think we should start to set up camp sometime soon. It’s getting k-kind of dark.”

      Naruto kept his eyes forward to make sure nothing was coming, “If we keep moving while there’s still light we could probably reach the valley between the mountains. Almost there and—”

      “No you fool she means we can’t go any further! She’s getting tired and hungry!”

      Naruto looked over and saw that Wendy had a tired look in her eyes and her breathing was slightly faster. And Carla had lost the same wings Happy had and was instead walking on her paws. Naruto even heard their bellies grumble while they were looking up at him.

      He felt like such an idiot. He was so concentrated on getting them back to their guild that he forgot that most people weren’t accustomed to constant travel. They had been moving for hours now, he was surprised they didn’t voice their fatigue earlier.

      Naruto nodded his head, “Right. I forgot. Sorry about that Wendy.”

      She shook her head with an embarrassed blush, “N-no, I’m sorry Naruto-San! If I wasn’t so weak maybe we could have made it to the guild already.”

      “Don’t blame yourself like that Wendy. This is by no means your fault. You know how far it was for us just to get to the villa of the Blue Pegasus Master. Even with this man’s help we weren’t going to make it there in a single day.” Carla tried to reason to her partner as she shot a slightly miffed look up at the blond. He realized that the cat was silently telling him to help her out.

      “She’s right Wendy, don’t blame yourself.” He said as he walked over to a small area and started to clear it out for their camp. “You and your cat look for some dry leaves and twigs to help keep a fire burning, ok?”

      The little Cait Mage seemed to lighten up after the encouragement from Carla and Naruto-San as she nodded her head. She told her feline friend to help look for any tinder they could find in the area.

      As the girls walked off to collect supplies, Naruto found a fallen tree lying in the dirt. He ran his hand over the timber to feel if it was still suitable for firewood. Some parts of it were wet but most of it was still dry enough for him to use.

      He stepped back to an appropriate distance and gripped the sword at his side. He pulled the black sword out of its sheath and cut the fallen tree into even pieces. The firewood fell apart and the teenager started to collect enough of it to make a steady fire.

      Wendy and Carla came back to the scene of Naruto placing blocks of cut wood around each other with enough space for their tinder underneath. “Naruto-San, we have everything we could find.”

      “Hopefully it will be enough for this fire.” Carla said as she placed the twigs and dry leaves she and Wendy collected underneath the wood. “You have experience in making fires, right?”

      “I can make a fire with some twigs and wood if I have enough time to concentrate. But I think this will probably be faster” Naruto said as he stood up and summoned a long red sword that went whiter as it reach the tip.

      He closed his eyes and the girls watched in amazement as the sword started to burn and create fire to surround its form. He slowly lowered it into the bonfire and lit it aflame. He deactivated the sword and sat down in front of the fire.

      “How did you do that Naruto-San?”

      “A special little sword I found a little while back. I guess it’s pretty useful in situations like this. You two wanna keep staring or are you gonna take a seat?” He joked at them lightly as they realized what they were doing and took a seat in front of the dancing flames.

      Wendy seemed to think about something as her sight kept changing from the older blond to the fire and back. “U-umm, Naruto-San…” Naruto looked over to the little girl who was nervously looking at her feet. “Why do you-um-still have that gauntlet around your arm?” She squeaked out, unable to voice her original question.

      Naruto lifted his arm and turned it around to examine the scratches and scraps more closely. “It’s not a gauntlet Wendy. It’s a prosthetic arm for the one I lost a few years back.” He looked up and seemed to regret the decision to tell them that little bit of information.

      Carla and Wendy were staring at him in a mixture of surprise, shock and horror. “Y-you lost your arm?”

      “Yep.”

      “Like-like completely blown off?”

      “Well more like ripped off but yeah, that’s the general idea.”

      They were both shaking in place, going a little pale a the thought of something like that. Carla, who somehow looked more white than she did before, looked up at him, “How did you lose something like that?”

      Naruto looked up as he thought through what had happened a few years back. “I picked a fight with a growing Wyvern and we sort of took it a little too far. I didn’t really know how to use my magic back then so I lost pretty bad.” It felt like such a long time ago that he almost forgot about the details of the experience.

      Carla and Wendy were still a little worried about the subject of this man’s lost arm but looked between each other and decided it was probably best to let it go.

      “So what are we going to do about food?” Carla asked as she wiped the dirt away from her spot to keep her clean. Naruto looked around the area and got up from his spot, carefully sneaking over to the bushes and ducking behind them. The girls looked on in confusion until they heard some animals noises and his yelling ring in their ears.

      Naruto walked back out with a smile on his face and a live rabbit held in his hand. “Look what I caught! It ain’t much but we should be alright with this!” He placed it on the ground and prepared to kill when he heard another soft protest.

      “N-Naruto-San…” The whiskered Fairy Mage looked up to see Wendy with hesitant eyes and Carla grimacing at the sight of his survival skills. “P-please don’t kill the little bunny.”

      Naruto looked at them with a slacked jaw and twitching eye. They were seriously going to pass up on food just because the bunny looked innocent? Wendy was looking at him with watery eyes and the cat was looking off in the other direction in shame. They were making him seem like the bad guy in this situation!

      Oh god, even the bunny’s eyes looked three times bigger then they usually do.

      With a reluctant sigh, he let go of the bunny’s paws and let it scamper off back into the woods. He pushed himself up into a crossed leg position and looked at the two girls that were trying to avoid his accusing glare. “I think there was a stream a mile back that way… You guys don’t have a problem with fish, do you?”

    
    

    
      The young man was looking up at the night sky as the fire besides him continued to burn. He adjusted his back into the tree and got more comfortable as he kept watch. Wendy and Carla were off at the side, using his cloak as a mat as they slept peacefully.

      They were probably a little under another day’s worth of travel until they reach the Cait Shelter guild. And then he would have to travel back to reach Viola town and regroup with Erza and Jiji.

      Shit they were going to be pissed he was late again. There goes his probation.

      Naruto looked down and fiddled with the handle of the sword in his lap. He had gained such a great asset of power and magic but did he really know how to properly use it? This whole experience was only enforcing the point Jiji was trying to get across… he was too inexperienced and irresponsible to take on S-Class.

      He can’t even get a piece of paper without it turning into an escort to the other side of this immense forest. Maybe he just wasn’t cut out for that kind of work.

      “Naruto-San?”

      Naruto was pulled out of his thoughts when he heard Wendy’s tired voice. She was sitting up and wiping the sand out of her eyes and yawned lightly. “Are you still up? Do you want me to watch over the camp so you can get some sleep too?”

      Naruto smiled but shook his head. “It’s alright Wendy. I don’t think anything is coming for us tonight so I’ll get some sleep in a minute.” Wendy slowly nodded her head and looked into the fire. Her eyes stayed on the flames for a moment as some awareness came back into her sleepy mind.

      “Naruto-San, can I ask why you came with us all the way here? I don’t have enough money to pay you back for your help until we arrive back at Cait Shelter, if that’s what you want?” She said rather meekly.

      Naruto just smiled and shook his head, “I don’t need any money Wendy. That’s not why I’m doing this.”

      “Then why are you doing this Naruto-San?”

      Naruto looked off and furrowed his eyes in thought. “Honestly, I’m not quite sure myself. I didn’t like the idea of letting you and the cat go off on your own. Helping you two even when you probably didn’t need it, it just felt like something I needed to do.” He gave her an apologetic look, “Sorry if that sounds like I’m insulting your abilities.”

      Wendy quickly shook her head, “N-no, it’s fine. I understand what you mean.” She started to nervously fiddle with the end of her dress before giving a small smile. “Then you really are a good person Naruto-San.”

      Naruto gave her a dry little chuckle at her innocence. “I don’t think that’s true Wendy. The whole reason I’m here in the first place is because I was being punished for breaking the rules of my guild.”

      “What did you do?” She worried that he may have beaten up his fellow guild members or possibly even killed someone!

      “I stole a request from our S-class board when I wasn’t ready. I’m out here in the first place because I’m on probation.”

      “E-even so, that doesn’t mean you aren’t a nice person Naruto-San! I can’t do anything and yet you selflessly decided to help us get through the Wood Sea! Really!”

      Naruto just stayed silent and gave her a silent smile. If she knew all of the things he had done in his early life, she’d probably run away from him screaming and crying. So he decided to just take the compliment…

      It was nice to receive such kind words and faith from someone so nice.

      “I wish I could be as strong as you. I’ve been a part of Cait Shelter for more than two years now but this is my first real job. And I can’t even do it properly without screwing up.” Tears started to well up in the corners of her eyes as she started to sniff her nose. “I’ll never be a good enough Mage like this.”

      “How old are you?” Wendy rubbed a tear out of her eye and looked up at Naruto.

      “I’m… I’m 8 years old.”

      “That was way younger then I was when I started to learn magic. You can’t expect to become stronger when you haven’t even given yourself a chance.” He smiled at her and chuckled, “What kind of magic do you use anyway?”

      “I use a-um-a special type of magic that I learned from my mother. It’s called Sky Dragon Slayer magic.”

      “Wait! You’re a Dragon Slayer! Seriously? That’s amazing!” Naruto nearly yelled in shock at the surprising bit of knowledge.

      “Y-you know about Dragon Slayers?”

      “Hehe yeah! Another kid back in Fairy Tail is a Dragon Slayer too, but he uses fire instead!” Naruto couldn’t believe he had met another Dragon Slayer just like Natsu. He didn’t even know that there were others who could use that kind of rare magic. Actually, didn’t he hear a rumor about a Dragon Slayer of metal or something in that Phantom Lord Guild?

      “Really?” Wendy asked with more enthusiasm then he had seen her have in the little time he had known her. “Can he eat his own kind of special element as well?”

      “Yeah, he eats fire all the time. Wait, what does a Sky Dragon Slayer eat exactly?”

      “W-well, I can eat the Sky around us to replenish my power.”

      “Isn’t that just breathing?”

      “It’s actually a little more difficult than that…” She lamely whimpered out.

      She lost most of her pitiful melancholy and looked up at the stars over her head with a passive regret. “I want to go past this forest and find someone I lost. That’s why I asked Master Roubaul to let me take this task… so I could start growing up and try to follow after them. But…” She wrapped her arms around her knees and couldn’t find the confidence to finish her statement.

      Naruto felt sorry for the poor little girl. She was so brave to take on a task like this by herself and so kind to put her faith in someone she only met a few hours ago. But must have felt so weak and worthless in front of the rest of her guild. She wasn’t even 10 years old yet but she was already comparing her undeveloped skills to the people she knew and met.

      That was a devastating toll a child put on themselves to prove that they were useful. It was a very thin line between a person you wanted to catch up to or a back you could never reach.

      He stood up and walked over to sit by her side. “Who is it you want to find?”

      Wendy pulled her head slightly out of her hiding spot, still feeling upset but knowing it was rude to not address people directly. “I want to find my mom again. I don’t know where she went but I know she had to be somewhere. I woke up one day and… she was just gone.”

      “Did she leave you?”

      “No!” Wendy nearly yelled out with wet, partially red eyes. “Grandeeny would never have abandoned me like that! I don’t know where she went but… but… she wouldn’t leave me.” She whimpered out sadly, like she was trying to convince herself more than she was convincing Naruto.

      Naruto sat there and looked down at the young lady with… he didn’t know what to call it. He felt sorry for her, but it wasn’t pity. Like he knew what she was going through. Desperately trying to improve yourself so you can assure yourself that you aren’t useless. Oh, now he knew… empathy.

      Wendy’s nose sniffed a little and she tried to wipe the tears away again before they started to overflow. “And… I want to look for someone else too. A boy who saved me when I thought I was all alone. He’s the reason I joined Cait Shelter and I want to thank him for everything he has done for me.”

      Wendy didn’t make it obvious but just mentioning that memory was enough for her to perk up a little. “I promise you Jellal…” She whispered under her breath.

      But even with her quiet promise, Naruto heard it loud and clear. “Wait-wait, did you say Jellal?!” Naruto questioned loudly in utter disbelief.

      Wendy jerked back when the blond boy got so close to her face that she finally took notice of his separate colored eyes. “Y-yes?”

      “Like my height? Shaggy blue hair? A weird tattoo around his right eye?”

      Wendy lost all reserved worry and looked up at the taller boy sitting next to her. “You know Jellal?”

      Naruto had an ecstatic smile on his face as he couldn’t even begin to express his joy. “He’s my friend! I’ve known him for years!”

      “R-really?” It was Wendy’s turn to be flabbergasted but with unhindered happiness. “Do you know where he is? Have you seen him?”

      Her hope was weakened when Naruto shook his head, causing her to retreat back a little. “When you saw him, was he… alright? He didn’t try to hurt you or anything, right?”

      “Of course not. Jellal was very considerate and always worried about helping me.” She blushed a little remembering how he treated her like she was his family, always making sure she ate her food and helping her fall asleep when she had nightmares. Remembering how her guardian angel appeared out of the trees and saved her from an unknown world.

      Naruto couldn’t help but smile at seeing the fond remembrance she had of his old family. This meant that she had met Jellal after they had escaped from the tower. Maybe he really wasn’t insane anymore, still traveling around the country looking for something.

      Whatever it was, it gave Naruto hope that his old friend was still alive.

      “Wendy…” The little blue haired Cait girl looked at Naruto as he gave her a big smile. “I bet you will be a great Mage when you grow up, you just have to give yourself a little more time. But if I ever see Jellal again, I promise I’ll drag him all the way to your guild and make him see you again. You just have to make sure you aren’t so hard on yourself anymore, alright?”

      Wendy hesitantly started to smile and nodded her head. Naruto laughed and pet her head fondly, making her giggle. “Come on, we’ve got to go to bed. Early day tomorrow.”

      Wendy nodded with a big renewed smile and crawled back to her makeshift bed, cuddling Carla who mumbled in her sleep. Naruto laid back into the dirt and placed his hands behind his head as a pillow. He looked up into the sky and watched the sparkling stars and roaming clouds float alongside the immense moon the illuminated the night.

      He never took the chance to just look at it, but it truly was a magnificent sight. He wondered if the moon back in his other home shined so beautifully.

    
    

    
      A pair of blue and brown eyes gazed up at the shining moon over her head. She just stared up at the beauty as her unbraided hair flowed in the wind. She turned to look over her shoulder from her seat at the edge of the shack porch and saw her sleeping Master stripped to his underwear and trying to escape the clutches of a snoozing Master Bob’s hugs.

      Erza chuckled silently and looked back up into the beautiful night sky, getting lost in its unending and still majesty. Her feet mindlessly skimming over the snow and leaving her prints in its form.

      “I don’t think it’s good for a girl your age to stay up so late. Girls need their beauty sleep. Although I can’t imagine you could get any prettier than you already are but you never know.” The red-headed Mage looked behind her and saw her oldest surrogate family member smiling while walking up next to her. “Plus you might catch a cold.”

      “I’m sorry if I woke you Ojii-San.” Erza apologized as Rob took a seat next to his favorite little pseudo-daughter.

      “Not at all dear. Not all of us old geezers can clock out as fast as those two.” He offhandedly waved to his old guild comrades who were cuddling up even closer than before, making the young lady lightly giggle at the sight. “So what’s bothering you?”

      “Nothing Rob-jisan. Everything’s fine.” She tried to sound unconcerned and detached from any problem at hand. But she could feel Rob look at her with disbelief and a slightly raised eyebrow. Even after all this time he still knew when she was trying to hide something from him.

      She looked out over the field with a slight scowl. “Naruto is late. Again.”

      Rob’s face dawned in realization, “Ohhhhhhh. Are you having a little argument with Naruto-kun?”

      “No. Of course not. He just…” Erza tightened her fist and comically growled. “He’s an idiot.”

      “What did he do this time?”

      “He’s such an irresponsible fool! For some reason, he thought it was a good idea to take an S-Class job before he was qualified so he could test his strength!”

      “He did what?!” Rob was actually shocked by this revelation.

      “Exactly! He stole a request from the guild and went off to take it by himself! That moron is lucky he got to come back home alive! What if he had been killed out there?! None of us could have helped him then!” Erza went off on a tirade as she finally released all of the pent up anger she had for the subject.

      Rob kept silent as he watched Erza voice her thought on the issue, which was very lively and detailed. She explained how the system that Makarov had set up was to keep them safe and how Naruto breached that trust for his own reasons. And that he can’t just decide to run off like that because he wasn’t patient enough to wait until he was of age.

      As Erza continued to complain, she almost missed it when Rob interjected his point. “Is it wrong for him to want to get stronger?”

      She stopped her argument and looked over at Rob who was waiting for her answer. She tried to continue but couldn’t find any more anger in that concept. “No, of course it isn’t. It’s just… I wish he didn’t have to do it by hurting himself like that.”

      “Growing up takes sacrifices like that Erza-chan. You should know that just as well as he does.”

      “Of course I do. But he wasn’t ready for something as dangerous as that. If he was killed out there…” Erza struggled with the idea of something like that happening to her friend again. “I wouldn’t even have known that he was gone.”

      Rob looked at the worry Erza showed when she thought of that topic again. He knew she had a deep fear of losing the people she cared about, it was just something he could tell. And he could understand why she would feel that way.

      Rob chuckled a little. Erza looked over at him, “What’s so funny?”

      “Because even after all this time, you’re still the same little worry wart that was concerned about her friends. Hehehe, no different from that cute little toddler who always enforced the rules and punished the others when they were misbehaving.” Erza blushed a little when Rob had said she was still acting like a child after all this time. She was a young lady dammit!

      “You care about him a lot, don’t you?”

      This time Erza jerked up with a vibrant red hue across her entire face. “W-what?! Are-are you crazy Jii-San?! Of course Naruto is my friend and I care about him but-I-you—” her word fumble ended when she saw her former guardian keep his smile on, not convinced by anything she was trying to say.

      Erza sort of fizzled out and looked down at the ground with her face so flushed it matched the color of her hair. Erza had realized her feelings for Naruto some time ago. It wasn’t anything groundbreaking or unbelievable, but she liked it when they were together. When they trained together they helped push each other to get stronger. When they went out on requests they were one of the best teams in the Guild. And when they were just together, it just felt so much easier to be herself.

      “And you don’t want him to get hurt out there by himself, right?” The usually armor-clad girl nodded her head.

      “Then make sure you can stick by his side and never let him go off into danger like that, alright? I think you, more than anyone else in the whole world, can influence what that silly boy thinks. Okay?”

      Erza gave him a small but firm smile and nodded her head. They sat there in comfortable silence as Erza thought about what she wanted to say. All these feelings of loss, love and words of encouragement were stirring a question she had dreaded to ask her whole life.

      “Jii-San…”

      “Yes Erza-chan?”

      “You’ve taken care of me my entire life. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you. And I want to thank you for everything you’ve done for me…but…”

      Rob noticed that the usually strong and unflappable girl was having a hard time talking. Like something was on the end of her tongue that she just couldn’t spit out. “What is it?”

      And Erza said it. The question both her and Rob had feared to ever be brought into the light. Something that completely crushed the illusion that she had tried to build up and protect her while in the cold hell of the Tower.

      “What happened to my parents?”

      Erza kept her composure and stern face to make sure she didn’t falter. As did Rob as he kept a firm mask while thinking of that question. “How long have you wanted to ask that?”

      “My whole life. I just never wanted to say it because… because then I would have acknowledged that I knew they were gone.”

      Rob felt his heart sink when the young Scarlet girl resigned herself to that idea. Even worse, it was a very similar reason to why he never told her the truth.

      “…It all started when I was first brought to that tower.”

    
    

    
      Rob was sitting against the wall, looking down at his cuffs and chains in defeat. Just a single moment of weakness. A single wrong move made at the wrong time and he was locked up for the rest of his life. He had tried to save as many people as he could from getting caught by this cult, but he wasn’t able to save everyone.

      All around this tower; there were men, women and children that cried and were horrified beyond belief. Some of them had already tried to kill themselves by biting through their tongues and cutting through their wrists. Just giving up on their lives between the walls of this hell.

      Rob resigned himself to his fate in this empty cell, contemplating whether he should try and take the easy way out as well.

      *BOOM*

      Rob felt the entire structure of the tower shake from the force of an explosion, silencing the cries and whimpers of the slaves around the incomplete building in the ocean. Dozens of cult members started running past the cell bars and were yelling orders out between each other.

      “Escape! Slaves are trying to escape!”

      “Contain them! Kill on sight!”

      “Don’t let them leave!”

      “They raided the armory! Attack!”

      In a blur of red, a juggernaut broke through the groups of drones that tried to stop them like it was nothing. They released a roar of anger and contempt as members of the cultist society were beaten bloody, cut across their bodies and thrown off the side.

      A second figure ran around the outside of the cells, wielding a katana in one hand and carrying a small bundle under his other arm. With amazing ease the man kicked up spears and flung them at oncoming cultists like a typhoon, dodging attacks and countering with impossible speed.

      He dove at the cells and cut the locks sealing everyone inside. “Run! Everyone you have to retreat!”

      From where Rob could see, the slaves were all cowering in fright from the man with the sword. He seemed to look around in confusion at their cowardice to try and fight back. “What are you doing?! We can’t escape unless everyone works together! Get up and—”

      *Boom*

      A fireball impacted against the man’s side and sent him flying through Rob’s cell door. The magicians were about to press on to kill the man when a woman wearing the same rags as the others slaves dove in from another floor and kicked them so hard Rob could hear the cracks of their spines.

      She turned around in shock, “Kazuya! Hold on I’ll—”

      “Stop!” The injured man yelled out to the woman as she stopped in place. He coughed and struggled to pull himself up to his knees, “Don’t worry about me Erika, we’re fine! Keep moving!”

      The woman with the deep red hair hesitantly nodded her head before running off to keep fighting, gripping the knight sword in her hand even tighter.

      Rob helped the struggling man up to his knees as he kept the bundle in his arms safe from any disturbance. “Are you okay young man? You have to stop before you get killed!”

      The man with the black hair was panting as his body was partially burnt from the surprise attack. “Ojii-San, *pant**pant*, p-please help me.”

      Rob tried to keep him steady, “Of course, I’ll—”

      “Keep her safe.” He lowered his arm and revealed to Rob what he was carrying and protecting over his own safety.

      Rob looked down at the unconscious little child that rested her head on the man’s bicep. Just like the woman that was fighting the war singlehandedly outside, she had the same kind of vibrant red hair that came down to her shoulders. She was so small, probably no older than a toddler. The man reached out and placed her in Rob’s arms for safe keeping.

      Rob was speechless as he looked between the innocent little child who didn’t have a single mark on her and the swordsman whose entire body was covered in wounds from protecting her.

      “H-her name is Erza, and I need you to keep her safe until we can get everyone out. Can you do that for me?”

      Rob was just looking between the man and down at the girl resting in his arms. “I-I can’t take your daughter! What-what if I can’t be trusted?! You can’t—”

      “You’re different.” The man coughed out as he started to push himself up onto his shaking legs. “No one else would have helped me if I was sprawled out and beaten like this. And you have strong eyes, ones that can stand this kind of fight and so much more.”

      As if renewed by his resolve, Kazuya pushed himself up onto his feet and kept standing firm. He started walking forward, ignoring the injured state of his body and gripped his katana. “Just keep her safe until we can free everyone and find you again. If we don’t make it I don’t want her to be caught with us.” Just as the man was about to leave, he turned back and gave Rob a warm, confident smile.

      “I’m sorry about this, Ojii-San.”

      Rob cradled the little girl in his arms as the Mage couple waged war against the entire cult group. He wanted to charge in and help them but knew that he had a far greater task at hand by keeping this child safe.

      After what seemed like hours, the noises finally calmed down and the fighting ended. Members of the cult were beaten but still wary, silencing anyone in their cells who started to act up.

      Rob hugged the sleeping girl and repeated to himself that they were coming back for her. That they had escaped and were coming back to get help.

      It was a lie he chose to believe in. That this was a new duty he had to carry out until they came back for their precious child.

      It was all he could do to keep together as his old eyes watered and tears dropped down on the child’s cheeks.

    
    

    
      “I kept that promise as long as I could.” Rob spilled out to the silent girl sitting besides him. “I shouldn’t have lied to you for so long. You were stronger back then then I ever was. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for keeping this from you for so long.”

      Erza didn’t respond immediately after hearing the story of her parent’s last fight in the Tower of Heaven. She remembered hearing rumors about a couple of slaves making a riot and almost destroying the tower years before her and everyone escaped.

      “Erza-chan?” Rob asked with an almost desperate plea to hear her voice.

      Erza wiped her eyes clear and sniffed her nose to stop from breaking down. “It’s ok Rob-jisan. You always looked after me and kept me safe, so I know you were doing what you thought was right.”

      They both stayed completely silent as they looked up at the large moon, letting the conversation hang there for a moment.

      “I know this though,” Rob spoke again with a strong voice.

      “Even if I gave my entire body and soul to protect you… even if I loved you for the rest of my life… It would only be a fraction of how much your parents cherished you Erza.”

      Erza stayed silent as Rob finished baring his soul and telling her the truth about her parents.

      She sniffed lightly.

      Before she looked up at Rob with wide, watering eyes and trembling shoulders. He wrapped her in a hug and whispered how it was going to be alright as she silently cried into his chest like she did so many years ago.

    
    

    
      “How! Is! This! Happening?!” Naruto screamed out as he dashed through the forest like a bat out of hell, Carla carrying Wendy and both of them screaming at the top of their lungs.

      Behind the trio were several dozen packs of wolves, chimps and assorted wildlife that were all chasing the little group down for blood. The animals that had cornered the Cait duo yesterday were leading the charge with their respective families following their attacks.

      “What now Mister Fairy Mage?! Any bright ideas you’d like to share?!” Carla screamed out sarcastically as Wendy yelped and pulled her feet up from a possible wolf bite.

      “Working on it!”

      Naruto turned a corner and found himself blocked off by another group of animals baring their teeth. He started retreating back with Wendy and Carla right behind him, “N-Naruto-San?” Wendy whimpered out in terror.

      “It’s okay Wendy. I can handle the critters, you and the cat just give yourself a little more space.”

      Before Carla could even argue back, a loud thud started ringing out through the area and birds started to fly out of the trees. The animals that were chasing them started to part ways and leave a large opening in front of the small group.

      From out of the towering trees a Wyvern with deep green scales stomped into their view. It reeled back its head and let out a roar that almost caused their ear drums to burst.

      Naruto looked up at the fully grown behemoth with a worried shake. “O-Ok… This might be a little harder than I thought.” He choked out with a small chuckle.

      “Where in the world did that thing come from?!” The white cat shrieked out as her female charge was petrified at the site of the beast.

      “I think we just found the King of the forest. And he’s come to face the problem.” Naruto slowly reached out for the handle of his Kokuryū.

      The Wyvern roared and swung its massive tail, aiming to smash Naruto and the girls. He jumped up and pulled out his black blade, guarding as the scales screeched against each other. The tail swung back out and Naruto landed on the ground, summoning the same red blade he used last night to light the fire.

      “Flame Dragon’s Drive!”

      A wide spread of fire surrounded the burning sword as he swung it down to strike the beast’s talons. The Wyvern just flew back and doged the sword’s wide attack, swinging down to rip the boy apart with it’s large purple claws.

      Naruto leaned back and dodged the heft of the attack, but felt the tip of one of the talons cut across his chest. He rolled backwards and jumped out of the way as the spiked tail tried to come back down on him. And immediately following that the beast released a concentrated blast a wind at him, leaving a crater in the ground where Naruto jumped out of the way.

      He didn’t have a moment to counter as he was chased into the depths of the forest by the rampaging monster.

      “Where is that idiot going?!”

      “Naruto-San!” Wendy tried to call out to him but was blocked off by the entire ensemble of creatures putting their undivided attention on her and Carla.

      The flying cat react by finding an open path and flying herself and Wendy through it, trying to put as much distance between them and the carnivores as possible. No matter how far she flew they stayed on her tail like an bear to honey, weaving their way through the sea of trees.

      After a worthy attempt to escape, Wendy noticed that they were losing altitude and coming closer to the ground. “Carla?!” The young Dragon-Slayer worried as she noticed how there were beads of sweat going down Carla’s face and she was panting sporadically.

      “I-it’s ok Wendy, I-I promise to get… you…” Carla fainted from exhaustion mid-flight, causing Wendy to fall on the ground and roll in the grass. She moaned but pushed herself up to run to Carla’s side. She delicately picked up her best friend and cradled her tightly as she tried to run away on foot.

      But from the corner of her eyes she saw the animals flank her sides and exits. She panicked and tried to find somewhere to run but couldn’t as she was blocked on all sides. Wendy backed up into a tree, terrified of being cornered and alone like this again, as she held Carla as tightly as she could.

      As the wolves growled and approached her, she couldn’t do anything but wish that Naruto-San would return and save them again. She couldn’t handle this alone. She wasn’t strong enough! She was weak!

      “I bet you will be a great Mage when you grow up, you just have to give yourself a little more time.”

      Wendy heard Naruto-San’s voice ring through her ears and encourage her again.

      “I promise Wendy, I’ll stay with you forever.”

      Jellal’s promise to stay with her and keep her strong.

      “Grandeeny, I can’t do the dragon roar like you can! Yours is so beautiful and powerful but mine is…” The young child said to the massive scaly creature with fur covering her body.

      “Wendy, do you know who you are?” The dragon said in a calming, endearing tone to her daughter.

      Wendy looked up at her adopted mother with a confused tilt. “Um… I’m Wendy, right?” She said like she was unsure that was the answer.

      Grandeeny nodded her head, “That’s right. You are Wendy Marvell. You are my daughter and the Dragon Slayer of the Sky. And I promise you, one day your Roar will be so mighty, you’ll even be stronger than me. And I know it Wendy…”

      “Because I believe in you.”

      Wendy pushed herself off the tree and stared at the surrounding animals with a stern glare. The animals all stopped their stalk forward and froze at the suddenly powerful will she gained in her eyes.

      For now, just for a moment, she abandoned all of her insecurities and fears. She took a deep, calming breath as wind started to gather around her mouth. She grasped onto Carla even tighter, waking her up long enough to see her caretaker start facing the animals. The wolves started to back away in fear as a strange presence started forming around the little girl.

      The vortex started to disappear, “Sky Dragon’s—”

      “ROAR!”

      She roared out a mighty typhoon from her mouth, the massive vortex blew away the animals and separated the trees. After the grand attack faded away, it showed to reveal a large trench formed by the force of her attack. All around the area of effect, the carnivorous animals were sprawled out unconscious with spiraled eyes.

      Carla looked up at Wendy with a tired but proud expression. “Way… to go… Wendy,” she panted out as Wendy was taking quick breathes, looking at her handiwork with a surprised shock. She looked down at Carla and felt a happy smile form out of pride.

      She then remembered what was happening prior to her breath attack. “Ah! Naruto-San! Where did he go?” Wendy looked around with wide, stark white eyes as they had lost sight of their blond friend while he was fighting the other creature.

      She ran off in the direction she heard a primal, beast-like roar echo from.

    
    

    
      Naruto was trying to cut into the scales of the lizard beast but it seemed to be both agile and durable body. Even the fires from the dragon sword weren’t working because the beast never stayed in the same position long enough for him to deal enough damage.

      And he didn’t know why, but his chest felt like it was burning and it was hurting to breathe.

      The Wyvern kept unleashing stronger blasts of wind at Naruto as it was forcing him out of the tree covering and onto the edge of a cliff overseeing another section of the forest. Naruto looked out over the lower level of the Wood Sea, finding that he was cornered between the beast and the drop.

      The Wyvern took a deep breath and unleashed another blast of concentrated magic at the prone blond. Naruto turned around and blocked the powerful gale with his black and red blades as he was blinded by the smoke cloud.

      He growled through his teeth and glared at the beast that settled on its hind legs in front of him, preparing to attack the Mage again while he was still unguarded.

      Was this what they called déjà-vu? Getting stuck in an unfavorable situation with a feral Wyvern eyeing him down like he was a tasty meal just felt like another bad memory was playing out.

      The whiskered teen was cursing his luck at the moment. He looked down at the red blade that he had tried to train with for the last several weeks. These things still needed to use too much magical power just to function properly.

      Natsu even said it was kind of like being near Igneel’s fires again. A pure, undiluted flame that the young Dragon-Slayer said only compared with the embers of the dragon’s original power. So he still had a long way to go until they could tap into the full potential of the swords.

      When he showed them to everyone at the guild, everybody was surprised and interested in how they worked. A bunch of them took turns in practicing with them and seeing what they were like. And almost all of his friends had the exact same difficulties using them as he did.

      Except for the older mages in the guild. They actually made the swords use an equal amount of power and for a longer duration then the younger generation did. Macao explained to them that they weren’t using their magical power efficiently, putting far too much bulk into the item and not getting an equivalent worth of power.

      He then went into an explanation of how to properly gauge the magical potential you have to make your magic stronger and last longer… but that was about the time the kids started to doze off. And plus baby Romeo was crying after he pooped himself and that needed the veteran Mage’s immediate attention.

      No offense to Macao, but he really wasn’t interesting enough to keep their attention long enough to give them a lecture.

      But Jiji did say something to them afterwards that got their attention.

      “You should stop worrying about that stuff for now kids, you’ll do better when you start graduating from diapers.” Erza held Naruto and Natsu back as they furiously started trying to claw at the old midget as he took a deep swig from his mug. “You should know that it doesn’t matter how much power you guys have in the end, you need to think through your fights and experiences a little more. Power does not equal strength, and strength does not equal victory.”

      Naruto kneeled down into a deeper stance, changing his red flame sword out for a much darker model. A bulky, long black sword appeared in his hand as he gripped it with both hands. It started to emit a black aura that grew thicker and thicker the longer he held it.

      He growled and swung his sword as the Wyvern spit out another blast of wind.

      “Black Shroud!”

      The sheet of Shadow magic clashed with the gale force breath attack and they both start to fade away. And when the black cover evaporated in dust, Naruto was holding another long sword with an almost holographic appearance.

      “Solar Flare!”

      An intense bright light temporarily blinded the scaled creature as he roared in agony. Its vision started to darken again and fix itself long enough to notice that something was pushing its wings up.

      The Wyvern saw the blond boy hold another light blue sword with a spiky design up its blade as he was spinning it over his head in a spiral formation. Surrounding him was a large vortex that positioned itself under the lizard’s wings and was forcing it off the ground. The boy in the black cloak yelled in a mighty voice and aimed the sword at the beast, causing the small whirlwind to spin the Wyvern off of the cliff .

      The creature fell several meters from the base of the cliff before regaining its balance in mid-air. It flapped its wings and started to gain altitude again before it saw the boy on the edge of the cliff, looking down at the creature with a wide sneer and another sword held over his shoulders.

      “Good night.” He lifted the curved broadsword over his head a smashed it into the cliff, causing hundreds of cracks to form along the entire body of the cliff side. The cliff fell apart into dozens of massive boulders as the Wyvern looked up at the rockslide with wide stark white eyes. It was buried underneath the rubble and fell a hundred feet into the lower level of the forest.

      Naruto looked over the new cliff side and saw the unconscious creature with ‘x’ shaped eyes. He whistled in surprise as he looked over the Sword of Earth. “You’re a tough one, aren’t you? We’ve have got to see how you do against someone like Jura. That’ll be—”

      He fell on his knees and tried to keep his vision from spiraling out anymore than it already did. Naruto groaned and instinctively raised a hand to the scratch the Wyvern had cut across his chest. “What the hell? It barely even touched me?”

      He dismissed the Earth sword and summoned the Sky sword in its place. He placed the sword against his chest and tried to heal the wound before it made him feel any worse. But he noticed that while the pain and wounds from his other injuries had started to fade, the burning sensation from the Wyvern had barely lightened.

      “Tch, dammit. What the hell is going on?”

      “Naruto-San!”

      Wendy came running up to the teenager, looking slightly worn out and with Carla unconscious in her arms. “Thank goodness you’re alright! I’m so glad you escaped from the Wyvern before it reached you! How did you do it?”

      Naruto just pointed towards the edge of the cliff and didn’t say anything more. Wendy looked at him in confusion before she carefully approached the edge of the rock formation and cautiously peeked over the side, her mouth was agape at the sight of the large, unconscious beast resting under a huge pile of rocks and rubble.

      She wanted to ask how he did that, but decided that maybe now wasn’t the best time.

      She noticed that Naruto was in some kind of discomfort and walked her way over to his side. “Are you alright?”

      “Yeah… I should be fine but… something’s wrong?” He said as he clutched the wound on his chest.

      Wendy awkwardly handed the unconscious Carla into Naruto’s arms as he looked down at the sleeping form of the cranky kitten. “Is she ok?!

      “She’s very tired from running away from the wolves.” Wendy was putting her full concentration on the visible part of the wound across his chest.

      “Oh damn the wolves! I forgot about them! Hey, what happened? Did you lose them? Are they coming here?”

      “Naruto-San, shush. I’m looking at your wound.” Naruto just blinked at her sudden strong demeanor when she was checking his injury. He shut his mouth with an audible clap.

      Wendy gasped and looked up at him worryingly. “You’ve been poisoned!”

      Oh, that explained it. Yeah, he remembered Rib-jichan saying something about how animals will evolve differently in separate environments. The Blizzardvern in the mountains had tough white scales to help them blend into their surroundings. It made sense that a Wyvern living in the jungle would have a defensive mechanism for fighting against other predators.

      Wait? Did that mean the Sky sword didn’t work against poison? He knew the swords only had a portion of the dragon’s real power but did the sword only heal physical wounds? That sucks..

      “Crap. Wendy, help me up. We’ve gotta find an antidote or something before it starts spreading—” he stopped his order when the young girl placed her hands close to the wound on his chest and closed her eyes.

      Naruto noticed a faint green light start to form around her hands as the pain from the poison steadily started to fade. He watched in amazement as the wound started to close itself and disappear from sight. Wendy finished her spell and lowered her hands, sighing in relief as she was able to help her friend before it was too late.

      Naruto grabbed his shirt and pulled the cut apart to look at his chest. The wound was completely gone! There wasn’t even a scar left over from scratch! “Wendy that’s amazing! I can’t believe you could do that!”

      Wendy struggled to nod her head and turned in a specific direction to their side. “C-come on Naruto-San… our guild is…” Wendy almost fainted but Naruto caught her before she fell on her face.

      “Hey! Are you okay Wendy? What’s wrong?” Naruto asked worriedly as he tried to handle both of the Cait Shelter girls with care.

      Wendy fought to keep her eyes open long enough to talk to him. “I’m sorry Naruto-San… I’m just really tired from using my magic for so long… I think I need a moment to…” Her eyes fluttered a little and she yawned before she passed out from over-exhaustion. She was still young and her magic hadn’t developed very well yet, so an extremely powerful breath attack and stopping the poison in Naruto’s body was where she clocked out.

      Naruto sighed and looked between Wendy and Carla. He looked in the direction the little Dragon-Slayer had pointed to and smiled, happy that for the moment she seemed more confident then last night.

    
    

    
      Wendy tried to open her eyes again but felt like they were glued shut. She felt like she was floating and could feel a slight bump jostle her once in a while. She tried to lift her head and saw the back of Naruto-San heading towards the setting sun.

      “N… Naruto… San?”

      Naruto blinked and slowly turned his head, making sure the resting kitten sprawled over the top of his head wasn’t jostled off. “Hey. Rise and shine sleepy-head. I think we’re almost at your guild, I spotted it over the last hill we passed. We should be there soon.”

      Wendy didn’t seem to be fully aware of what was happening as she incoherently mumbled into his back, nuzzling into it so she could continue her little nap. Something about the blond’s presence helped calm her worry and make it easier to relax. He felt really warm. Like what it felt when she was with Jellal or Grandeeny.

      Reassuring.

      “Naruto-San…” Naruto looked back over his shoulder at the sleeping girl’s face as she tried to open her eyes. “You’re… you’re a really nice person… thank you.” She finished as she finally closed her eyes and surrendered to the sleep.

      Naruto kept moving forward with a smile on his face. He really didn’t care if Jiji hung him from his ears for being late. This whole experience was well worth the time.

      Naruto finally climbed over the hillside and caught full site of the guild the two girls came from. The whole cat theme seemed to make sense now that he saw their base of operations was basically a cat head popping out of the ground. Surrounding the main complex were smaller, intricate wooden huts that covered the entire stone floor area. And there appeared to be a large gathering of people in the main plaza that were yelling something.

      “Ok! We’re going to charge into that forest and get the girls back! Screw the monsters!” One of the men in the huge group of people cheered as he held a stick over his head.

      One of the women was worryingly upset and wiping a tear out of her eye. “We shouldn’t have let them go on their own like that. I should have known better. Oh no~.” She weeped into her hands while some of the other Cait members tried to reassure her.

      “That’s enough! All of you!”

      At the front of the group was a man of short stature with a large, fluffy white beard. He had a strange tattoo on his forehead and an odd headpiece covering his scalp. “We will never solve any of our problems if we stay here and regret them! So are you all going to stay here worrying until they come back, or are we going to brave the storm and charge in there!”

      “Yeah!”

      “It doesn’t matter what we face in that forest! As long as Wendy and Carla are in there we will face any danger!”

      “Yeah!”

      “We will defeat any foe!”

      “Yeah!”

      “Excuse me?”

      “One second young man.” Roubaul interjected to the stranger that appeared behind him before effortlessly flowing back into the hype. “So let’s get off our butts, let’s storm our way into the Forest, AND SHOW THOSE MONSTERS WHY THEY SHOULDN’T TRY TO HURT OUR FAMILY!”

      “HELL YEAH!”

      The entire guild was hyped up and cheering as Roubaul turned around to address the young blond that had somehow found his way this deep into the Wood Sea. “I’m sorry youngling, what was it you needed?”

      “I was just wondering if these two were yours?” On second inspection, the old man noticed that he had a familiar white cat sleeping on his head and their youngest guild member receiving a piggy-back ride while she rested her eyes.

      “WENDY! CARLA!”

      The guild swarmed the young man and took the two young charges off the blond’s care. They carried them in their arms carefully, to make sure they didn’t jostle them too much. “A-are they hurt? What happened to them?”

      Naruto asked everybody to calm down with the gesture of his hands. “They’re fine, they’re fine. They’re just dead tired from traveling all day and fighting against some hungry animals.”

      All of Cait Shelter just stared at him with unreadable expressions. Before one of them yelled out over the others, “Why the hell were they fighting?!”

      “Cause they look like easy prey in the middle of the forest.” Naruto responded rather flatly, making the entire other guild just mechanically turn their heads to look at the girl and cat who were napping like there wasn’t a care in the world.

      Ok… they could see how that would happen…

      “But they were actually pretty amazing those two. They beat, like, fifty something predators by themselves like it was nothing.” Naruto didn’t actually know what happened because they didn’t explain it to him, but he didn’t mind stretching the details as long as the overall result was true. “They kicked, they punched, they flew overhead and dropped down on them like merciless bombs.”

      Naruto nodded his head smiling with his arms folded over, “You guys have got some pretty amazing kids in your guild.”

      Roubaul smiled and looked over at the two girls that had did their best on delivering the package he ask for. He looked up at his surrounding guild, “Alright everyone that’s enough. Just put them in their beds and let them rest. They’ve had a long day.”

      When the guild members started to thin out, it was just the Cait master and the blond boy left standing in the plaza. The short man started walking and motioned for the boy to follow. “So young man, are you one of Master Bob’s children?”

      “Huh? Nope, I’m a part of Fairy Tail old man.” Naruto joined the conversation while looking around at the exotic guild of Cait Shelter. “Master Bob just asked me to come up here and get the information as part of the request.”

      “Oh, so you’re from Makarov’s family then? Hehe, I might have suspected.” Roubaul reached a dirt path with a stall of horses tied up to the beams. “I want to thank you for helping those two when they needed it. I would dread to think what could have happened to them if they were hurt.”

      The old man tightened his fist until his knuckles were white and he was discreetly trembling. “I wanted to let them finally start to grow up like they desired. I thought if I could let them take this request it would be their first steps towards becoming full fledged adults. But I was foolish to think that they wouldn’t experience danger like this. I’m such a fool.” He seemed to reprimand himself for his decision.

      Naruto tried to calm him down, “It’s alright. They really were able to hold their own out there. I bet they’ll be great when they grow up, just give them a little time.”

      Roubaul considered what he said and seemed to calm down. “I’m sorry, you’re right. It’s just we can’t help it sometimes… even when you have full faith in someone, you can’t help but worry about them when they leave. It just a part of being a family and caring for each other.”

      Naruto looked at the shorter man in mild shock at his heartfelt expression. Actually, he was right. Even he felt a little worried when some of the others went off on dangerous missions, like Erza or Natsu and Gray. He knew full well that they were capable of taking care of themselves, but it still worried him if they got hurt.

      Did everyone feel like that when someone they cared about—

      ‘Oh! Oh shit. God I’m an idiot.’

      Roubaul grasped the lead of one of their horses and handed it to the young man. “This little guy has been trained to follow the path towards the mountains and come back home afterwards. You’re probably pretty tired so just leave everything to him. When he stops, you’ve just got to keep following the path around the mountains and you’ll arrive in Viola by the end of tomorrow.”

      Naruto wanted to protest but it was true, he was feeling like he could go to sleep at any moment. He gave a faint smile and nod towards the grinning old man. He climbed his way up the horse and whipped the rope, making it start off down the road while the Cait Shelter master waved goodbye.

      Naruto could have spent another full night gazing up at the stars and thinking more about what he had experienced on this trip. But he opted out and just rested his head against the fluffy mane of the horse.

    
    

    
      “Two days! YOU WERE TWO DAYS LATE! WHAT IS WRONG WITH YOU BRAT?!” Makarov yelled out in anger as he stomped his feet, getting the attention of many people around the town square.

      “I’M NOT GOING TO EXPLAIN IT TO YOU AGAIN JIJI! IF THE IDEA OF ME HELPING SOME INNOCENT KIDS IS TOO MUCH FOR YOU TO HANDLE THEN FORGET IT! BE ANGRY!” The blond teen screamed back with an equal ferocity as he got up in his master’s face.

      “NO PROBLEMS THERE KID! I’M ABSOLUTELY FREAKIN LIVID!” Naruto and Makarov huffed and crossed there arms glaring away from each other, the scarlet-haired girl behind them was just shaking her head in disappointment.

      Makarov justed sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “At least your failing ass got that info to Bobby intact.”

      “What the heck was that thing for anyway?”

      “Just something Bobby’s been looking into about the magic levels in the Wood Sea. Nothing we’ve got to worry about.” The short Fairy Master grumbled out as he headed towards the train station again to buy their next ticket. Viola didn’t have a direct railroad to Magnolia so they had to make a stop over in this small town before going back home.

      As Naruto watch the old geezer grumble off to pay for their transportation, he looked over to see Erza looking around the town with interest. He took a deep calming breath in and out before making his way over to the armored girl’s position.

      Erza was looking around the town shops with a piqued interest in buying anything new. She didn’t like to announce it, but she enjoyed buying the current fashions and looking for new armor.

      She was a growing young lady after all.

      “Erza?” Naruto’s voiced pierced her concentration as she looked back to see him standing there with a struggling expression.

      “Huh? Naruto what’s—”

      “I’m sorry!” Naruto yelled out as he bowed his head, catching the red-head off guard from his sudden exclamation.

      “H-huh?” Erza replied rather weakly with her eyes going white from shock.

      “I’m sorry that I took the S-class request without permission and I didn’t even tell you! I’m really sorry Erza!” Naruto replied with the most sincerity he could muster in his apology.

      Erza blinked before trying to stop him with waving her arms. “Naruto, honestly it’s ok now. You don’t have to—”

      “It’s not ok!” Erza stopped when her blond friend interrupted her with a stern reply, “I can’t just selfishly go out and steal a mission like that. I want to gain strength but I shouldn’t have to resort to stealing just to get what I want.”

      The regret he had in his eyes faded and he stood back up to look at her, “You were worried that I could’ve die when I didn’t come back, right?” Erza just stared at him for a moment before nodding her head. “See, what’s the point in me getting stronger if I make you and everybody else scared that I might get hurt? I keep making you worry because I can’t control myself with stuff like that.”

      He gave her a confident grin and made a firm fist in front of his chest. “I promise Erza, I won’t do anything like that to make you worry again. I swear!”

      Erza just stood there silently as she watched Naruto take the blame for what he did. Was she being so scatterbrained lately that he thought she was punishing him?

      Erza thought about what he promised and what he could do. She knew him better than anyone else. He was her best friend for as long as she could remember and she was his. Whenever Naruto had a problem, Erza made it her duty to help him solve it in anyway she could.

      That was just the way they worked. Always helping each other, sometimes without them even knowing they were doing it.

      Erza just giggled lightly and looked up to him with a kind smile on her face.

      “No you won’t.”

      Naruto was caught completely off guard by that reply. Evident by his wide eyes, slacked jaw and him weakly choking out, “Huh?”

      “You won’t stop doing these things Naruto. It’s just the way you are. Whenever there was something you felt you needed to do, someone you thought needed the help, you charge in without giving it a second thought. It’s just the way you are. And you can’t change that no matter what you try.”

      Naruto felt his cheeks go red in embarrassment with how his friend so easily analyzed him with a cheeky smile on her face. “Well-yeah-but—”

      Erza raised her gauntlet covered hand and stopped his rebuttal in it place. “So here is what you are going to do from now on. You make sure you always come back to me, alright?” Erza placed her hands on her hips and looked at him with an unwavering determination.

      Seeing that he was confused by her statement, she decided to expand on it with a kind expression. “Whenever you come back from missions or a request, I want you to come back and find me. I want to see for myself that you are ok. Because I know I can’t stop you from being the kind of person who strives to make things better Naruto, but I want to at least be the person you can trust to fall back on when things become too rough.” Erza finished with the most honest, heartwarming smile she could give to her best friend.

      Naruto didn’t know why but his face was burning even more than it was before. He couldn’t say anything as he just looked at Erza in stunned amazement. Swallowing his tongue, he thought about what it meant for her to tell him that and care for him so much.

      He felt all of his worry wash away and gave the girl a similar honest smile. “Ok Erza… I promise I’ll always come back to you.”

      She nodded her head, “Good.”

      A soft patter of boots grew behind the two teenagers, “Oh my I hope I ain’t interruptin’ anything.” The two Fairy youngsters looked back down to their master who looked up at them with a cheeky, pervy old man smile. “I’m gone for a few minutes and things start getting heated~. Ooooooohhhhhhh, the young kids these days~.”

      Both of the teenagers felt their faces flush again at the teasing from their Elder. Naruto growled and grabbed the little man by his cheeks, “Shut it Jiji, or else I’ll go tell Baa-chan about that secret stash of magazines you keep hidden in the back room of the guild.”

      Makarov’s face was completely drained of blood from the threat his pseudo-child made. “W-why would you think Porlyusica is interested in that?”

      Naruto made a challenging smirk, “Better question is: ‘Are you really willing to take that risk?’”

    
    

    
      The third Master of Fairy Tail was skipping happily, trying to forget the previous threat he had just gotten from his guild member. “Alright you two, the train isn’t going to be here for another few hours so let’s look around for a little bit.”

      Erza happily nodded her head while Naruto just grumbled a reluctant reply.

      Makarov ducked out of sight into a saucy party club in the back of some alley and left the two Fairy Mages on their own.

      “Come on Erza~, do we really have to go shopping? I don’t like spending all our time looking for stuff we can’t even buy.” Naruto wasn’t the most excitable when it came to the topic of going out to shop. He had enough clothes, he wasn’t the biggest reader and he basically always went out to eat; what else did he need to go look for?

      “Stop moaning Naruto, we’ve got nothing better to do before the train comes back. Besides what else were you going to do to pass the time, sit on your butt and watch paint dry?” Erza replied pointedly as the plaza space was bustling with consumers and buyers swarming around like fish.

      “That almost seems exciting at this point,” Naruto said with a bored tone and slumped over body. Erza just shook her head and ran off ahead of him, leaving him to look around and wonder why so many people spent all of their time looking at this stuff.

      “Naruto come on! I think I found us somewhere we can eat!”

      He perked up at that little statement, “Did you find a ramen place?”

      “No, I found a sweets shop! Hurry up before I bleed the place dry!”

      Naruto deflated at the mention of no ramen shops as he decided to follow her back to the candy store. That was one of the things he never would have thought about Erza; she had a serious sweet tooth. Cakes, pastries, candies, she ate all of them up. He actually couldn’t wait to see her buy everything in the store and—

      Naruto froze in place, an ice cold chill running through his spine as he felt a strange presence pass around him. Naruto spun around, desperately looking for whoever emitted the foreign but familiar signature he had felt in the area. His eyes darted from person to person looking for the odd one out, even ignoring the sounds of Erza calling his name to hurry up.

      Through the gaps of space between the people moving, almost in slow motion Naruto spotted the back of the person he took note of. She had a fairly average height, being taller than him but around the same size of most older women he met. She had long, wavy blond hair that reached the crevice of her back and she was clutching a brown paper bag as she hurriedly made her way through the crowd.

      Naruto panicked, tightening his fists and making a preemptive dash before he could even scream out to her. “Hey! Lady! Stop!”

      Among the dozens of people surrounding them, the woman almost immediately registered that she was being called out. And she instantly made a dash towards the exit of the town they had found themselves in.

      Naruto didn’t waste a moment as he pushed through the crowd and ran after the woman with as much power and speed as he could muster. Erza saw him run away with a strange panic in his face, “Naruto?!” Before running off to catch her friend she ran into the dirty play club to grab her master for help.

      Naruto chased the leading woman out of the town, past the roads and found himself running after her in the forest. He made sure not to lose track of her for even a second as he used some of his Armor magic to strengthen his legs and give him a boost of speed.

      But even with the burst in acceleration, the woman seemed to be keeping the distance from him very easily. In fact, was she getting even further away?

      She looked over her shoulder to see the blond boy with the whiskers on his cheeks still trying to gain on her. She gripped the bag of supplies tightly before disappearing out of Naruto’s sight like a faded image.

      Naruto skidded to a stop and looked around the trees for the woman who had disappeared so easily. “Where are you?! Please come out! I need to talk to you!” He screamed out while panting from the chase he just gave.

      He climbed the trees to get an eagle’s view of the forest area they had run into. He looked around for any sight of another person but found nothing. Before he felt the same type of signature he sensed from the woman he was chasing. It was large but hiding itself, something he could spot out from the rest of the world because it didn’t belong with the nature of Earthland.

      Chakra.

      Just as quickly as the energy appeared, it vanished from his senses. Naruto jumped down from the trees and carefully started to move his way closer to the energy he had sensed. “Naruto,” he heard Erza yell out his name as she ran up to him with Makarov following up behind her. “What are you doing?! Why were you chasing a woman out of town?!”

      “The hell are you thinking brat?! We have enough issues without being known as the guild who chases innocent women!” Makarov screamed out at his young blond comrade before noticing the worry in his face. “Naruto what’s wrong?”

      Naruto wasn’t even looking at them as he kept vigilant of the area surrounding the trio. He finally acknowledged their appearance and looked at them confusingly. “Chakra. I felt Chakra. That woman was keeping it suppressed but I could tell she had it.”

      Erza and Makarov both felt their eyes widen in shock. “How can someone have chakra here? Aren’t you the only one who can still use it?” Erza asked looking in the directions Naruto was searching through a second ago.

      “That’s what I thought. People aren’t born with the ability to use Chakra in this world so how the hell does someone have it here?” Naruto stated as he continued walking in the same direction as before, “I have to find her.”

      “Naruto wait.” The two young guild members looked down to see their master with a much sterner and focused look on his face then they had ever seen him use before. “You aren’t going to find her by yourself, it’s too hard. You and Erza go to the left and I’ll search right.”

      They looked between each other before looking back at the shorter man and nodding their heads.

      “We aren’t trying to start anything with her, ok? If we find her then we are just going to ask her a few questions. Avoid conflict as much as you can.”

      The duo nodded their heads before they followed Naruto’s instincts and ran in the last direction he sensed the chakra signature.

    
    

    
      “I’m sorry Ojii-sama, I lead them straight to us like this. That kid must of been a Mage or something because he kept up with me until I came into the forest.” The woman’s voice said apologetically as she dropped the bag she was carrying earlier in front of a man sitting on a makeshift chair.

      “It’s alright Mahi, it’s my mistake for not putting up the seals fast enough after we came here.” The wrinkled old man seemed to become severally depressed in an instant as the young woman tried to tell him it was ok. Just as fast as he gained the melancholy, he lost it and looked up at her, “How did they know you were different?”

      She shook her head, “I don’t know. I didn’t stay long enough to check, I just ran as fast as I could the moment he shouted out.”

      The old man tapped his foot before looking up at the much younger woman, “You need to get them out of here. We can’t risk other people knowing about us. I’ll take care of everything here, don’t worry.”

      “Got it,” she replied thankfully before standing back up and walking back the way she came.

      “Mahi,” she turned around when she heard her grandfather call her nickname. “Please, don’t kill them. Any of them,” he seemed to almost plead sadly.

      The blond woman’s eyes softened at his turmoil and nodded her head before disappearing from sight again.

    
    

    
      Naruto and Erza were making their way around the trees, trying to look for the woman that Naruto had said could use chakra. Erza walked up besides the focused blond, “Are you really sure this woman could use chakra? How can you even tell?”

      “Because she felt different. She was hiding it very well and she wouldn’t have been noticed by people who weren’t familiar with chakra but I could tell. I would never forget how if feels to sense chakra from other people,” Naruto whispered under his breath.

      He couldn’t forget. He wasn’t allowed to forget what chakra felt like. The memories of hundreds of Shinobi and Kunoichi putting all of their reserves into killing him before he forced his chakra coated hand through their chest still stayed with him. The faint memory of Kurama’s power running through his body still felt faint on his skin. If he was anything, he was a master at recognizing those that could use their inner power like that.

      He didn’t know how to use it, but like hell he was ever going to forget it.

      Erza’s face twisted in concern when she saw Naruto’s cold expression. She knew about everything he did in the past, and remembering it was something he didn’t put much enjoyment in.

      “What are you going to do when we find her?”

      Naruto looked down and furrowed his eyes while thinking about what was going to happen if they did find her. “I don’t know I’ll ask her how she got here? Or how she learned to use her chakra? Or…”

      He stopped his march and was glaring down at the dirt while his fist was trembling. “I want to know if she’s here to hurt anyone,” that was the real reason he was so desperate to track her. More than most people he understood how driven and ruthless a ninja could be in a desperate situation. And if she was going to hurt people, he felt like it was his responsibility to stop her.

      Erza was worried and wanted to help Naruto with his trouble. But out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a spot of light reflect on her gauntlet. And it was getting brighter and brighter!

      “Naruto move!” She tackled him to the ground before he could even react to her warning, the ground next to them exploding in a cloud of smoke.

      The two Fairy mages rolled on the ground before separating, Erza summoning a sword and Naruto gripping the blade at his side. They kept their eyes glued to the screen of dust as a figure started standing up in its center.

      The blond woman walked out of the cloud, a fierce expression on her face and not a speck of dust on her clothes. She had a thin but firm frame, her size-able bust being hidden by her black coat and blouse. She steeped her way towards the younger duo wearing a pair of boots and blue jeans.

      Her emerald green eyes did not falter in glaring down the young couple, “Leave. Now.” She said with her voice stating there was zero room for discussion.

      Erza tried to mediate the situation, “Please stand down. We only wish to talk to—”

      “This isn’t a request. Leave now or I will force you to leave. Final warning.” She said harshly as her fists tightened at her sides.

      Naruto answered her demand by standing back up and pulling out his black sword. “We aren’t leaving. Not yet.”

      The taller woman narrowed her eyes and lowered herself into a fighting, one hand out towards the mages while another was chambered at her side. “Fine.”

      Naruto thought that he had the advantage of knowing how his enemy fought. He still remembered that when a Shinobi was about to attack, they made hand-seals to gather their chakra and mold correctly until they could turn it into an attack. He thought that as long as he kept his eyes on the woman’s hands, he could tell when she was about to attack and act accordingly.

      He wasn’t expecting her hand to start being enveloped in one of the brightest lights he had ever seen before.

      Instinctively diving out to the side, the two Fairy mages watched as the woman suddenly appeared where they were standing and punched the tree behind them. They even got to watch as the entire body of the tree was vaporized almost instantaneously.

      Naruto was looking up at the unmoving back of the powerful woman in front of him. He analyzed the situation as best he could, ‘Wh-what the hell is going on? That wasn’t chakra, that was magic! How-how is that possible?’

      “Just so you know,” the woman said frankly as she turned around and stared viciously at the blond male behind her. “You should have left when you had the chance.”
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    16. The Forgotten Ninja's Way

    
      Chapter 16: The Forgotten Ninja’s Way

      It’s horrifying when the smoke leaves, the burning rubber fades from your nose and you have to pull yourself and your friends out of a wrecked car. But then you can thank science, your gods, or just plain damn luck that the only thing ruined out of that crash was some beat up old car.

      To all you people out there who drive: Wear Your Seatbelts!

      Take my advice; a sore hip and mild burns is a way better treatment then getting hurdled out of the front window of your car at 50MPH.

    
    

    
      Erza Scarlet was not a firm believer in being overconfident in your own skills.

      She knew from experience that when a person had so much confidence in their skills like that, they become arrogant and stopped worrying about getting stronger.

      She knew because she had fought so many mages and bandits over the years that it was almost expected that some of them would start monologuing and treat her conceitedly.

      So she always strived to train as much as she could and get stronger then she was before. She knew that as long as you desired to move forward and grow stronger, there were never going to be any limits to stop you.

      But even though Erza never bragged about her abilities, she knew she wasn’t any slouch when it came to fighting. Her and Mira did enough fighting together even when that bitch wasn’t starting something up. Naruto invited her to sparring sessions quite often and the two of them had gained much experience from the training. And she knew she was a pretty good fighter because Natsu and Gray always seemed to avoid her when she wanted to join in their fights.

      Of the people she knew, Erza would probably only be completely outclassed in fighting by Gildarts and possibly Laxus.

      So as she watched the supposed chakra wielding woman effortlessly sidestep Natuto’s sword swings after she threw Erza across the clearing, Erza couldn’t help but think she was at a disadvantage in fighting.

      As far as strength and fighting ability goes, this woman could have possibly tied with Gildarts in pure skill. She moved like a calm wind around her and Naruto’s sword slashes with such amazing footwork that Erza wasn’t able to concentrate on the fight without focusing her attention on the next move the woman would make.

      And even though she hadn’t landed a direct attack on them, the surrounding damage her fists caused to the area was evident enough that her slender arms packed a ton of power. No, it wasn’t that she hadn’t landed a punch, it was more like she was only trying to intimidate them with close calls.

      Naruto was doing everything he could to incapacitate the woman with non-lethal force. He kept sending magic into the two blades in his hands to activate their fire and wind elemental properties and swipe at the blonde opponent.

      Before his blades could come into her personal space, she exhaled a long breath and lowered into a tight defensive stance. The woman’s body emitted a soft light and her feet lightly stomped on the ground.

      As Erza pushed herself up, she kept her eyes completely focused on the battle and waited for an opportunity to capture the woman. The Requip Mage watched as the unknown woman used her amazing footwork to avoid her friend’s swords, leaving Naruto to hit only air. Even as he continued to attack, she used her odd stepping method to dodge him with minimal effort.

      The woman took advantage of a gap in Naruto’s barrage rhythm and she punched the hilt of the red sword, knocking it out of his hand. Naruto saw the Fire sword fly out of his peripheral vision as his opponent threw out a palm strike aimed at his chest.

      On reflex Naruto immediately sent his magic into the wind sword in his right hand. A sudden burst of air exploded from the sky blue blade, causing the woman to stumble back from the sudden gale force wind.

      Naruto shifted his feet and drove his left elbow into her raised guard, taking note of how the woman momentarily cringed from the surprising force he had in that arm. They jumped apart and started to punch at each other, redirecting and blocking the other’s attack.

      Naruto twisted his upper body and spun in circle, swinging his Wind blade out and made a compact vortex surrounding him.

      “Gale Saber!”

      The woman went wide-eyed and dove backward, barely avoiding the powerful winds that cut the ends of her clothes. Naruto smirked seeing that he had gained the upper hand and dashed forward to continue his attack.

      As Naruto came closer to reaching her, he realized that she was glowing even brighter while down on one knee. She peeked her eye out over her arms and glared at the boy furiously.

      The Light intensified and reached its apex, “Starlight Gazer!”

      The Light surrounding her body was fired out and surrounded the teenage Mage. His eyes widen and he gasped in pain, being rocketed back several meters and through the trees.

      Erza looked back in shock at the powerful Light magic that completely overwhelmed her partner so quickly. She turned back to their opponent and charged forward, activating her Requip and grabbing the Fire sword off of the ground.

      “Flame Empress Armor,” the light faded and the scarlet-haired Mage was clad in a new set of armor. A deep red, black and orange combination that covered her chest, legs and arms in dragon-like armor. There were long, wide wings that reached down her back and her hair was done up in twin ponytails.

      Erza was swinging the sword as fast as she could at the taller woman as flames erupted around them. She grasped the flames with her red gauntlet and formed them into intense balls of heat.

      The woman of Light blurred out of sight and instantly appeared several feet away, dodging the barrage of fireballs. She did this several more times before the the fires died down and the two woman stood facing each other with their respective fighting stances.

      The Light user was amazed at the abilities these young mages exhibited. This girl was resourceful, taking advantage of having such a powerful weapon and using the most suitable equipment to manipulate it for the most useful attacks. And she had some of the most refined and sharpest swordplay that could leave most other men in shame of their skills.

      “You’re quite amazing for such a young lady.”

      “Thank you,” Erza took the compliment with a nod of her head, not dropping her overhead sword stance for a moment.

      She was calm, collected, and stayed completely focused on the fight at hand. A truly magnificent, talented young woman who had the potential to become amazing.

      And although he wasn’t as composed as the red-headed girl, that whiskered blond was also quite formidable in a fight. He was incredibly tenacious and determined to land a hit on a far stronger and more experienced fighter, but that did not deter him for even a moment. And while the girl had a strong style and form in her fighting, the boy was unrestricted and formless.

      He was undeniably tough and continued to strive for his goal of beating her. And with all of the prolonged fighting, she finally noticed why this boy felt so familiar. Just like her and Ojii-sama, that boy had latent chakra reserves in his body.

      Unlike them, he wasn’t actively repressing his chakra to keep it hidden but his wasn’t necessarily working either. It was dormant like a volcano, so powerful but it had been resting for too long now that it probably wouldn’t work without help. And there was something wrong with his arm too, it felt detached but still somehow resonated a threatening presence.

      Erza charged forward and the blonde woman prepared for any attack she prepared next. The moment before they crossed Erza shifted to her side and encircled the Light woman while she tried to strike the red-head down. The Scarlet girl dragged the Fire sword along the ground and created a trail of fire that rose up to make a circle of flames. She looked at her work and then up into the tree above her, nodding her head.

      Naruto took this chance Erza had created and jumped out of the tree over the woman. He spun through the air like a windmill with a concentration of Armor at the end of his feet. The woman in the center of the circle of fire looked up to see the blond boy come down at her. She raised her arms over her head and prepared for his full-body attack.

      Naruto brought one foot down first and immediately followed with his second, “Dual Axe Charge!”

      When Naruto’s heels impacted against the Light woman’s forearm, the ground underneath them cracked and splintered from the two opposing forces. He kicked off the outstretched guard and flipped through the air before landing on the ground.

      The taller woman’s right arm was shaking and she had a comically pissed off look on her face. “You little bastard,” she said through her teeth while Naruto gave her a sly smile.

      She could punch him right? Ojii-sama told her that it was too dangerous for her to hit people with her real strength but she could make an exception now, right?

      She chambered her attack and concentrated her Light magic into her fist. She twisted her whole body and threw her punch, “Pollux!”

      Naruto felt the wide magic attack come straight at him and reacted by pulling the black blade out of its sheath. The dragon blade guarded against the worst of the blast but it was still powerful enough to send Naruto flying through the air.

      He pulled himself up to his knees with a groan and glared up at the woman. He was going to go in for another attack before Erza stretched her hand out in front of him. The whiskered boy and the blonde Light woman both looked at the red-head in confusion.

      Erza didn’t look back but used her Requip to change back into her base armor and braid. “That’s enough Naruto. We have to stop now.”

      Naruto looked up at her in disbelief, “What? What are you talking about Erza?! You can’t be serious!” He jumped to his feet and tried to argue with his friend.

      “She isn’t fighting us seriously Naruto. You could tell right?”

      “Yeah I know!” Naruto said as he threw his free arm up belligerently in protest. “She wasn’t trying but that doesn’t mean we can just give up like that!”

      Erza looked back at him and grasped his arm gently. “I know how much this means to you Naruto, but we were the ones who started this. We’re the ones at fault.” She spoke in a calming manner and lowered his arm back down, “We can’t always jump to fighting as the solution.”

      She stepped forward and stood across from the tall blonde woman. She bowed her head deeply, “I am very sorry we attacked you like that. I understand that you don’t want to tell us who you are but please, this is a very important matter for my friend and I want to help him as much as I can. Even if it’s only for a little while, will you please listen to our request?”

      The two blondes stared at the girl in amazement. She had put herself at risk and tried to diffuse this bomb before it became any worse.

      Naruto looked down in quilt at his actions. Erza was going out of her way to stop this fight and appeal to that woman before they reached the point of no return. And she was doing it for his sake!

      He sheathed his sword and walked up besides his friend, bowing his head just as deeply as she did. “Please.”

      The Light user looked between the two teens with their head lowered respectfully and thought about what to do. People that chased them because of their power never stopped attacking for a moment, from what Ojii-sama told her. And they wouldn’t try to negotiate like this either.

      She relaxed out of her fighting stance and stood up cautiously. If they were lying, she wouldn’t hesitate to take them out before they made a move. “Fine,” she spoke callously. “I’ll hear what you have to say.”

      The two Fairy mages looked up at her and then smiled at each other. “But I don’t have all the answers you want. Come with me, I know who you can ask.”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow in confusion. He thought it was possible but there really were more chakra users here? “Who?”

      “My grandfather.”

    
    

    
      The Third Master of Fairy Tail was completely baffled at the sight of the remote clearing in the woods. Somehow, far away from the large forest and town surrounding it, there was this tiny field that seemed to be inhabited by a small group.

      Off to the side was a small, man-made wooden cabin. In front of the small home was a bonfire area they used to cook up the food they hunted around the woods. He looked around and noticed that some trees had deep scratches and even some kunai in them. And finally that the bag of supplies the woman had run in with was lying besides a small cot with blankets.

      He couldn’t believe this was all here, hidden from the rest of the world. This couldn’t possibly just be a coincidence. Another human that could use a special skill that was incapable of being taught by the natives in this world. Naruto was brought here by some powerful unknown force but there was one group that had willingly crossed worlds like this before.

      But… it couldn’t be…

      “This is what I get when not setting up the separation barrier in time, I suppose. I wasn’t expecting anyone to ever be able to find us like this, least of all you.” Makarov heard a strained, old but strong voice speak out behind him. He slowly turned around to look at the man steadily walking out of his hiding place and into the open. And the old Fairy Tail Mage felt his mind go blank.

      He saw a tall old man walk forward slowly but with almost no immediate evidence of injury or aged movement. His face was very wrinkled, even more so than possibly Makarov’s own face. Gone was the youthful smirk and vibrant black-hair of the seemingly unchanged man, instead there was a weary smile and sheet white hair that formed with a beard around his chin. And held tightly with a protective form was a bundle wrapped in blankets resting in his arms.

      A kind smile started to stretch the wrinkles on his face, “It is good to see you again after all this time, Makarov-Dono.”

      Makarov looked up at the man in stunned disbelief, “Hashirama-Dono?”

      The older man nodded his head and looked at the shorter man with sympathetic understanding. “You look a lot older.”

      Makarov scoffed at the comment, “You’re one to talk. You’re older than me.” He then looked over the man and saw that even though he must have been past one-hundred years old, he didn’t look nearly as withered as some people. “Although, you don’t quite look it from my perspective.”

      Hashirama laughed until he had to let out a small cough. He looked back towards the much shorter man, “Yes, it’s a trait of my family. We don’t usually lose out to time as far as looks go.”

      “Hehehe you lucky devil.” Both men chuckled before a silence settled between them both.

      Hashirama stared off at nothing with a small smile, “It’s almost like this could be a dream, right?”

      Makarov realized his position and looked down with a sad smile. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

      Hashirama also looked down with his own smile of regret. “All those grand and horrible things that happened all those years ago…”

      “Sometimes I think that everything that happened back then was just a dream I made up, and that if I could close my eyes, everything would change back to what it was.” Makarov said quietly as he remembered all the old memories he had buried, good and bad.

      “Heh, the dreams of old geezers like us, huh?”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      They both stayed completely silent, the only sound was the rustling of trees and birds in the background.

      And when they looked up again, they both had comically wide, quivering wet eyes. If it wasn’t for their white hair and wrinkled skin, you would think they were children about to have a weep fest.

      Makarov cried with a geyser of tears going down his eyes, “WAAAAAHHHHHHHH! HASHIRAMA-DONO!”

      “MAKAROV-DONO!” They both embraced in a hug and cried their eyes out with a blaring yell. While it was a touching moment of reconciliation for the two old comrades, it was a rather awkward and disturbing scene to see out of context.

      “Uh-hum.” The two sobbing men stopped their crying immediately and looked over their shoulders to see two teens and a young woman give them a deadpan stare.

      The older woman coughed into her fist and turned around on her heel, “Come along kids. I don’t want to see where this is going.”

      “Okay(x2).” Naruto and Erza replied flatly as they turned around and followed.

      “W-wait! N-Naruto, Erza, it’s not what you think!”

      “Mahiro, don’t just leave like that!

      “Umph-uhhhhhh-WAHHHHHHH!” A baby’s cry rang out and made Hashirama stop in place, holding the little bundle in his arms with great care.

      “Sorry, sorry. Shhhhh~, I didn’t mean to scare you. Shhhh~.”

      “Ah, dammit Ojii-sama. What did I tell you about handling her gently?!” The woman now known as Mahiro turned back around with a stern look and walked over to the tall elder.

      Naruto and Erza just stared at the incomprehensible scene in front of them. “What the hell is going on?”

    
    

    
      The Fairy group was sitting on the ground across from the two chakra users. Naruto and Makarov were sitting cross-legged while Erza was resting on her knees. Hashirama was also sitting Indian-style while the woman, Mahiro, was holding the baby in her arms besides him.

      He was rubbing the back of his neck and chuckling weakly, “Well, I guess we sorted out that little misunderstanding.” After several minutes of trying to calm down the situation while the baby cried in her mother’s arms, they finally ended up facing each other like this.

      He coughed into his hand and looked at his three new guests. “Allow me to properly introduce myself. My name is Hashirama Senju, I’m an old acquaintance of Makarov-Dono’s from a long time ago.” He gestured to the young woman sitting next to him, “This is my Granddaughter, Mahiro Senju. And the little one in her arm’s is her newborn, Koyuki.”

      The older blonde bowed her head with a soft smile, “It’s nice to be formally introduced to you now.” Naruto hesitantly bowed his head while Erza didn’t seem to even register what they were saying, looking at the baby the woman held in her arm.

      Makarov bowed his head respectfully, “Nice to meet you. My name is Makarov Dryer, Third Master of Fairy Tail.” Mahiro’s eyes widen in shock at the realization that this group was none other than a team from Fairy Tail. There wasn’t anyone in Fiore who didn’t know that legendary guild by name. She now felt a little guilty for fighting with two of its junior members so heatedly.

      “You’ve already met my little youngsters here,” Naruto scoffed at the old man’s description. “These are…” Makarov noticed that Erza wasn’t paying any attention to the conversation at hand, which wasn’t how the strict young woman usually acted. “Erza, you aliright?”

      The red-headed girl jerked up in response and saw that everyone present was looking at her. She waved her arms in front of her embarrassingly, “Oh, I-I’m fine! Really! I was just-um…” She tried to hide her gaze as she looked back at Mahiro and her new daughter.

      The Senju woman realized what the girl wanted to ask and smiled. She scooted in closer to the armor girl until she was sitting right next to her, surprising the scarlet-haired girl. “Do you wanna see her?”

      Erza looked up at the woman before slowly nodding her head with a small blush. Mahiro adjusted herself and lowered her arms to show the small baby easier. Erza looked down at the newborn that was sleeping in her mother’s arms, no longer crying from being startled awake when Master and Hasirama-San were reunited. The little child had a small tuft of dark brown hair on her head. She looked so amazing and beautiful, yet so fragile and sensitive to her surroundings.

      Was this what she looked like to her parents?

      Naruto watched as Erza was completely captivated by the baby that nestled into the blanket covering her. This baby, Romeo; everyone always dropped what they were doing when it came to babies. The girls in particular always had their attention on the little newborn. Probably because they were so cute, Naruto couldn’t deny that.

      Happy wasn’t amused with being outclassed in the adorable department though.

      “How old is she?” Erza asked as she kept her focus on the little baby, waving a finger over her head to try and get her attention.

      “She’s about two months old,” Mahiro replied as she watched her newborn reach out and grasp Erza’s finger with her whole hand. She chuckled a little when the red-head let out a quick squeak from the innocent action.

      Erza sheepishly looked up from the baby towards the older woman and bowed her head, “My name is Erza Scarlet. I’m sorry that we antagonized you like that earlier.” The woman of Light just smiled and dismissed her apology with a wave of her hand.

      “And I’m Naruto Uzumaki.” The whiskered Mage noticed a slight change in expression across the very old man’s face for a moment before he relaxed it back into his former smile.

      “And from the look on your face, you have something you want to ask, right?” Naruto kept up his firm glare before slowly nodding. The old Senju elder could tell this kid had some serious conflicting ideas running through his head at the moment. Which only made him, along with the fact he had chakra, that much more interesting. Hashirama chuckled, “What do you want to ask me?”

      “A lot of things.”

      “Then start with the first one that comes to mind.”

      Naruto looked down and thought about what question seemed appropriate to ask. He looked back up, “How do you have chakra?”

      “Well we were born with it of course.”

      “That’s not what I meant. I mean how do you guys have chakra here in this world?”

      “Well then let me ask you something in return.” Hashirama shifted in place and looked at the younger man, “Where did you get your chakra?”

      Naruto took note of his tone when he asked his question. Like he didn’t need to hear an actual answer because he already knew the conclusion. “You come from the Elemental Nations too, didn’t you?”

      The old geezer gave a big smile and nodded his head, “Yep, born and raised. I came to this world a long, long time ago but I was originally from the Elemental Nations.” He cupped his chin in a mildly smug manner and smirked, “In fact I don’t usually toot my own horn but I was actually the very First Hokage.”

      He slowly opened up one of his eyes to see the stunned boy’s face but was disappointed to see no change in his expression. “The First Hokage… you know who that is right?”

      “No clue.”

      Mahiro and Makarov were trying to console the extremely depressed ninja as a very dark cloud was floating over his despondent head. “Ah. I see. Even the new youngsters are forgetting about me huh? That’s fine. Not like it matters.”

      Naruto raised his eyebrows at the strange situation in front of him before he pointed at the woman sitting besides his childhood friend. “What about you? If you can’t use magic then what kind of Jutsu was that earlier?”

      The woman just gave him a stale, empty look before casually lifting up one hand to cover her baby’s face while raising the other one in front of her.

      A bright light enveloped the tip of her fingers and shined so brightly that the entire area was covered in a white light. A second later when the light died down, everyone except Mahiro had dazed looks on their faces.

      Hashirama was rubbing his eyes fiercely and let out a long groan. “Aw, dang it Mahiro, can you warn us before you do something like that again? Ah, there’s nothing but dots.”

      “Sorry Ojii-sama. He just kind of strikes me as a kid who won’t believe you unless you give him an example.” She said that as Erza gave a cute little look of dazed confusion and fixed her eyesight. Along with her, Makarov was lying on the ground trying to look down at his hands and Naruto was stumbling around, waving his arms out in front of him. “See brat? Just cause I’ve got chakra doesn’t mean I can’t have magic.”

      “No, it’s not supposed to work like that! People with chakra aren’t supposed to even be able to interact with magic properly.” Naruto said in the opposite direction of the woman he was accusing. Mahiro snapped her fingers and waved her hand to try and get his attention.

      Naruto turned around and rubbed the spots out of his eyes until everything around him was a coherent blur. “So how did you get the ability to use it like that?”

      Mahiro raised her eyebrows at his experienced word in such a complicated matter like this, “Well how did you get your magic then kid?”

      Naruto’s body went stiff and his eyes lingered over to Erza for a moment, the red-head sharing the same uncomfortable look he had on his face. He looked back to the older woman, “It was a gift. Something to help me survive when I needed it the most. Alright?”

      Mahiro saw the look of anger Naruto pointed towards her after he answered her question. She decided to drop the topic there because it seemed to be a rather sensitive issue for the two teens. “The reason I’ve got these abilities is because of my parents. My mother was born with chakra, like you and Ojii-sama, and my father could use magic. And when they had me, I could use both.”

      Everyone except the two Senju looked at the woman in surprise. They couldn’t believe something like that was possible. Naruto only got his magic through a surgery to save his life, but this woman was born with it. And she had these abilities for so long already!

      Makarov finally realized another important bit of information that had passed in the moment. “So then you really are a Senju? But then that means…”

      Mahiro nodded her head, “I am the daughter of Yukiha Senju. You knew my mother then Makarov-San?”

      The wrinkled old master nodded his head with a faint smile. “Yes, when I first met up with Hashirama-Dono and his group all those years ago, she was one of the people who came on the exhibition with him.” He noticed the pained look on the faces of both Hasirama and Mahiro when he mentioned the powerful comrade from so long ago. “What happened to her?”

      Hashirama looked over at Mahiro as she gently cradled Koyuki in her arms. “She and my father passed away several years ago. It wasn’t anything horrible. They were sick but they passed in their sleep. Peacefully.”

      With how her mother lived and who was after her blood, a peaceful death was more than she could ever ask for.

      The atmosphere around the small group became rather solemn. Makarov looked between the two Senju clan members and could sympathize with their pain and loss. He lifted his head with a strong gaze towards the older ninja, “Hashirama-Dono?”

      The older man looked over to the short Fairy master as he asked for his attention. Makarov looked at him with an unwavering sight…

      “What happened back then? What happened after Tonewa?”

      Hashirama looked up at the clouds over their heads while everyone looked towards him with waiting ears. “After your team helped us from being captured by Serrento, we tried to find a place we could open another portal to go home. But all of our necessary supplies were destroyed in the first attack, and we couldn’t stay in the same place for too long.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened at the mention of the leader of Damnation. He wanted to say something but a hand from Makarov told him to stop before he could go any further.

      “So we traveled and looked all over this country for a safe place to travel home. But…” Hashirama’s eyes narrowed at the thought of his past, “Sorrento continued to chase us everywhere we went. We couldn’t stay in the same place for more than a week without risking the chance of getting arrested. And the longer it went on, the more… obsessed he became. After a while he wasn’t trying to protect his kingdom, he was just trying to end us.”

      The elder Senju shifted in place as he continued his story. “About a year after we arrived, Sorrento cornered us close to a small town. And he had a weapon with him, a massive cannon that fired magical power like nothing I had ever seen before. It was… powerful, I might have died if it had made a clean hit.”

      The man had a long stare in his eyes as he looked past the Fairy Tail mages like they weren’t even there, unnerving the younger duo. “But it didn’t. I dodged it and…” He sighed and rubbed his face with his hand, “It hit the town. Everything went up in a column of smoke, all in an instant. I tried to run down there and save them but… I couldn’t make it in time. There were so many people; men, women and children. And it was all over just as fast.”

      Erza felt a chill run down her back at the expression the older man had in his eyes. Naruto could only swallow the lump in his throat. They had heard so many stories about the tragedy that happened at Tonewa’s destruction; this was the first time they had ever listened to someone with a first-hand experience at ground-zero.

      “Sorrento lost it after that. He killed everyone in my team except Yukihira, she had escaped before he could reach her. And he came at me to finish everything off but he was injured by the debris and almost killed. I couldn’t do anything to stop him or save the civilians because it was already too late. My team was gone, his team had run away and there was nothing left of the town to save.”

      He looked down in silence before sighing and looking back up, “It didn’t matter how much we wanted to go back home, our expedition team were the only ones who could keep the pathway open for us. After Tonewa it was just Yukiha and I, but we couldn’t keep running… I couldn’t keep running. If we stayed out any longer, more and more people would have suffered because of us. Yukiha went off on her own, fell in love with a new man and had another daughter… but I knew she never forgave me for separating her from her other children.” Mahiro looked off sadly, remembering the smile her mother showed her whenever she looked at her, and the horrible pain she hid behind that smile.

      “And I kept to the shadows, making sure I never disturbed the peace of this world ever again. I hid in the forest, mountains, wherever I could go to keep away from the rest of the world, never staying in one place for too long. When I hid, I used a barrier Jutsu I had to keep myself out of the attention of travelers and people. I thought it was enough that I was going to leave the world alone again… but then I learned that Sorrento survived.”

      Makarov kept a level look as he crossed his arms, “It wasn’t your fault that he started to do what he did. That man became a psychopath because he couldn’t handle the weight of his own mistakes. Don’t blame yourself for what he has done Hashirama-Dono.”

      Hashirama just had a regretful smile and a dark gleam in his eyes. “It isn’t that easy Makarov-Dono. I came to this world in an attempt to help find a place my people could escape from war. A utopia of peace those that had suffered could come to, and I was sure this was it. There were no constant wars, no clans snapping at each other’s throats for superiority, no tension between fellow nations for rights to rule their border lands, nothing. And yet I was here for less than a year, and I destroyed this world’s peace.”

      Hashirama slowly closed his eyes and angled his head back, “Perhaps that is the fate for us bred in the battlefield.”

      Mahiro looked away in shame and guilt at her inability to console her own grandfather. Makarov and Erza also couldn’t keep up their look without feeling some shame. Could they even try to persuade the man when they themselves never experienced such horrors? Did they have the right?

      “No, it’s not.”

      All of the people in the camping area looked towards the young blond boy who was leaning against his hand and fiddling with the gravel at his feet. “You aren’t cursed to carry the pain of war or anything like that. It’s hard to lose people you love and come back alive, but you shouldn’t think that you deserve to die because of it. If you make it off the battlefield, that’s a miracle you need to cherish, not a sin you struggle to bear with. You’re not a monster for wanting to find a better life for people in misery, you’re just human.”

      Hashirama was caught off guard from that statement. And apparently, no one else was expecting him to add in such personal thought on the matter. The former First Hokage started to size the boy up with his full attention; mismatched eyes, whiskered cheeks, he guarded himself like an experienced fighter, he was trying to avoid making eye contact with both him and Mahiro, and despite being rather inert, his chakra reserves were quite impressive.

      No, not just that. This faint chakra… it was familiar. Not just because he was an Uzumaki.

      Hashirama adjusted himself and looked at the blond teen. “What happened to the Elemental Nations after I left? Do you know what happened to Konohagakure?”

      Naruto eyes turned towards Hashirama and stuck to him, the Senju’s eyes doing the same to him. His left hand slowly tightened into a fist at the topic he had chosen. He could see that other ninja lady and Jiji both looking at him, and Erza was reluctant to look at him as well. She knew just how much he hated to relive his past before the tower, but she also knew that it was probably the right thing to do at the moment.

      Naruto turned back around and kept his gaze on the ground, not even attempting to look up at the very old ninja. “I remember the countries were at war. Constant war. They were fighting about… I can’t remember the reason anymore, but it was enough to start hostilities across the entire nation.”

      Hashirama’s eyes widened in worry, “What about Konoha? What did Saru do about the war?”

      Naruto shook his head negatively. “I don’t know about any guy named Saru. I only know the names of two men from back then; Kakashi and Danzō.”

      Hashirama’s eyes narrowed when he heard that old name again. Danzō Shimura. A fellow student and competitor for the Hokage seat alongside Sarutobi. He was driven, brilliant, and completely devoted to the betterment of Konoha’s future.

      His only glaring flaw, he may have been too devoted. When it came to the mission, he was willing to do anything and everything to succeed. And he put the safety of his comrades on the backboard for his mission.

      “He made me and—” Naruto unconsciously gripped his shirt over his belly as he cringed in discomfort, “-my friend kill so many people. Every chance he could take, anything he could do to advance the state of the village’s power, he used me as a weapon. And after a few years, the balance of power broke.”

      “The next thing I remember happening, I was in a canyon. There were so many soldiers, all of them were killing each other as fast as they could. Then a bunch of these monsters, larger than this forest, started wiping out ninja left and right. A massacre.”

      “And then… there was this massive explosion in the center of the valley. I can’t remember anything after, it all just went dark and silent. I started fading in and out, seeing these new bastards start a fight with all the nations, and winning. And then…” Naruto stopped his tale and looked up at the sky, noticing that it had started going darker in color. He looked down and saw Makarov, Mahiro, Hashirama and Erza putting their full attention on his story.

      “I saw my friend, standing over my broken body, and fading away into light. All of the fighting had stopped, he stopped it. He looked down at me, told me that everything was going to be okay, and then he disappeared. And when I woke up, I was here.”

      Naruto took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, “I don’t know what happened to the ninja villages after that. Some of them might have survived, they might have all died, I don’t know. I just know the fighting was over after that.” Naruto looked towards the wizened old ninja with a solemn stare, “I’m sorry.”

      Hashirama sighed sadly and shook his head, drying his eyes before they started to water. “How long ago was that?”

      “9 years ago.”

      So it was too late anyway. By this point, they had either started to rebuild their power or they had finally started to die out. It didn’t matter anyway, he couldn’t change anything from here no matter how much he wanted.

      For the first time in a long while, he had started to feel guilt for what he left behind to travel here. Tsunade. Nawaki. Good lord, he made their mother abandon them just to help him on his mission. Were they alright? Did they grow up well, even with what he had done?

      The old Senju gave a weak smile and nodded his head towards the young blond, “Thank you Naruto. I needed to hear what happened back in our world, even if there wasn’t anything good.” Naruto had a worried look at what he had said but just nodded his head in acceptance.

      Hashirama turned towards the Fairy Tail master, “Thank you for everything you’ve done for us Makarov-Dono, but I think it’s time for you to go back home.”

      Makarov tried to argue, “Hashirama-Dono—”

      “I know you want to try and help, but I think it’s too late for that. I think it’s time this old man just rested out here… please.” Makarov and Mahiro looked at the old man, seeing him resign his remaining time to live in solitude. After the life he lived, blaming himself for the pain of so many people for so many years, this might have been the only way he thought he could live anymore. Naruto didn’t say anything, leaving the old man alone might have been the best choice by this point.

      “Not like this! You can’t!” Everyone looked towards the scarlet-haired girl that glared at the oldest Senju with a defiance. “I know it hurts, I couldn’t even begin to understand the pain you’ve had to go through Hashirama-San, but crawling away to die isn’t the answer to atone for it!”

      She turned towards him and did not falter for a second, “If you want to repent for a mistake you think you made, you have to live on and make up for it, not lay down and wait for death! Naruto said—” she looked towards her dearest friend for a moment before looking back at the old man. “He said he did a lot of horrible things back when he was a child. And even though I don’t think he is to blame for them, he is willing to take that burden and make up for it everyday by helping people and living his life with those he loves. And compared to the person he was when he first came to this world, he has found family, friends, and he has grown strong enough to hold those thing close to him forever. I think he is a good person who has proven he more than deserves to live his life how he wants!”

      Naruto looked at Erza in surprise at her belief in him, “Erza…”

      She looked towards the older woman and the baby in her arms. “And it isn’t just you who is affect by this pain. Mahiro-San loves you, her family, enough that she would stay with you until you breathed your last breath. But is that the life you want her to live? Do you want her and her daughter to live on, carrying your burden of pain with them? Because that is a far worse fate than what you have set for yourself.”

      Everyone was stunned. Flat out shocked at how the young Requip Mage had chewed out the old Senju on his own self-punishment. But more than that, they were surprised about her ideals of redemption and forgiveness for others. Not just for her best friend, but for a complete stranger.

      Naruto just smiled. He expected nothing less of her. That was just the kind of person he knew Erza was.

      Makarov smiled as well and pushed himself up to his feet, walking towards the old ninja. “Hashirama-Dono, we can’t force you to change your mind no matter how hard we try. And if you still want to stay here, then we shall leave and keep this place a secret for the rest of our lives. But I want you to remember that I once gave you an offer years ago…”

      He slowly stretched out an open palm towards the older man and gave him a kind smile. “And that offer will stand as long as I am breathing. It’s a long and beaten path to take, but you won’t have to take it alone.”

      Hashirama looked forward at the short man standing before him with his hand offered to help. Naruto was looking off to the side, a small smirk with how his master always gave his help to those he trusted. Erza smiled proudly at her Master. Mahiro was wiping a tear away from one of her own eyes at the kind act. And Hashirama…

      After so many decades of running and hiding away from others like a hermit. After blaming himself for all the pain and trouble this world had experienced because he had fought against a man who was determined to capture him. Seeing a man he thought he would never see again put faith in him, it was overwhelming.

      It was unbelievable.

      It was wonderful.

      So much so that the First Hokage had started to cry. From joy, instead of dread.

    
    

    
      “Gildarts! That frozen Dickwad turned my sandwich into a freakin icicle, again!” Natsu complained to the veteran Mage in charge as he swung his ice covered lunch over his head.

      An empty mug impacted against the back of his head, “That’s only because you burnt my soda into nothing, Charcoal-Nuts!” A half-naked Gray yelled as he marched up and put his forehead against the Dragon-Slayer’s.

      Cana shook her head from her spot at the table. “Gray, your clothes—”

      “They can wait! This is more important!”

      Cana actually looked a little disturbed by that announcement. “Okay. Gray chooses fighting over clothing. This isn’t going to bode well for us.”

      Gildarts placed his mug back down on the counter before turning in his seat to face the two young men. “Okay brats, you wrecked each other’s meal. What do you want me to do about it?”

      Natsu pointed at Gray with eyes full of rage, “Make him get me a new sandwich!”

      Gray pointed at Natsu with his own unrivaled anger, “Make him get me a new coke!”

      “Death-match! Death-match!” The spunky little blue cat announced as he floated over his friends head. “Last one standing win—”

      “Happy! Bad!” Lisanna grabbed the cat by the tail and harshly pulled him down to ground level, smothering him under her weight so he didn’t antagonize the fight anymore.

      “Boys?” The young men looked to the side and felt two heavy loads fall on their heads and plant them into the floor. Gildarts look down at them with a sneer, “Will you two pansies quit yer bitchin’! I’m supposed to be in charge while the old man is away, not the mediator between your stupid slap fights! You’re gonna ruin my rep when the geezer comes back and sees you two have wrecked the place!”

      Mira shook her head and scoffed, “Too late for that.”

      Gildarts looked at her with a raised brow, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “No offense Gildarts, but as far as responsible leaders go, you’re kind of trailing behind a mentally challenged monkey.” Mira said with zero tact in her statement.

      Gildarts was kind of pissed off by that analogy. “Okay. What makes you say that?”

      Everyone in the guild looked between each other, before in perfect sync they all pointed in different directions of the guild. The Crash wizard looked around and noticed dozens of man-sized holes in the walls of the wooden building. All of them about his size, height and build.

      “What? If anything that just shows I’m willing to help people get into the guild easier.”

      Levy looked towards him rather meekly, “Sorry Gildarts. But you kind of just sit around, drinking beer and wasting the day away.”

      “And how does that make me any different than the old man?”

      “Not by much, but Master doesn’t make a new doorway anytime he wants to come in.” Wakaba added while he took a drag on his cigarette, getting the entire guild to laugh at the expense of the S-class Mage.

      “Rahhhhhhhhhh! Gildarts! I’m gonna take your spot as Master!” Natsu yelled as he popped out of the ground, Gray already walking back to where the rest of his food was.

      Happy popped out of Lisanna’s grasp, “Anarchy! Anarchy!”

      Gildarts laughed and slowly got out of his seat, “Ah. I see. A mutiny? I knew this day would come soon enough—”

      “In what? The last few days you’ve been in charge?” Mira questioned.

      “—But I never would have guessed it would be you Natsu—”

      “He is literally the only person who would fight Gildarts for the spot of interim master.” Elfman noted off at the side.

      “Come Natsu! I shall face your anarchy until the end!” Both idiots yelled and charged at each other, ready for battle.

      “NO ANARCHY YOU DAMN MORONS!” Everyone looked back towards the entrance, missing the chance to see Gildarts flip Natsu over his head and through a wall with one hand, again.

      “I’m gone for a few days and the guild looks like hell’s local bar!” The short man complained as he marched into his guild, Erza and Naruto walking back in by his side. And coming in behind them were an old man and a woman with a baby in her arms.

      “That’s your own fault old man! Why the hell were you gone so long?!”

      Makarov pulled Naruto in front of him, “This is why.”

      “Figures.” Muttered Gildarts, Gray, Mira and everyone else in the guild.

      “The hell assholes? I was helping kids through a monster infested forest! Don’t play me as the bad guy!”

      “That’s your excuse for everything nowadays.” Cana mused as she took a sip of her drink.

      Gray got the master’s attention, “Hey Jii-San, who are those two?”

      Makarov turned to the elder and woman with small bags of their belongings on their backs. “These are a few of our new friends. And they’re going to be staying with us for a while.”

      Erza walked in front of them and turned towards the two ninjas. “This is Hadhirama Senju-San, he’s an old friend of Master’s. And this is his granddaughter, Mahiro Senju-San and her daughter, Koyuki.” The Senju family bowed their heads towards the guild of mages. And they were getting the complete attention of the rest of the guild as they looked at them in wonder.

      Mahiro adjusted the newborn that had started to kick herself awake. “Makarov-San, is it alright if I take a seat?”

      “Of course you can young lady.” She smiled and nodded her head in gratitude before walking over to the bar stool and giving her baby her full attention. After a moment, she looked to her side to see a bunch of young girls around Erza’s age looking up at her and her child.

      A young girl with her white hair done in a ponytail and wearing strange black gothic clothing walked forward and coughed into her hand. “Erza said your name was Mahiro, right?” The older woman nodded her head with a smile, getting Mira to smile as well. “My name is Mirajane Strauss, nice to meet ya! And who’s this little cutie?”

      “This is Koyuki. Honey, wanna say hi?” She angled the little blanket covered baby towards the young teenager as she looked down at her and childishly cooed at her.

      “M-Mira-Nee! Don’t hog her, I want to see her too.” Lisanna nudged Mira out of the way and got in front of the little baby. “Ohhhh, she’s so cuuuuuute!”

      “Let me see! Let me see!”

      “Me too!”

      Cana, Levy, Laki and every other girl in the guild started to crowd around the woman and her child, making the baby start to whimper and sob. The girls started to panic and back off, scared that they had frightened the baby girl with their constant cooing.

      Mahiro started to sway her arms, “There there baby girl, don’t be scared. Everyone just wants to come and see you.” The young mother continued to calm her baby down before noticing there was a new presence that appeared behind her.

      A man with shaggy orange hair and a cheeky smile was leaning on the bar counter and eyeing the beautiful blonde woman. “Hello there madam, I couldn’t help but notice you might need some help with your little girl.”

      She smiled and shook her head, “I’ve got it, thank you.”

      “Well alright. But I would love to see more of your skills in care-taking. Such a lovely young woman, yet so experienced in the hands on activities.” The teenaged girls just groaned at the ace’s pick up attempt.

      Mahiro chuckled, “Well I suppose a proper introduction is in order for such a nice gentleman.” She saw Erza come walk forward and she carefully trusted Koyuki with the armor-clad girl. She turned towards Gildarts and smiled.

      Her fist centered into his cheek, catching him by complete surprise and sending him rocketing through the wall and out of the street. Everyone in the guild was speechless at the sight of this new woman punching Gildarts in the face. And even more surprised that she was actually getting a result.

      “My name is Mahiro Senju. 33 years old, single mother. And I don’t take kindly to gigolos.”

      Mira looked at the woman in complete disbelief, “H-Holy crap.”

      “Yeah, she’s ridiculously strong. She handled me and Erza like we were punks. Kinda unfair, actually.” Naruto noted as he jumped behind the bar to make himself a drink. Erza nodded her head with an agreeing hum.

      Hashirama looked down at Makarov, “I-I’m very sorry about that. She a good girl but she doesn’t know how to act around people.”

      The third master sighed tiredly. “Irrational, punches people for almost nothing and is wrecking havoc in my broken guild. Yep, seems like she’s gonna fit in just great.”

      Natsu popped out of the hole Gildarts had just involuntarily made. “Did someone just beat up Gildarts?”

      Everyone paying attention to the young man pointed at the blonde woman at the bar. He ran up to her, “Awesome lady! You must be super strong!”

      Mahiro smiled smugly and brushed her nails on her shirt. “I do pretty well.”

      “You must be some kind of crazy amazon lady like Erza, right?” His scalp was palmed in an instant and he was slowly raised to eye level with the blonde woman, who had a nasty snarl on her face.

      “What was that?”

      “Um-I mean—”

      “Stop Natsu!” Gildarts stumbled in through the hole he made when he was thrown by the punch, his eyes covered my the end of his hair. “That woman… she is… she’s…”

      “Wonderful!” He declared with passion in his voice with admiration and desire for the woman in his eyes.

      Mahiro froze in horror when she heard the man say that, dropping Natsu on his butt. “What the hell? I punched him through a wall he should be out for a week!”

      “He doesn’t usually follow the rules people set out for normal living people.” Erza muttered tiredly, most of the girls nodding their heads in agreement. Cana just looked away and shook her head disappointedly.

      Gildarts skidded in front of her, “Please! Let’s go off into the sunset together and find paradise!”

      “Stay away from me you creepy bastard!” Mahiro’s legs started to flash around and try to kick Gildarts in the jaw but he continued to dodge with an expert grace. The guild started to cheer for each of them to succeed in what they were doing. Whether it would be kicking the strongest Mage in the guild in the chin, or scoring a night with the beautiful new woman.

      Hashirama watched as his granddaughter started to chase the man around with extreme prejudice, knocking anything out of her way as the Crash Mage continued to laugh wholeheartedly. Despite all the destruction and Makarov’s orders to stop, he noticed that everyone was laughing and cheering them on like it was just a friendly spat.

      And even though she looked like she could tackle a bull right now, Mahiro looked livelier than he had seen her act in a while.

      He smiled and wiped his eyes before they started to water again. For the first time in years, he was happy to be around other people like this. Basking in the light of joy and hope instead of the shadows of despair.

      It was wonderful.

    
    

    
      Naruto was sleeping peacefully in his bed after a long couple of days, hoping to put them past him. And after all the work of delivering Master Bob’s information and meeting up with an old ninja and his powerful hybrid granddaughter, he felt pretty entitled to some rest. So he cuddled up with his pillow on his bed and turned off like a light.

      A figure slowly moved towards the side of the bed, crouching closer to the young blond man. He grabbed the boy’s shoulder and softly jostled him, “Naruto? Wake up.”

      The whiskered boy mumbled before ignoring the voice and curling up more in his bed.

      The man grabbed his shoulders and shook him harder, “Wake up kid, come on.”

      Naruto groaned and peeled his eyes back to look up at whoever was shaking him awake. He was met with the white-haired, wrinkly old face of the ninja man he had met yesterday standing over him, “About time you woke up.”

      “AH!” Naruto threw an uppercut into the man’s jaw on reflex as he spun out of bed in the other direction. He popped out and saw the old man rub his chin to soothe the pain. He breathed out in relief, “What the hell are you doing in my house old man?!”

      “I wanted to talk with you in private. Ow, you’ve got a hell of a left hook kid.”

      Naruto looked at his clock and saw it was only 4:13 in the morning. “It’s 4 in the morning! What the hell could you want to talk about that couldn’t wait until tomorrow?”

      Hashirama motioned for Naruto to follow him outside to his backyard. He looking in the direction the elderly man had gone and huffed sharply before he pushed himself up and grabbed a shirt out of his closet.

      Naruto walked out of his house and saw the old ninja sitting down on a wooden stump that wasn’t there before. He grumbled and yawned into his hand, “Alright gramps what’s this about?”

      Hashirama stared at him for a moment. “Your friend, the ones you mentioned in your story, it was the Kyūbi wasn’t it?”

      Naruto didn’t react in any way as he just kept looking at the old man, “How’d you know?”

      “I could tell by your arm. It gives off the same presence the NineTtails had when it was fighting. Powerful, unyielding, dark. And the whiskers on your face helped as well.” Naruto rubbed the birthmarks on his face unconsciously at their mention. “My wife was like you too. She was the Jinchūriki when she had the Kyūbi inside of her. And if you had it then that means that she has moved on as well.”

      Hashirama got off of his make-shift bench and started to walk around the clearing. “In my time it was a ferocious monster that was known throughout the lands as one of nine that could throw the world over on its head. But that it had started to lose its anger and actually stopped that war from escalating any further… I never would have thought the Kyūbi would have changed so much.”

      “Kurama.”

      Hashirama turned back towards the boy after hearing him mutter that name. “What? What was that?”

      Naruto gave him a flat, expressionless look. “It wasn’t Kyūbi. His name was Kurama. And I know everything about what he did and how he fought against other people before I was born. I don’t know if what he did was because he was doing it out of redemption or he was just sick of seeing us humans fight each other like idiots. But I do know that everything people thought about him being an unholy demon beast, they were wrong.”

      Hashirama looked at the boy in shock before thinking about what he said. He looked back at Naruto, “I’m sorry.”

      The young Mage shrugged his shoulders, “It’s fine. I knew what he was really like, that’s all that matters.” He looked around the open area and early morning sky, “Is that it?”

      Hashirama smirked and walked back over to the stump he was sitting on. He clasped his hands together in his Snake sign and the stump started to grow. Naruto actually jerked back in surprise at the sight of the wood structure that formed besides the man, making a clean and spotless wooden beam.

      Hashirama placed his hand against it. “I’ve grown weaker since I’ve come to Earthland, but not just because I’m an old man. You said you got your magic through a surgery, right? So you should know how magic takes front priority in this world over us with chakra. We aren’t able to mix very well with this world’s nature.”

      He had grown far weaker in his time here compared to when he was in his prime. Mokuton was harder to utilize. And Sage Mode took far too long to use, to a point where it was damn near impossible to incorporate in battle. People with chakra, they weren’t made to function well with Earthland. And it didn’t help that his body couldn’t even handle the stress of fighting anymore because of his age.

      Naruto nodded in agreement. He remembered how Rob-jichan couldn’t heal him with magic when he got hurt because his body rejected magic like a disease.

      “I thought we would never be able to survive in this world. But I realized something when I started taking care of Mahiro. How we use our chakra, it clashes with the nature of magic to the point where our bodies fight against it. But her body had grown accustomed to both the chakra in her system and the magic she could channel. When they clash, it is a mess… but when they can work together, a person can become stronger than they ever believed.”

      He smiled and banged against the tree beam at his side. “I want to teach you how to use your chakra.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened in surprise. “What? You’re gonna teach me how to make trees?”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “Nah, this is a Hashirama exclusive sadly. But each person has their own style for using their power, and I want to help you find yours.”

      Naruto looked off to the side in thought before a question popped in his head, “What kind of Jutsu does Mahiro use?”

      “She doesn’t use any kind of Jutsu. When she started growing up, she didn’t learn to mold her chakra into an element or any kind of special style. But she does use her chakra to increase her strength to superhuman levels. She’s become so good at it that it’s almost unconscious for her now.”

      Well that explained why she hit like a freakin freight train.

      “And you are actually lucky your learning so late like this.” Hashirama smiled and started going through hand-seals like a second nature. “Most kids your age have been hard-wired to mold their chakra by using hand-seals as a catalyst. But you’ve spent your life being able to channel magical power through your body by imagining it. So if you could use your chakra without hand-seals, you could create a brand new, free-style Jutsu form for yourself.”

      Naruto looked down at his hands in amazement, slowly closing and opening them. He looked back up at the old man, “And this will make me stronger?”

      “That’s up to you, and how you decide to use it. But I promise to help you along the way. And just as a bonus,” he winked and gave the boy a massive grin. “I’ll even teach you a foolproof method of winning against opponents stronger than you.”

      Naruto scoffed and shook his head, “There is no ‘foolproof’ method to fighting.”

      “Hehe, well you’re right about that, but this will definitely help you along the way.” He stepped to the side and leaned against the wooden structure. “If you want to, all you have to do is start with this board.”

      Naruto raised a brow with a smile and started walking towards the wooden beam. “Okay, what’s this about?”

      “Back when I was a kid, we discovered our individual Jutsu affinities by channeling our chakra into our surroundings and seeing the results. Sometimes the environment would burn, sometimes it would become damp, it depended on the person. So place your hand against this wood, channel your chakra, and let’s find your style.”

      Naruto smiled and raised his hand, placing it against the beam and closing his eyes. He concentrated, sending his power through his hands and into the wood. He slowly pulled his hand back and…

      Nothing.

      Naruto and Hashirama looked at it dumbfounded, and then back down at Naruto’s hand. “D-did you do it right?”

      “I don’t know if I did it right! I just channeled by power through my hand and into the board like you said!”

      “Well are you sure it was chakra? You might’ve become too accustomed to magic to tell the difference!”

      Naruto blushed and squatted down into a horse stance. “S-shut up alright! I can’t even remember the last time I used chakra! Just give me a sec!”

      “Well hurry up!”

      “Shut up old man!” Naruto grumbled angrily as he focused on channeling his old chakra. He tried to remember all those old lessons Kurama taught him about molding his chakra and focusing it through his hands. But it had been so long that he needed some time to remember.

      Naruto placed his hand against the wood and continued to concentrate on his power. Come on! Come on!

      *Swish*

      Naruto opened his eyes and slowly pulled back his hand to see the result of his work, Hashirama looking on as well. A long, deep slash ran up the side beam.

      The old Senju smiled and chuckled, “Well… I’m anxious to see the kind of wind you make, Naruto.”

    
    

    
      Done

      I’m sorry this was so late, I’ve had a pretty busy month. And contrary to what most might think, it wasn’t spent playing GTA V (beat that thing in less then a week, had better things to do). Car crashes, family reunions, College football rivalries and assignments out the freaking wazoo.

      Alright, is anyone else psyched for Tartarus? I love the way they started this. They weren’t slowly building it up or giving it back story, just straight into slaughtering the magical council. Fantastic!

      Also, I know this is way off topic, but I saw that Avatar special with the first Avatar, Wan. I thought it was awesome. It also helps that they got Glenn from Walking Dead to voice him but hey I might just be playing favorites.

      Over the last week or so I’ve gotten very hooked on Highschool DxD, and not just for the glorious fanservice. I was asked a few months back if I could make a crossover with Naruto, but I dismissed it because another new crossover just came out in that category and it was doing very well. But it got me thinking and I started coming up with ideas. So there might be a chance I could make one sometime next year if time permitted. Tell me what you guys might think.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    17. Damnation From the Forest

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 17: Damnation From The Forest

      This is the beginning of my Damnation arc. It won’t be too long and hopefully I’ll be able to run through it quickly because this story is literally one of the first things I was thinking about before I even started writing this fanfiction.

      Hope I can keep to it.

    
    

    
      The man effortlessly lifted up the large bag over his back and readied himself for his long expedition. He shifted his shoulders, adjusted his leaf headband and turned on his feet towards his apprentice. He smiled at the younger man, “Alright Sarutobi, I’m leaving things to you while we’re gone.”

      The man with the brown goatee looked at his mentor in worry as a small group of men and women started to gather their supplies. “Hashirama-sama, I’m still reluctant about your choice to undergo this travel. We don’t know what is on the other side of that path. It is far too dangerous.”

      “That’s just it Saru, we don’t know what could be on the other side. If there is a place we can thrive in, a world we can all find peace in, that’s something I would risk my life for a hundred times over.”

      Hiruzen looked at his master in doubt. Even though Hashirama-sama was unmatched in power to others in the ninja world, they could not be certain what lied on the other side.

      “It’s alright Hiruzen, I’ll make sure Otou-sama doesn’t get into any trouble on the other side.” The Third Hokage turned his head to see a gorgeous woman with long brown hair walk up to them with a cheerful smile. “Just keep everything good on this side and we’ll be back as soon as possible. And keep an eye on Tsunade and Nawaki while I’m away, alright.”

      “Yukiha-San…”

      “Well said Yuki! Love the spirit.” Hashirama turned towards the rest of his group, made of seal specialists and special ANBU to follow his lead, they nodded their heads and followed in his step. The sealers made an intricate circle around a single point around the room and started going through a long sequence of hand-seals.

      This was a grand variant of the Second Hokage’s Hiraishin technique. In fact, it was only possible because Hahsirama had looked over his brother’s scrolls and made his own pseudo-version from his late brother’s genius.

      Hashirama raised his hands and used his immense chakra to concentrate and stabilize the space in the center of the seal. After a moment, the air started to ripple and crack, revealing a small black portal that started to grow larger and larger as the moments passed.

      When the black tear finally reached an appropriate size, Hashirama motioned for his team to gather together and finally pass through.

      The father of the modern ninja world smiled exuberantly as he took his first step into the great unknown world. Ready to make a difference in history.

    
    

    
      December X780

      “Come on Erza, don’t give up! Keep pushing!”

      “Hai!”

      Erza used her Requip and in a flash of dazzling light, her armor changed into a gallant, silver plating with metal wings on her back. Several long-swords encircled the red-head in her Heaven’s Wheel Armor as she lunged for the blond woman covered in radiant light.

      Mahiro smiled proudly and charged her Light magic to encompass her entire body. She started stepping back and parried Erza’s swords with the back of her fists. The young Fairy Mage charged forward with her swords flying around her and swiping at the blonde fighter, chasing her through the withered tree-line.

      Mahiro couldn’t help but swell up with pride at how the young lady in front of her was so easily keeping up with her Vega Grace. Her Light magic was something she felt like she could brag about for hours. It was powerful, fast, and as long as the user had a vivid imagination, it had an infinite number of uses. In fact, this current ability increased her speed and mobility so much that most other people probably wouldn’t even be able to catch her.

      But that didn’t seem to intimidate or deter Erza from chasing her so intently. She was following her, matching her speed and tenacity with her will and her vast source of magical armors. In fact, the young lady was even smiling while she chased her comrade through the empty, frost-covered forest.

      The Senju woman flipped through the air and planted her feet against the branch of one of the trees, using it as a post to jump at Erza with her fist at the ready. Erza took her challenge, grabbing two of her swords by the hilt and flying up with the other blades surrounding her. The two women clashed and the force of their attacks blew the snow away around them.

      Mahiro had the two swords Erza was using clasped between the flat of her fingers and palms. The other blades the young Mage was using had been kicked off course and imbedded into the environment around them.

      Mahiro gave the girl a big smile and chuckled, Erza following after with a small smile of her own. The two of them stepped back and stopped their magic. Mahiro wiped her forehead, “Phew. That was close Erza. You’ve gotten way better since we started these lessons.”

      Erza was covered in a light and she was temporarily stripped naked before her basic armor appeared on her again, except with her hair out of its usual braid. She ran her hand through the back of her hair and started to strand them over, “I might be getting better, but I still have a long way to go before I reach your level Mahiro.”

      Mahiro laughed and patted her back exuberantly. “Ha, come on honey. You’re just trying to flatter and soften me up. You know if I ever took it easy on someone like you I’d be regretting it for the next week in a body cast.”

      Erza looked over at her with a deadpan stare, “Sure, but look me in the eyes and tell me that you were as serious fighting me as you are when you spar Gildarts.”

      Mahiro froze for a moment, staring at Erza who just looked at her with a cold, blank gaze. She slowly turned her head away from the red-head and scratched her chin. She chuckled, “Well~…when you say it like that…”

      Erza smiled and slightly shook her head. She knew full well how powerful Mahiro could be when she decided to pull out all the stops. Even though she didn’t take regular jobs like the rest of them did, she could prove her strength by taking difficult requests and barreling through them with minimal effort.

      Plus Mahiro did it because she felt like she owed Naruto some rent for letting her and her daughter sleep in his spare room.

      She even had a spar with Gildarts to keep active, once or twice. And there was never a clear advantage that could be decided from those exchanges. Still, she was strong enough to get all the girls in the guild to see her as a goal they hoped to reach; sorta like how all the boys looked up to Gildarts.

      Erza concentrated on her hair while she gave a rather pensive look off to the side. “I really do have a long way to go.” She felt her shoulders being gripped firmly by Mahiro and looked over to see her with a empathetic smile on her face.

      “These things take time Erza. It doesn’t take too long for some people, and for others it might take years, but it takes time. That’s why we come out here, isn’t it? So that we can make progress, slow but steady. And you can’t get it without a lot of effort.” Erza gave a still smile and nodded her head before she felt the blonde woman’s hands run through her hair and lift her head to look directly at her. “But you know when I look into your eyes, I see something amazing. I see the look of a girl who is going to become so great, I won’t be able to help but look up at you in pride. That’s what I see when I look at you Erza.”

      Erza looked at Mahiro like she was suddenly frozen in time, looking at her with so much belief and pride in what she could do and become. Like how she always felt her own mother would look at her if she could. Erza nodded and smiled, “Yeah. Thank you Mahiro.”

      Mahiro giggled and smiled at the girl she looked at like another daughter. Over the last year; she had worked, lived, fought with and helped Erza with anything she asked her for. And when she had to go out on a request for some money, Erza watched over Koyuki like an older sister. She had grown so attached to the red-head that when one of the boys wanted to hold the baby girl she would cry and hold onto Erza tighter. If Koyuki could look up to a girl like Erza as someone she believed in, then Mahiro couldn’t be happier.

      The blonde Senju ran the scarlet hair that wasn’t in the braid through her hands. She tilted her head to the side, “You know, you might want to think about letting your hair out more often.”

      Erza stopped her folding and looked down at her hair. “Really?”

      “Yeah, I think you would look amazing if you let your hair down. A real image change, but that’s just my opinion.” She stated jokingly before she looked down and noticed how scratched up and worn out the younger woman’s armor had become. “Also you should probably consider that it might be time for you to change out your armor choices. This thing looks like it has done its time.”

      Erza looked down at her breastplate and pulled it out in discomfort. “I suppose. It actually doesn’t feel the same as it did a few months ago. It feels tighter.”

      “Yeah I bet.”

      “Huh, what was that?”

      Mahiro shook her head, “Nothing. Come on, let’s go see how Ojii-sama is handling the brat.” She jerked her head in the opposite direction and they headed through the forest.

    
    

    
      Hashirama looked at the minuscule flakes of snow that lightly fell from the grey clouds over their heads. He smiled and looked down at the little toddler in his lap that was trying to grab the sword handle placed beside them. He looked down at her, “Look Koyuki, snow. Just like you.”

      The little one-year old in the bulky winter clothes stopped fiddling with the end of the black hilt besides her grandfather’s lap and looked up at the falling snow. She saw the little flake float down in front of her face and tried to clasp her hands around it. When she opened them up again there was a little spot of water on her gloves. When she looked up and they were falling on her nose, she giggled cutely.

      Hashirama smiled down at his great-granddaughter, “Haha, good girl. You like snow?”

      “Maaa!”

      Hashirama chuckled and started to bounce the little girl on his knee while she let out baby cheers of happiness.

      “Hey old man! Do you mind paying a little more attention on my training here?!”

      Hashirama looked out to the middle of the lake with a very dry look, “What are you talking about? You’re doing just fine without me watching over you Naruto.”

      Naruto struggled to pull his head back enough to look over at the shore and glare at the old man sitting on another self-made stump. “Yeah well this ain’t exactly a routine work-out Hashi-Ji! I’m working on my chakra here, dammit!”

      “Then are you just gonna bitch or are you gonna get back to work?”

      “Gaoooouuu!”

      “See. Koyuki agrees.” Hashirama let the little toddler grab his finger and played with her as Naruto stared angrily at the old man using the precious baby to his benefit.

      Naruto looked back down at the hand holding onto the surface of the water. The ripples ran over his right hand as his left was placed in the fold of his back. He was putting his concentration in the task of using his chakra to keep him over the water while holding a wooden cube at the soles of his feet. It was a difficult exercise but very useful in perfecting his chakra control.

      It seemed like a difficult concept at first but once he started to practice, Naruto loved walking on walls and water. It was a very useful skill to have for maneuvering around the environment in a pinch and it helped when he was on a request as well. He especially enjoyed scaring everybody when he ran up the walls of the guild and atop the lake behind the building. Natsu was so jealous of him that he tried running up the walls as well… it ended hilariously, as expected.

      Naruto narrowed his eyes and started to mold chakra around his arm and legs. Wind started to form around his limbs like wild, condensed tornadoes around his body. The spiraling wind started to pick up its pace and cause the lake water to ripple and spread apart. He tensed up and lowered himself closer to the water, the winds picking up more and more speed.

      “Wind Style: Cyclone Palm!”

      The water beneath his hand exploded in a wide pit around the blond boy as the wooden cube held at the sole of his feet exploded into splinters. Naruto was floating in the air with a huge grin on his face as Koyuki giggled and clapped her hands in amusement. Naruto spun through the air and cheered triumphantly, “Woohoo! See that Hashi-Ji! No one’s gonna be able to stop me now! HaHaHaHa—”

      “Heads up.”

      Naruto didn’t turn his head fast enough to see the large boulder slam into his side and crush him into the lake water. Hashirama and Koyuki looked at the bubbles slowly fade from the surface before looking over to who threw it. Mahiro came out of the forest yawning while Erza followed behind her, “Looks like he could still use a little training, huh Ojii-sama? Was Koyuki alright?”

      “Of course she was!” Hashirama smiled and looked down at his youngest family expectantly, “She loves spending time with gramp-gramp, don’t you Koyuki?” The toddler struggled to pull herself out of her great-grandfather’s grasp and hold her arms out to her mother while giggling. Mahiro swept in and picked up her daughter while spinning on her feet, getting the little Senju girl to squeal happily.

      Hashirama froze in his seat while the mother and daughter pair were laughing with each other. His head lowered dejectedly while Erza walked up behind him and patted his back, “There there. It’s okay.”

      The edge of the water blew up as Naruto pulled himself out of the lake. He shook the water out of his hair and pulled the soaking wet shirt off over his head before he froze to death. He started to wring the water out of his clothes and flap it out until it was dry. Doing so showed the body and muscles he had developed over the last few years.

      Mahiro sighed and held Koyuki closer to her chest, showing off the yellow Fairy tattoo on her left forearm. Another thing she took notice of over the last year was that the kids were starting to hit that certain biological phase. The boy’s were starting to grow taller and their bodies had started to gain some definition in their muscles. And the girls had started to, well, grow out of their old clothes. Which explained why Erza’s armor was starting to get too tight.

      Naruto summoned his fire dragon sword and laid his sword on the blade, activating it just enough to generate heat to dry his shirt. He looked over at Mahiro with a miffed scowl, “Seriously Mahiro, did you have to throw stuff at me like that?”

      The Senju woman just smiled and laughed. “Well you looked like you were getting a big head so I had to bring you back to Earthland.”

      His scuffed and looked back down at his sword, “But into the lake? During winter?! What if I had frozen to death?”

      “Naruto, Gray walks around in weather like this all the time. Naked! I’m pretty sure you’re safe for a quick dip.”

      The whiskered boy sighed and Requip his sword away until he just had his shirt again. He sensed something coming at his head and raised his hand to catch it. He looked down at the pink towel in his hand and blinked in confusion.

      “It’s better you dry yourself off before you catch a cold.” He looked over to Erza as she walked up to him with her arms crossed in front of her chest and a smile on her face. “Don’t want you to get sick before the announcement.”

      Naruto smiled and started to wipe down his face and hair with her towel, “Thanks Erza.”

      Erza looked up at the falling snow while Naruto dried his body. Even though his magic and chakra had leveled incredibly over the last year, he still earned new scars from all of his work. But even though they riddled his body with damaged skin, he took pride in surviving his fights and walking away stronger from each one. She lowered her head and smiled, “It looks like your training is coming along very well. Any more and you’ll probably be able to create real-tornadoes in no time.”

      He laughed at her little joke and handed the towel back to her. He started to pull his shirt back down over his body, “What about you? You’re showing Mahiro who the toughest girl in Fairy Tail is, right?”

      Erza kept her smile even while she shook her head. “I think she is taking it easy on me. Slowly working me into her pace, I think is what she told me.” She and Naruto both laughed at their training styles as Hashirama and Mahiro looked at them off at the side. The two young adults stopped laughing and stayed in a mutual silence.

      “I’m really nervous.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “Do you think we’ll make it?”

      “I hope we do. We’ve worked our asses off this last year! After Jiji kept giving me shit about that probation crap from last year, I deserve this!”

      Erza punched him over the head for his ranting. “What you did last year wasn’t something you can just throw off as a little mistake. You stole an S-Class request! Master had every reason to be upset with you.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Naruto grumbled and rubbed the back of his head. He looked over at his shoulder as she looked up at him, both of them smiling. “If we get picked, only one of us is going to make it, you know that right?”

      “Of course. But that would only mean that we still had a ways to go.” Erza and Naruto nodded their heads and turned around, facing each other directly.

      They crossed their right arms together in an ‘X’. “One of us is going to be an S-Class Mage!” They both cheered out in unison, ready for whatever happened after the S-Class Exam Nominations this afternoon.

      Mahiro nudged her grandfather with her elbow, “They’re so cute, riling each other up like that.”

      Hashirama chuckled, “Must be their honeymoon phase.” The Senju members chuckled at their little conversation before they heard a loud yell reach their ears.

      Naruto was waving to them over his head with Erza by his side. “Come on you two! You coming or are we just going to leave you here to freeze outside?”

      Mahiro reached down and helped her old grandpa up to his feet. They followed the younger duo as they ran out of the forest and towards their guild for the special announcement.

    
    

    
      A young knight fell on his butt while the crowd surrounding the training area clapped in amazement. The man rubbed the back of his head and held his slightly bruised chest from the powerful strikes of his opponent. He looked up to his opponent/leader offering a hand to stand back up. He smiled in admiration, “Wow! You’re just as strong as ever Captain Sorrento!”

      The tall, silver-haired Squadron Chief chuckled as he lifted his subordinate back to his feet. “Haha, that’s just from years of practice kid. Give yourself some time and you’ll see just how far you can push yourself with a little effort.” He brushed his hands on his robe and faced the rest of his present army, “Okay men! Who wants to try me in the next round?”

      All of his men took a step back, “NO THANK YOU, SIR!”

      Alexander bursted out laughing, “Alright then. I expect all of you to get some training in today. That’s an order!”

      “YES SIR!”

      The captain of the royal guard walked off the training grounds and headed for his personal chambers. Today was his day off, and he was spending it training his troops and relaxing in Mercurius castle. As he was approaching his room, he heard footsteps approaching from down the hallway.

      “Captain Sorrento, do you have a minute?”

      Sorrento turned towards the voice of the man who had asked for his attention. He saw a tall young man, dressed in formal garments and with a small scar along the left side of his nose. He turned to the young man, “Um… Darton-San, right? What are you doing here?”

      The young appointed Minister of Defense bowed his head in respect to the powerful captain. “I’m sorry that I have to disturb you on your day off sir, but I have an urgent report that you need to see.” He lifted up a folder in his hand and held it in front of the captain.

      Sorrento took the folder and started to file through it with an attentive gaze. He flipped through graphs, multiple statistic analysis of weather and several crude pictures. Until finally he landed on the reports filed by their experts on the cause of these strange happenings. After a few seconds his interest was peaked, “An unknown entity is causing strange phenomenon to occur outside of a local town?”

      “Yes captain. We’ve received reports from numerous civilians that they see something moving through the forest and stealing their supplies from under their noses. A matter like this would usually be taken up by a magical guild, but with such an oddity in the energy readings, we would just like to check up on it.”

      “And that’s where I come in, right?” The Royal Captain noted innocently with a confident smile. “All right. Let me grab my gear and rally a team.”

      Darton bowed his head deeply in gratitude to his superior. “Thank you Captain Sorrento.”

      “Think nothing of it. Protecting this nation whenever and however I can!” He walked back out with his Cherry Blossom Chief Knight armor, his Wizard Saint medallion strapped to his shirt collar. “That’s why I took this job.”

    
    

    
      “Gildarts, you have to train with me!”

      The orange-haired ace of Fairy Tail didn’t know what was happening at the moment. The guild was bustling, arguing and in a general excitement about the announcement that was coming up in a moment. But the strangest thing that was happening now was that one of his juniors was actually asking him for some combat training.

      And no, it wasn’t the usually excitable little rosy-haired brat he had come to expect.

      He dug his finger into his ear with a stunned stupid look plastered on his face, “I’m sorry… What did you just say Mira?”

      The young woman in the black gothic clothes slammed her hands against the bar, causing her bangs of white hair to sway around the frame of her face. “I’m telling you I need your help in training for the exam! So will you get off your lazy ass, sober up and fight with me!”

      Gildarts wasn’t the only person who was completely blindsided by Mira’s sudden request. All of the younger generation was looking on in complete, dumbfounded disbelief at the sight of the oldest Strauss girl asking the older S-Class Mage for help.

      Gray slowly rubbed his eyes clean before looking back over at them talking. “Is… is this really happening? Is Mira seriously asking the old man for help? Or am I dreaming?”

      Cana reached over, grabbed Gray’s cheek and twisted it violently until Gray’s head was bent forward. She let go and looked back at the scene in front of her, “Nope, you’re not dreaming.”

      “Ow! That isn’t how it works Cana!”

      She stoically drank the light alcoholic beverage from her mug as her friend fumed at her. “Well I just wanted to make sure that I wasn’t stuck in your dream too.”

      “Ain’t it obvious?” The kids looked over at Natsu as he got out of his seat and smiled smugly. “Mira knows she’s probably gonna have to fight us in the exam so she’s getting ready. She’s so scared she probably can’t even think straight.”

      The young Fairy mages just sighed and shook heir heads in disappointment. The little blue cat that was sitting on the table unfolded his wings and flew up in front of Natsu, “Are you sure about that Natsu? I thought Mira could just pick you up and throw you across the town like you were a pansy punk?”

      Natsu glared angrily at his little blue companion. “What the hell Happy?! Aren’t you supposed to help cheer for me during stuff like this?”

      The little cat just giggled into his paws, “I know. But I’m also more realistic than you in every way. And I know when you are going to get your butt handed to you on a platter.”

      “GAH! Traitor!”

      Elfman shifted around nervously in his seat at the table. This little action stressed the table a lot due to the fact that the middle Strauss child had started to go through a huge growth-spurt. He basically started to tower over the rest of the kids his age and was even getting to pass some of the adults. He looked over at his older sister with a hint of worry, “I hope Nee-chan doesn’t do anything rash before the announcement. She doesn’t need to be in anymore trouble after all of her damage reports.”

      Lisanna looked at her older sister with similar concern in her crystal blue eyes. “Mira-Nee…” Her sister was continuously training and going out on as many requests as she could over the last few months. Her motivation over the last few weeks; Win the S-Class Exam!

      “Please Gildarts! Just a little help would be enough for me!”

      Gildarts placed his drink down before turning in his chair. “Woah, woah, woah. Hold on kid. Why do you want ‘me’ to train with you?”

      Mira huffed and tried to take a calming breath before she looked like she was going to have a meltdown. “Naruto asked Old Man Hashirama to help him train and now he’s walking on walls and water. And Little Soldier Erza got Mahiro for herself and I feel like runner-up if I asked her to spar with me too.”

      Gildarts scratched his head in confusion. “Well if you wanted to spar with someone stronger than you, why didn’t you ask Sparky?”

      Mira just looked at him with a flat stare. “Do you really think Laxus would agree to help me prepare for the exam?”

      “Probably not. No.” He wiped his scruffy face with his hand before looking over to the young woman in her gothic clothing. “So you want my help because without it, you don’t think you’ll stand a chance in the exam?”

      “Oh no. Definitely not that.” Gildarts blinked in surprise at her immediate answer. She crossed her arms and stared down the stronger man confidently, “It doesn’t matter if you agree to help me or not, I’m going to beat that exam and become an S-Class Mage too. I just wanted your help to make it easier, not to make it possible.”

      Gildarts looked at Mirajane before he started to match her smirk with one of his own. “Well said kiddo. I guess I don’t have anything to lose then.”

      “Hey! We’re here! We didn’t miss anything big, did we?!” Naruto announced proudly as he marched into the guild with Erza, Hashirama, Mahiro and Koyuki following behind him.

      Gray waved over at the two young Fairy mages, “Hey Naruto! You won’t believe it! Mirajane is actually asking Gil-GAH!” The Ice Make Mage was abruptly interrupted by a bar stool beaning him in the face. Naruto and Erza looked over to see Mira with her arm outstretched and a red flush across her face.

      “Shut up Gray! Don’t talk about things like that so nonchalantly!” Naruto and Erza looked between the Take-Over Mage and young man who was currently holding his face, screaming on the floor.

      “Wait. What’s going on with Mira?”

      “Mira-Nee is just embarrassed because she doesn’t want you guys to know she’s asking Gildarts for some fighting lessons.”

      “LISANNA!” Mirajane yelled at her sister in disbelief at her blatant betrayal.

      Lisanna looked over at her sister with a kind smile, “It’s nothing you should be ashamed of Mira-Nee. I’m proud that you want to train for something like this. It just shows how determined you really are in winning this fairly.” She finished what she said with an excited grin on her face.

      Erza looked over at Mirajane as she seemed to get nervous and try to draw attention away from herself. She walked up to her rival with a smile on her face, “Is that true Mirajane? Are you gonna train with Gildarts for the Exam?”

      Mira lifted her head and glared at Erza, the red-head not losing her smile. She huffed and crossed her arms under her chest, mirroring Erza’s stance. “Yeah, who cares. I’m just doing this because you went ahead and chickened out, asking Mahiro for help instead of handling this stuff yourself.”

      Erza’s faded into a look of surprise, before changing into a scowl at the white-haired girl, until finally she was smirking and laughing. “Is that it Mirajane? Scared that I’m going to leave you in the dust?”

      Mirajane just scoffed, “Please Erza, you don’t have to keep that cute little tough-guy act up with me. I know you’re shaking in your little boots at the idea of finally facing me seriously without anyone stopping me from serving your fat ass up.”

      “It’s tough-girl, dumbass.”

      “Sure, keep telling yourself that Butch.”

      As the girl’s were glaring each other down, Mahiro walked over to the kids’ table with a big smile on her face. “Happy~, I’ve think your #1 fan wants to come and say hello to you again.”

      Happy panicked and started to try and fly away from her. “No Mahiro-sama! Not again! My little kitten ribs can’t take anymore-GWAAAHHHH!” The blue cat was pulled down violently by his tail and glomped tightly by the little Senju toddler.

      “Gau!” Koyuki exclaimed happily as she hugged Happy so tightly his eyes started to pop out of his head. Despite his groans of pain, it was so damn funny to see that everyone was laughing at the sight of it.

      Until they heard a door slam open behind the bar counter.

      “What’s with all the ruckus now?” The old Third Master of Fairy Tail demanded as he waddled out of the back from and jumped onto the counter to take a seat. When he opened his eyes, he saw all the young mages gather around expectantly.

      “Jii-San! Who’s it gonna be, huh?”

      “Yeah! Come on! Come on! Tell us!”

      “Jiji, we’re ready now!”

      Makarov stretched out his massive palm and pushed the kids back so far they were squished against the tables. He retracted his arm, “You little brats shouldn’t get too excited just yet. I’ll give the announcement later, so be good little rugrats, sit on your hands and wait until I’m ready.”

      The most anxious of the teenagers gave their master miffed looks while some of the calmer members decided to wait out the time period. As Hashirama was making his way to the bar, he felt someone grasp the end of his shirt to get his attention. He turned around and looked down to see a young short girl with shoulder-length blue hair smile up at him.

      “Hello again Hashirama-San!”

      “Hello Levy, you look quite excited. Getting ready for the announcement?”

      Levy chuckled nervously, “Yeah. But I don’t think I’m going to qualify anytime soon.”

      The old man smiled down at the young Script Mage. “Don’t be like that Levy. I’m know one day you’ll grow into a brilliant Mage, and you’ll be a wonderful S-Class wizard.”

      Levy blinked in surprise before nodding with a small smile at his words. “Hashirama-San, can you please keep telling me more about those stories from your old hometown. I want to hear more about the conflict between your family’s business and your friend Madara’s family.”

      Hashirama ruffled Levy’s unruly hair and chuckled happily. “I’d love to, but not today. I’ll tell you again some other time, alright?” Levy nodded her head and turned back towards her table with Jet and Droy. He enjoyed talking with the plucky young Script Mage. She was very well educated and was always invested in listening to his abridged past, a real history buff. And when he heard about her past and dealing with Damnation, he felt like he was partially responsible to listening to whatever she wanted.

      He felt like that too all the people affected by Sorrento and his men.

      Hashirama walked over to the bar counter and sat next to Makarov as he poured out two mugs of booze. He slid one mug over to the old ninja, “You’ve been telling them stories about your home?” Hashirama accepted the drink and nodded his head silently. “Business?”

      “I censored my story for the kids. Better to give them the half truth than nightmares that’ll haunt them at night. Plus they seem to really like my stories and it’s fun to see their reactions to my past.” He took a swig of his drink while Makarov hummed in agreement. Hashirama looked at all of the guild converse happily with smiles on their faces, which made him smile in kind. “This guild always seems to be in high spirits.”

      “It helps to go through each day with a smile and friends than to be alone, doesn’t it?” Makarov swirled his drink in his mug as he looked off fondly at his children, “That’s how we’ve always been.”

    
    

    
      The short Fairy Mage begrudgingly walked through the town center with his arms behind his spiky blond head. “Ugh, is there even anything we can do about this request? It seems more like a rumor about a thief than a phenomenal beast!”

      The well-dressed man looked over the request in his hand and looked around the town plaza. “I’m telling you Makky-chan, the people are spooked about these sighting. But you might be right about this being a theif.” Bob cupped his chin in thought, “It might be some kind of ghost…”

      “Or maybe it could just be an animal roaming around town? It would make sense that a starving animal would take what it can from the sources around it.” A young pink-haired woman added in her thought as she looked around the local shops around her and her friends.

      “Porlyusica-chan has a point too. Maybe this is just a bum deal we picked Makky-chan. I guess that’ll be the last time we let you pick our next job, huh?” Bob added with a charming smile and laugh while his friend turned his head and glared at the pretty boy.

      “Shut up Bobby! Not like you would have picked any better!”

      “Hahaha, calm down you two! No reason to make a scene in front of all these poor people!” Porlyusica, Bob and Makarov looked over to see the rest of their team arriving, each with a bag of supplies in their arms. The largest man in the group, Rob, had a big smile behind the apple he had in his mouth, “We picked up a few snacks.”

      Goldmine smirked and fingered through his grocery bag, “And some tips, too.” He pulled out three cans of beer and tossed one over to each of his teammates.

      Makarov looked down at the beer. “You sure? We’ve been thinking it over… it could really just be a thief or another animal doing all this crap.”

      Rob took a big bite out of his apple. “Yeah, well Makky, some people in town might think otherwise.” Yajima walked up besides him and looked through the supplies he had bought.

      “The witnesses and owners of the shops said that when their stuff was stolen, they saw something move in the corner of their eye. And when they turned around, all they saw was a shadow or some leaves falling down on the floor. Which means we’re dealing with someone that can escape from a crowded town in a blink of an eye without leaving a trace.”

      Makarov smiled and chugged his drink in less than a minute. He crushed his can and threw it over his shoulder, “A quick, smooth, faster than the eye thief, huh? Hehe, I’m anxious to meet them.”

    
    

    
      Hashirama fiddled with the bonfire in the middle of their camp grounds, surrounded by his expedition team. He looked around at the forest they had found themselves in and smiled fondly at its peaceful nature. “This place… it really is beautiful.”

      “Hokage-sama, please concentrate on the task at hand.”

      The First Hokage looked back at the leading specialist he was conversing with about the exodus plan for this world. “Right, sorry about that. You were saying Ango.”

      “Yes, well, this world doesn’t seem to be in any state of warfare from what we have been able to discern from the information gathered through the adjacent town.” The specialist fixed her glasses and flipped through more of her notepaper, “There is a non-aggression pact between the countries that promises no interference with each other’s personal states of being. It is similar to what you agreed to with the other nations, but this seems to have been initiated decades ago and it is still holding very strong.”

      Yukiha walked in on the conversation with a surprised look. “Well, that’s good to hear. At least there doesn’t seem to be any fragile peace negotiations, unlike back home.”

      Hashirama grunted mindlessly at her statement. It was true that even though the Elemental Nations made negotiations to keep the peace between their borders, they fell through too easily. In they could have kept talking and reached a favorable agreement, then maybe the World War wouldn’t have happened.

      Maybe Tobirama would still be alive.

      “Yes but even though there are no international disputes happening in this world, it has a higher rate of crime and in-fighting in the nations then ours does.” The specialist pointed out as she laid out several notes, “This ‘magic’ is something they use on a regular basis and can be taught and learnt by anyone with sufficient enough abilities. No prior consideration of the user’s mental state or supervision from a reliable teacher will lead to unstable factions being formed against the local government.”

      “Ango’s right. I’ve heard around town that there are more and more groups separating themselves from their primary authority and are dealing with darker mission requests. Like assassinations and terrorist bombings.” Yukiha looked over at her father as he focused on the details, “It wouldn’t be safe to bring civilians into a state of disdain like this.”

      Ango pushed up her glasses and looked at her leader seriously, “And also, there is something about this world that doesn’t feel natural. Your chakra signatures feel extremely diluted and the Spacial Jutsu can’t stabilize as well here. We can barely keep it open long enough to send our reports back home, and even then we cannot be certain if they make it to the other side.”

      Yukiha nodded in agreement. “She’s right Otou-sama. It wouldn’t be ideal for our village to move here until we properly make contact with the local government and discover a means to live here and keep our chakra.”

      “Yes, you’re right about that. But still, this place is very peaceful in comparison to our home. It would still be of benefit if we—” Hashirama stopped talking and looked up in shock.

      “Hokage-sama?”

      “Otou-sama?”

      “Someone is coming.”

      The entire expedition team jumped to their feet, the ANBU ninja jumping in the front to intercept whoever might come to walk into their base. Ango looked around, “I can’t sense them! Without chakra, I can’t tell—”

      “Chakra? What might that be, exactly?”

      Slowly, out of the shadow of the tree-line, the light from the fire started to reflect off of a shiny metal surface. The sound of metal boots crossing the dirt rung through their ears as a youthful man with silver hair walked out into their sight. Slowly, a dozen more men dressed in basic knight armor followed at his back. His cape wavered as he settled into place and smiled at the ninja expedition team, raising his arms in peace.

      “Don’t attack. Please. I mean you no harm.” Sorrento said with small smile one his face. “My name is Alexander Sorrento, Chief Squadron Leader of the Royal Guard and the Cherry Blossom Holy Knights.”

      The ANBU and Yukiha tensed at his words, and the seal specialist teams took their own inexperienced fighting stances. Until Hashirama raised his arms in front of them and walked forward ahead of his group, ignoring the whispers of concern from his expedition team. He looked back at them with a small smile before stopping a fair distance away from the armored man.

      “Hello Sorrento-Dono, I am Hashirama Senju. And we wish you no harm as well.”

      “That’s great. It’s nice to meet you Hashirama-San. Now what on Earthland are you and your little group of scouts doing out here?”

      “Hold your tongue!” One of the ANBU yelled out in anger as he glared at the armored knight. “This is the First Hokage you are talking to fool! Leader of Konohagakure and the God of Shinobi! Show him your respect!”

      Hashirama looked over at his loyal follower, “You don’t have to defend me. It was just a harmless question.”

      “Silence yourself, heathen! Don’t you know who you are talking to!” One of the Royal Knight Guards roared in fury as he defended his captain. “This is Alexander Sorrento-Sama! The man personally chosen by the royal family to be Captain of the Royal Guard and one of the Ten Wizard Saints! You will show him your respect, bastards!”

      Sorrento gave the younger man a calming motion. “Now, now, don’t get hostile. There isn’t any reason we need to antagonize these people without cause. I’m sorry about that Hashirama-San.” He looked over at Hashirama and summed the man up with a calculating eye. He didn’t seem scared or worried about the situation at all, keeping a calm mind even while the rest of his team was concerned about the whatever could happen next.

      “Its fine. You don’t need to apologize.”

      “Oh, I think I do. Cause you see, even though you apparently have such a high standing among your colleagues, I’ve never heard of you. Even among our best information networks, I’ve never heard of Hashirama, the God Of Shinobi.” He kept his confident smile strong even as the strange older man and his group narrowed their eyes at his deduction. “And I like to keep myself modest, but most men in this world would panic at the idea of fighting one of the Wizard Saints. So, who the hell are you?”

      Hashirama swallowed a small lump in his throat at his analysis. He gave a weak smile and nodded his head, “You have quite a keen eye for detail, able to take note of something like that.”

      “Yes well if it was a threat from any other random ninja I’ve met over the years, I would’ve just ignored what they said. You see, ninjas around here aren’t as well-equipped and numerous as the mages in Fiore. But neither you or any of your team hold yourselves like amateurs. You each have a solid, experienced look in your stances that says that you do this for a living. And if there was a group of people as able bodied as you out in the world, then there should be even a little bit of information that could be passed through the grape-vine.”

      “I understand.” Hashirama looked towards his team and ordered them to lower their weapons. They were reluctant at first but after the former Hokage gave a look at his daughter, Yukiha also ordered them to stand down. He looked back over to the Wizard Saint, “I am not a resident of this country, or even this dimension. None of us are.”

      Sorrento and his men looked at the man in surprise at his statement. He did not lose his serious gaze, “My team and I, we all come from a different world, where the idea of magic and mages exist only in books. There… our primary occupation is that of ninjas. And we use our own form of power to create techniques similar to yours, with chakra. I know this is odd, and probably unbelievable, but we truly mean no harm. We only wish to co-habitat with you all in this peaceful world away from warfare.”

      All of the knights were looking at them in disbelief, before most of them started to laugh in mockery of his tale. The only one who did not react negatively was Sorrento, who kept his stone expression on staring at Hashirama. He faked a chuckle and relaxed his posture, “You’ll understand if I have a hard time believing in your story. It sounds a bit too fantastical, like the ravings of a mad man.”

      The ANBU ninja hissed in anger and fingered their weapon packs and blades. The knights in turn gripped their weapons in preparation to retaliate. Hashirama just calmly nodded his head, “Yes. I understand. But please, our people back home are in a dire need of safe keeping. War has ravished our lands and depleted our nation’s resources, leaving hundreds of people destitute and forcing them out of their homes.! I wish to meet with your head of state and negotiate a deal with him! Please, I need to meet him!”

      Slowly, Sorrento’s smile started to fall and turn into a flat glare. “I don’t know if I can believe in your story or if it really is just a lie, but I can’t let that happen.” His hands slowly lowered to his sides and his eyes met with Hashirama’s. “I do know that you and your group are literally at the epicenter of strange activities and energy readings fluctuating in this area. And for whatever reason you maybe here for, I’ve come here to take you in for questioning.”

      Hashirama’s peaceful nature faded and his glare matched Sorrento’s in ferocity. “I can’t let you do that.”

      “I’m not asking.”

      Slowly, the tension between the two factions grew heavier and heavier. Each subordinate started to adjust their posture for the most favorable mobility while the two leaders just faced each other down.

      Faster than the eye could see, Sorrento’s fist flashed and a shockwave of power rocketed towards Hashirama’s head. The First Hokage leaned to the side, dodging the magical attack by a hair’s width and blasting through the tree behind him. As he evaded, he reached into his pack and threw a kunai at the Wizard Saint’s forehead, not surprised that the man caught it between his fingers.

      The ninjas and royal knights sprinted from their positions and attacked each other. Sparks started to fly when swords clashed and Jutsu and magic started getting thrown around in every direction. The two leaders jumped out of the way and started running through the forest.

    
    

    
      Sorrento started concentrating his Shock magic and threw a barrage of explosive punches while Hashirama ran past them. He was tired of seeing the ninja leader dodge his blows and opted for a grand area attack.

      He clasped his hands together while the air around them started to become severely distorted. A loud ringing started to reverberate through the air and he aimed for the older man, his hands emitting ripples of bright white energy.

      “Shock Front!”

      Resonating with a loud bang, the large magical attack flew at Hashirama at unnerving speeds.

      The ninja leader was not scared by the unknown attack, clasping his hands together and molding his chakra. A large spire of wood rose up between the Senju man and the magical attack, stopping the shockwave attack but shattering the Mokuton creation into splinters.

      As Sorrento was so surprised by the unprecedented technique that he was almost caught when Hashirama started creating dozens of trees from the ground and aimed them at the younger man.

      “Mokuton: Nativity of a World of Trees!”

      The trees started sprouting out and tried to coil around the Wizard Saint. The Royal Captain desperately dodged the trees but was continuously hunted down by them. He started running up the growing wood but found that the trees were growing around him, constricting around his limbs like they had a mind of their own. They captured the Royal Captain and held his arms and legs together, until he sent a massive shockwave off his body and destroyed the wood that held him down.

      Hashirama furrowed his eyes when he saw the man pull off that feat. The magic the people in this world had was numerous and various, and unlike Jutsu, they didn’t need to build up their power with hand-seals.

      Sorrento focused his shock waves into the soles of his boots and launched himself off the air, diving at the ninja below him at rocket-like speeds. Hasirama flipped through the air and evaded as the Shock attack impacted into the ground and cratered the earth beneath him.

      The Wizard Saint jumped out of the dust cloud and started trading blows with the older Shinobi. With each swing he threw, the power from his Shock magic uprooted the ground around them and created massive blasts of sound. But the Shinobi was not affected by this boost in power, parrying each strike with the back of his arms.

      As Sorrento became more desperate to land a hit, Hashirama kept his fierce glare centered on the knight. Finally throwing out both fists, Hashirama caught them by the wrist and held the knight down in place. Sorrento froze in shock when he was captured by the more experienced fighter, looking up from where he was caught.

      Hashirama’s eyes were covered by the shadow of his hair while the pressure of his grip tightened around the knight’s wrists, causing him to hiss in pain. “I wanted to come to this world in peace, hoping a world without warfare would sympathize with those that have suffered the pain of battle. But I suppose even here, there are those that won’t help others without breaking the status-quo.” He lifted his head and glared at the knight, making Sorrento shake in fear at the sight of the man’s cold eyes and the immense pressure he exuded.

      “Then I will help my world find peace, with or without you!” He threw the man up and pulled his fist back. Sorrento fell back down and held up his guard, putting as much of his Shock magic as he could around his arms to protect himself. Hashirama’s fist imbedded into the Shock guard, causing Sorrento to gasp in pain and buckle from the unbelievable force behind his simple punch

      The Royal Captain was sent flying through the newly made tree line, leaving a large trench in the forest. Hashirama looked away from where he had sent his opponent and back towards where his group had camped. Without another thought he jumped through the tree line and headed back to his team.

      Moments later, the ground exploded and the Wizard Saint pulled himself out of the debris. Despite being sent flying through several meters of wood and ground he looked no worse for wear, only a bloody lip and some scuffed up clothes.

      That Hashirama man was strong. Too strong. He ran away but his punch was powerful enough to stun a Wizard Saint long enough to escape. That wasn’t normal. He looked around the area anxiously, “Damn it. Where’d that bastard go?”

      Sorrento ran back to where his group was fighting the ‘ninja’ team, only to arrive to see his team alone in the clearing with a wall of towering wood blocking their path. One of the man’s subordinates saw his superior return to the battlefield and ran to his side. He immediately went into his salute, “Captain Sorrento! The criminals escaped sir! We were holding off most of the team before their leader arrived and cut off their route with this wall!”

      Sorrento looked between the man and the aforementioned wall. “Why didn’t you pursue?!”

      His subordinate seemed to shrink at that question. “Sir, we would have pursued them but one of our men suffered a fatal injury!” Sorrento looked over to see the rest of his men surrounding a fallen soldier with pale skin, empty eyes and a large pool of blood underneath his slit jugular.

      Sorrento eyes stayed wide in shock at how one of his men was so easily killed so quickly. These-these people were dangerous. And that Hashirama… he was too strong.

      He couldn’t let these people go.

      The Wizard Saint slowly started to clench his fist in anger, walking over to the wooden wall and placing his hand on its structure. The wood was distorted for an instant before it blew apart in a spray of jagged wood and splinters. His men all looked towards their captain as his cape flapped with the wind from his technique. Sorrento turned towards his men with a righteous fury in his eyes…

      “Come on. I will not let them get away with disgracing us like this. We are not letting them escape.”

    
    

    
      Yukiha looked out of the curtain in the wagon she and her group had found themselves in. The town they had arrived in was now becoming more and more of an image in the distance. But thankfully, the group of knights they had run into were out of sight as well. She leaned back into her seat and sighed in relief.

      “Hmmmmm, you seem tense milady.” The well-dressed Fairy Tail member scooted over to the young Senju woman’s side and grasped her hand in his. “You know, it’s a shame to see such a beautiful and… gifted young lady such as yourself seem so troubled. If you like, you and I can get off somewhere and I can help melt all of your troubles away~.” The handsome man said in a sensual voice as he kissed her hand.

      Yukiha looked down at the man uncomfortably, worried that she was sort of stuck in this current situation with no preferable escape. “Um, that’s very nice of you, uhhhhhh—”

      “Bob~.”

      “—Bob-San, but I’m quite fine feeling a little tense. It helps me keep on my toes.” She grasped his shoulder and turned him around to face the ANBU ninja that were staring heatedly at the Fairy Mage as he tried to court the Yukiha-sama. “But if anyone should feel tense, it’s you with the way our men are looking at you.”

      Bob just stared at them stoically for several seconds before he got another lustful smile on his face. “That’s fine with me too. The only thing better than one-on-one is a group party. What do you say boys?”

      The ANBU… didn’t know how to react to that. It was creepy. And they felt uncomfortable now in the small space with the party man.

      Yukiha giggled while watching the strange man put his sights on their professional assassination squad and actually make them uncomfortable. She looked across from her seat to see her father rubbing his stiff forearms, “Otou-sama, are you okay?”

      “Huh? Oh yeah, I’m fine Yuki.” Hashirama said with a smile on his face to hide his concern. He wasn’t going to look at it but he knew that his arms were severely bruised from the punches that ‘Wizard Saint’ brought at him. He didn’t notice at the time but that man was quite formidable and if Hashirama didn’t incapacitate him when he did, their fight may have gone on for even longer.

      He didn’t know what a Wizard Saint was but if they were all as strong as Sorrento, they must have been the equivalent of the Kages in this world.

      “If you want, I’ll take a look at any of your injuries after I’ve helped your friend.” The young, pink-haired medic said on the floor of the wagon as she fixed up some burns one of seal specialist suffered in the fight. In fact, most of the team seemed to have sustained some damages from the squad of knights. And the knights in turn were also hurt in kind, in fact one poor man suffered an assassination technique at the hand of one of their ANBU.

      That did not help with their first ideal of coming here in peace.

      As Ango was looking through the seal scrolls she was able to grab before they escaped, the voice from the front of the wagon yelled back at them. “Hey, whoever’s the boss of you lot, get up here would ya?”

      Hashirama looked through the fold of cloth separating the carriage from the wagon. He saw a young man with very large, spiky blond hair guide the horse-driven vehicle and look over his shoulder at the tall ninja. “Hey.”

      “Hello.”

      “I left the rest of my team back in that town so they can try and calm the townspeople down before things get out of hand. Hopefully they’ll be able to make it down our way into the next town without any trouble.”

      Hashirama sat himself down and bowed his head towards the shorter man. “Yes. And thank you for your assistance. Not many would take us off the streets and heal our wounds when we have injured comrades.”

      Makarov nodded his head and hummed in agreement. “Yeah, well in their defense they aren’t used to seeing people with bloody clothes and scorched skin walking through their hometown like a parade. But you don’t have to thank us.” He whipped the rope and looked over at the man through the corner of his eye, “But even we have to take notice of an odd problem like this.”

      Hashirama tried to hide his worry but couldn’t help clench his hand, making Makarov just smile contently. “I’m not going to throw you out, not while you’re injured and you have no home to go to. But if you want our help, you need to tell me everything that happened. Who are you? And where are you from?”

      Hashirama smiled and chuckled lightly. He looked over at the Fairy Mage, “My name is Hashirama Senju. And it’s a long story.”

      Makarov just smirked widely at the old Senju, “Well my name is Makarov Dreyar, and we’ve got time.”

    
    

    
      The old Fairy geezer looked up from his still drink and out at his young children; happily talking, arguing and fighting with each other. Despite how all of these young kids acted, they all had experienced pain that defined their pasts. His and Hashirama’s pasts were not easy to forget either. Mistakes, pain, loss and fear; it could consume your life and leave you an empty shell if you could not find a way to deal with it.

      But here, between these walls and with these people, they became new and improved. They found friends. Rivals to help make themselves better. Those they could look up to and those that they believed they had to lead.

      But more than anything, when you were in Fairy Tail with your family, your pain could be handled together. They were never alone as long as they had each other. And as long as they had that to believe in, Makarov could feel like he fulfilled his purpose.

      The wrinkled old Senju grasped his mug a little tighter at the thought of how much his life had finally changed for the better over the last year. He looked out fondly at the sight of his granddaughter fondly encouraging all of the younger mages. “Makarov-Dono…”

      “Hmm?”

      “Thank you. I know you probably believe that I shouldn’t need to say that anymore but… thank you. For everything.”

      Makarov just smiled and chuckled lightly, “Kehehe, no problem.”

    
    

    
      “ALRIGHT YOU BRATS LISTEN UP!

      Quickly the noise in the guild hall died down and everyone looked towards the bar counter to see their master standing on the counter with his staff in hand. “Well everyone, it’s that time of year again!” Cheers of joy and wolf whistles followed his gleeful statement.

      “It’s time… FOR THE S-CLASS PROMOTION EXAM!”

      “YEEEAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      “All of you have made me proud over this last year with your strength and heart! But just like every competition, not everyone can come out on top! And this year, several of your comrades have proven themselves ready for the next step!”

      Everyone became dead silence when the master took his pause.

      “The participants for this year’s S-Class trial are…”

      “MACAO CONBOLT!”

      The people around the scruffy looking man with dark blue hair patted the man on his back in a congratulatory manner. He chuckled weakly, “Well I guess everybody gets a last chance to try.”

      “WAKABA MINE!”

      “Yahoo! I’m gonna drink myself happy tonight!”

      Makarov smiled at his guild, “CANA ALBERONA”

      Everyone looked over in surprise at the young brown-haired girl with the mug up to her mouth. She blinked in disbelief, before everybody around her started to cheer for her.

      “Yeah! Way to go Cana!”

      “One of the kids actually made it!”

      “Cana, way to go!”

      The young Card user couldn’t believe she had been picked for one of the largest events in the guild’s history. A slow but wide grin started to form on her face until she couldn’t control herself and glomped the closest thing to her, which in this case was a cheerful Levy.

      “MIRAJANE STRAUSS!”

      “Hahaha! Yeah!”

      The oldest white-haired girl cheered and got her little brother and sister into head locks as they had huge smiles on their faces. Everybody was congratulating her and cheering for the reckless Take-Over Mage as she had the biggest smile on her face.

      “And finally…” Makarov froze and looked out as everybody stared up at him with baited breath.

      “ERZA SCARLET!”

      Erza froze in shock. She could only blink her eyes in disbelief to try and anchor herself to reality. Mahiro had her arms around Erza’s shoulders and was hugging her tightly, cheering and congratulating the scarlet-haired girl. Koyuki was happily giggling in Erza’s lap, not understanding what was happening but everybody was happy and that was enough for her.

      Erza was still so surprised that she barely noticed Natsu start yelling angrily about him not qualifying or that Mira was spinning around with Elfman and Gray screaming at the ends of her spiral. But as her shock started to fade, a big smile started to form on her instead.

      “The trial will commence in one week’s time! Prepare yourselves for anything and good luck!”

      Mahiro started to shake Erza back and forth, “Erza! You did it! I knew you could! Ahhhh, I’m so proud of you!”

      “Yeah,” Erza said with disbelief in what was happening at the moment. She shook her head and looked up at Mahiro in confusion. “Wait, why aren’t you in the exam Mahiro?”

      “Come on Erza, I barely take any requests as it is. I spend most of my time here at the guild with Makarov-San and Koyuki anyway. And don’t worry about me! You made it Erza! You’re gonna be an S-Class!”

      “Jii-chan! Why did Erza, Cana and Mira make it but I didn’t! That’s not fair!”

      Makarov sighed and looked over at the rose-haired boy that was anxious to argue his point. “Natsu, you’re strong, believe me. But it doesn’t just take strength to become an S-Class. You have to have skill, experience, heart, brains and a strong sense of justice to earn the title of S-Class.”

      “Then how’d the hell did Gildarts pass his test?! He ain’t got any of that crap!”

      “Cause I’m just so manly that it made up for everything else brat.” Gildarts ignored the pure contempt in Natsu’s eyes and took a swig of his booze.

      “Hashiramajii-chan, you’ve got to put some sense into them! Please!”

      The ninja could only laugh at the Dragon-Slayer’s attempt to compromise. “Sorry Natsu, I can’t help you there.” Natsu’s head fell in despair, similar to how Hashirama so easily fell into depression as well. The little blue cat flew through the air and landed on Natsu’s head.

      “Haha, maybe next year Natsu. But I doubt it.”

      “Erza!” The red-head looked over to see Cana come up to her with excitement beaming in her eyes. It was taking everything she had not to run around in joy at qualifying for the exam. “Can you believe it! We actually made it! I’m so excited!”

      “Believe it Cana!” Mira walked over with a grand pride in her step, leaving a dizzy pile of Gray and Elfman behind her. ‘We earned this! But we can’t all celebrate for long!’ Her prideful smile changed to a challenging smirk directed at the two other girls. “Only one of us is going to win the S-Class, and they will earn the title of Queen of Fairy Tail. You two up for the challenge?”

      They were reluctant at first before they both matched the Strauss girl’s smirk and nodded their heads. Mirajane looked over with a coy smile, “So~, what’s with Naruto?”

      The girls looked over to see Naruto with his face planted into the table they were seated at. “I didn’t make it. How could I not make it? What the hell happened?”

      “Aw~, there there.” Mira came over and started to pat his head with a patronizing affection. “Just let big sister Mira take care of you~.”

      “But I’m older than you?”

      “Shhhhh. Don’t fight it.”

      Naruto abruptly slammed the table and pushed himself up with a scowl on his face. “I’m gonna ask Jiji what the hell is going on!”

      “Don’t Naruto, I talked with Makarov-San about who I thought earned a place in the exam.” Naruto and the girls looked over at Mahiro in shock at her confession. “I gave some suggestions to him about who he should consider for the placement, any final decision made were on his part.”

      “What the hell Mahiro?! Is this because I didn’t change Koyuki’s diaper last week because that’s just pathetic!”

      “No you idiot, nothing so petty! The reason you didn’t qualify is because you aren’t fully ready for the position.” She saw the look of confusion on Naruto’s face and turned to face him fully. “Naruto, I believe that you are strong enough and I know how hard you work. And when the time comes, you can find a way to pull yourself out of a crappy situation and kick ass. But you haven’t learnt to take responsibility for your actions and to fully trust in your team.”

      She continued her explanation through his quizzical look, “We were talking about the S-Class request you took last year Naruto.” She knew that struck a chord because his eyes widened in realization when she said that. “His reasoning for that was because you didn’t even try to team up with Gildarts or Laxus, you took several artifacts from your mission even if they were copies, and you didn’t really finish your probation.”

      “Yes I did!”

      “No you didn’t! You finished all of your jobs but you were late in each one and when Makarov-San wanted to give you another one you were too occupied with your chakra training! Speaking of which, since you’ve started using your chakra your damages reports have gone through the roof over the last year!” She got out of her seat and tapped the stone-faced Naruto on the shoulder, “I’m sorry kid but until you can prove that you can handle the responsibilities and power you have been given he can’t promote you. Maybe next year.”

      Mirajane gave a cheeky smile and patted the boy on the back before leaving as well. Cana gave her older friend a quick apology before she went off to go celebrate her nomination. Leaving just him and Erza at the table before he just slammed his face on the table again.

      Erza smiled weakly at her best friend’s misfortune and wanted to cheer him up. “Naruto, if you want we can go out to get some ramen and cake. And afterwards—”

      “Erza…”

      She stopped talking and let him raise his head. Contrary to what she thought her whiskered friend had a confident smirk and a happy gleam in his eyes. “I’ll just have to reach S-Class next year or something. But you’ve still got a chance right now to get ahead of me. And you made a promise too. Which means that you’ve got to win the exam no matter what, got it?” He raised his arm in front of her at an angle.

      Erza matched his smile and nodded her head, crossing her arm with his and making an ‘X’. “Damn straight.”

    
    

    
      Resting a few miles outside the border of Fiore and Seven was a massive mountain range that stretched through both countries. And hidden between the space of two of the largest mountains in the range was a large metal building that reached halfway up the mountain’s height. And on the front of this structure, the insignia of a fist covered in flames was carved into the metal.

      This was one of many of Damnation’s bases that were built across Earthland.

      The large building structure hidden in the valley started to shake and crack violently from the immense pressure being released inside of it. Many of the local members started to pour out of the front door in panic, pushing each other out of the way to get to safety.

      Inside the massive building, a large man and thin woman were storming down the hall where the massive energy was located.

      The tall man was ‘War Blade Uvogin’, former gun-for-hire and 2nd Division General of the Damnation Guild. The large sword on his back was bouncing around with his movements as he ran down hallway, “What the hell is happening? Is someone going after Master?”

      The younger woman besides him was ‘Marika the Disassembler’, master assassin and 3rd Division General of Damnation. She chuckled while panting, keeping up her pace towards her master’s personal quarters. “I don’t know, but Jii-chan shouldn’t have any problem with any little punk who tries to come after his head! This is something else!”

      They arrived at the door and Marika gripped the handle to pull it open. Only for the door to get blasted off its hinges and sent down the hall, Marika’s arm still connected to it. The two Generals looked at the flying door before they looked down at the woman’s shoulder that was missing an arm. She held her stump out and her hand flew back from its place down the hall. Her arm reattached itself with its Break-Apart magic and she smiled, “Good as new.”

      The two Generals ran into the room, only to be met with a massive wall of pressure being released from the man in the center of the room. Inside the wall of pure pressure, the 90-year old man with the large scar down the right side of his face was holding one of his subordinates by the collar like he was lifting up a piece of paper. In the other hand was a report that flopped around from the incredible wind.

      The man releasing this immeasurable Shock power was the former Wizard Saint and Captain of the Royal Guard, 1st Division General and Guild Master of every Damnation unit across Earthland.

      ‘The Tyrant King, Alexander Sorrento.’

      “HOW LONG HAVE YOU KNOWN ABOUT THIS?! WHY WASN’T I INFORMED WHEN YOU RECEIVED THIS INFORMATION?!”

      The grunt in his hand was panicking, fearing for his life at the hands of this powerhouse he followed. “I-I-I’m sorry sir! We-we had many other reports that were more important an—”

      “NOTHING IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN THIS! NOTHING!”

      Both of his arms were immediately pinned by Marika and Uvogin, the grunt fell on his ass and sprinted away from the area before he was killed.

      “Master! You have to calm down!”

      “You’re gonna give away our position, Jii-chan! Hell, you might just wipe out the whole mountain if you don’t breathe!”

      Both of the powerful criminals were thrown back from the power their master released, fuming in unbridled rage as he looked down at the piece of paper again. Usually it was just a field report on the legal and illegal guilds in Fiore that they monitored just in case of emergency. Along with some images of the guilds they tracked and files with images of their recent activities.

      But this was different.

      This was Fairy Tail’s most recent roster and image update.

      In the sheet of official names they were able to gather from local information, there was one name that stood out among others.

      Mahiro Senju.

      And in one of the pictures, there was an old man conversing with a bunch of snot-nosed brats. An elderly man, at least over a hundred years and wearing old robes that covered most of his body.

      But Sorrento recognized him. He would never forget that face, even after all these years.

      “I knew… I knew one of them must have survived… I didn’t know how but it just felt like they were still alive… but after all these years… after all this suffering, you finally show yourself again Hashirama.”

      Sorrento’s magical power started to disappear and the ringing noises started to fade. Marika and Uvogin looked up at their master as he lowered his arms to his side again.

      “Uvogin…”

      “Yes sir?”

      “Marika…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Gather as many of your men as you can spare. We have been betrayed by one of our nations own guilds. They house a weapon that can destroy the very foundation of this world. And now, we must stop it before it does anymore harm.”

      He turned around, showing off the sheer rage and fury building up in his only eye as veins appeared on his face. “THIS WILL END BEFORE HE CAN CAUSE ANYMORE HARM! FIRST HASHIRAMA… AND THEN, FAIRY TAIL!”

    
    

    
      Done

      I won’t get into an argument about whose stronger, Wizard Saint or Kage. But if freaking Hashirama was your opponent, and you had no idea who he was or what he could do, I’d say you would an ass-whooping. Or at least get caught off guard by his sheer OP.

      And for why Naruto isn’t going to be in the S-class with Erza. I didn’t want them to compete together and I wanted Erza to keep her record of youngest to receive S-Class in Fairy Tail. I don’t like those parts in other stories where Gildarts spars him or Makarov sends him on a difficult mission and he immediately gets S-Class. I don’t care if he is the main character or not, in my story he has got to earn that title like everybody else!

      So Naruto is going into a one month hiatus and won’t start again until the end of the year or beginning of next year. That sucks. Oh well, I’m pretty sure I know who wins my manga of the week anyway. One piece. It’s not even half way through the week yet, but I can confidently say that nothing else I read this week will get me to laugh as hard as Robin’s shocked face.

      F-U-C-K-I-N-G Priceless.

      And to any writers out there, what is the protocol for lemons? Every one I’ve read has that [Lemon Warning: 18+ Ahead] before it actually gets to the naughty stuff. Is that mandatory or can I just put my lemon warning on the top of the chapter to warn people, because putting it there before feels like its breaking the flow of the chapter.

      Anyway,

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    18. Damnation From The Flames

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 18: Damnation From The Flames

      The following is a spoiler alert of the most recent chapter of the Fairy Tail manga. If you do not follow the story by the weekly updates then the following will ruin a lot point of the most recent event. If you wish to wait until the renewed anime follows up to it, please ignore the next few lines of dialogue.

      Please be advised…

      Seriously, this is a spoiler…

      Once you read it, you can’t unread it…

      Skip it and just close your eyes…

      Are they gone… good…

      FUCK THAT FAT OLD CUNT WITH THE BALL-SACK BEARD! HE ROOFIED NOT JUST MIRA BUT ERZA TOO! WHERE DOES HE GET OFF?! WHERE THE FUCK DID HE GET THE BRASS TO THINK HE COULD DO THAT! OH I KNOW, HE MUST THINK THAT STUPID FLUFF UNDER HIS CHIN WAS A GOOD ENOUGH SUBSTITUE!

      WHEN I GET NARUTO THERE-AND BELIEVE ME I WILL-I AM GOING TO MAKE THAT MAN REGRET HE EVER CHOSE TO BETRAY THEM! KILL, MAIM, BEAT, BREAK, I DONT FUCKING KNOW WHAT I’LL DO, BUT I BET I’LL KNOW WHEN I GET THERE!

      Huff… huff… huff… okay one more… FUCK HIM!

      Okay I’m good now. Merry Christmas and Happy Holidays everyone!

      Another warning, its a bit dark and dreary near the end. Had to reach this chapter at some point, didn’t think it would be Christmas though.

    
    

    
      February X781

      “Hmmmmmm?”

      “What’s wrong Nab? Still having a hard time finding a job?”

      Nab Lasaro, new recruit of the Fairy Tail guild, looked over to the see his senior guild-mate walk over to the mission board with his trademark smile on his face. “Hey Naruto.”

      The tall whiskered young man walked up next to the Animal Possession Mage and looked over the board with him. “You know you’ll never get paid for just standing here and collecting dust, right? You might want to suck up that dream of taking a special job and just take one.”

      “Never!” Nab stood tall, with pride brimming in his chest and tears pouring out of his eyes. “I know somewhere out there is a job no one else can do but me! And I don’t care how long it takes, or how many jobs pass me by until then, I will find it!” He proclaimed with a mighty roar as spirits made of eagles started to fly around him.

      Naruto stared at the man strangely until one of the eagles started circling around his head, cutting off his vision. He swiped his hand and dissipated the magical spirit, “Sure, whatever you say man. But I’ve got food to buy and bills to pay. And I’m pretty sure you do too.”

      Nab’s prideful light faded and he was surrounded by an aura of black depression at the Armor user’s words. Even though he was adamant on finding his perfect job, truth was that his rent was almost due and he still didn’t have any jewels to give his landlord.

      Naruto felt sorta guilty for breaking the new mage’s spirit like that, but didn’t know what he could say to help since he was the one that made him upset. So he just pulled off one of the requests that caught his interest and left.

      Naruto walked away from the board and heard a harsh scoff in his direction. He looked up to see a certain blond with Lighting magic looking down at him from the second floor. As always the condescending asshole was looking down on everyone in the guild like they were nothing but ants. Naruto scowled and flipped him off, getting Laxus to shake his head and walk back to his seat.

      Oh if he had gotten that S-Class rank he would have given Laxus a good punch in the throat.

      He walked over to the counter to register with the small master of the guild. And upon arriving, he saw the Third Master of Fairy Tail looking at something to the side with horrified shock and amazement. Naruto approached him, “Hey, Jiji, what’s—”

      Makarov’s hand immediately clasped over his mouth, “Shhhh. Don’t make any sudden moves.” Makarov’s hushed whispers confused Naruto until he looked to the side as well.

      Natsu and Gray were sitting next to each other a little ways down the counter. Natsu was motioning with his hands, “No, no way. I’m saving you the punishment now, my super chili dish is stronger and better tasting than anything you could even stomach.”

      Gray just shook his head and scoffed. “You’re such an idiot. I’ve told you a dozen times already, my frosty sundae meal has more kick in it than any spicy crap you put on a plate.”

      Naruto looked in stunned amazement at his friends argue without their usual method. He leaned in closer to Makarov’s level, “Are they fighting… without punching the shit out of each other?”

      “It’s a freakin’ miracle.” Makarov wished he could take a picture of this scene.

      “So then you’re gonna take my challenge?”

      “You know I will.”

      They both faced forward at the counter and Happy flew down between them, his hands above his head. “They’re ready!”

      Cana and Mira popped out of the other side of the bar counter. Cana placed a betting board on the counter and Mira placed a plate of food in front of each of them. “Place yer bets! Place yer bets! Whose gonna puss out first! Gray with the plate hotter than sin itself! Or Natsu with the dish that could freeze over hell! Take your side!”

      Most of the guild started surrounding the two mages before they started the challenge. Naruto and Makarov just stared at the scene in disappointment. “Oh, it’s a bet.”

      “Well that’s anti-climatic.”

      “Don’t kill yourself eating this, okay?” Mira said with a sweet smile, “Or do. I really don’t give a shit.”

      “You ready to lose, Coal-nuts?”

      “Can’t wait to see you cry Dickcicle!”

      “Ready…” Happy threw his paws down, “Go!”

      They immediately started to devour their respective meals, not even bothering to chew before swallowing. While Natsu was eating his shaved ice dish with relative ease, Gray was having difficulty eating his ramen with extra chili powder on top. His face was turning purple and he was starting to choke on the spicy food, sweat dripping down his face.

      “Oh! Looks like Gray isn’t going to make it!”

      Natsu was gulping down the ice shavings, “Hahaha, see Gray! I told I was—”

      Everyone looked over at Natsu as he just froze in place, dropping the spoon into his dish. He grabbed his head in pain and yelled out at the top of his lungs, “Ahhhhhhhhh! It’s cold! I feel it in the back of my brain!”

      The guild members looked disappointed as Gray was choking on his dry throat and Natsu was rolling on the floor, screaming in pain. “Well, Natsu’s down too.”

      “Hey Cana! I want a refund on my bet!”

      Cana and Mira stopped counting their money and turned away from the crowd. “No refunds after making the initial bet. Sorry.” They ran away as the angry mob started yelling at them for their money back.

      Naruto and Makarov watched the two girls get chased around the guild while the two boys were suffering on the floor. Naruto remembered what he was doing and looked down at the request in his hand. “So yeah Jiji, I’m taking this job.”

      “Yeah whatever kid. Have fun.” Makarov droned with a dry laugh before drinking more of his booze.

      Mahiro sat cross-legged at the table with a challenging smirk on her face. “Well, are you sure you want to do this?”

      The young man nodded his head with a nervous twitch. “Y-yes. I will never be able to become a man if I can’t become any stronger!”

      Mahiro nodded her head, “Well said.”

      Lisanna looked between the older woman and her brother as they faced towards each other across the table. “Are you two sure you have to do it like this?” She asked with worried tone in her voice, the little baby sitting in her lap was looking between the two of them.

      Mahiro placed her arm up on the table and bent it at an angle. Elfman gulped a lump in his throat and did the same with his arm. After closing his eyes, his arm started to glow and it was replaced with his Take-Over: Black Bull. They clasped their hands together and Lisanna took her hands off of Koyuki and grabbed the top of theirs.

      “Ready… Go!”

      Elfman and Mahiro started to arm wrestle, the man groaning in effort as they pitted against each other in a test of strength. For a moment, Elfman pushed as hard as he could and got some leverage by moving the blonde Senju’s hand. Until Mahiro closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, and then let it out again.

      “HA!”

      With a loud exclamation, Mahiro slammed Elfman’s hand into the table, breaking it in half and sending the Strauss man flying in the air. Everybody who was preoccupied with something else stared at the event in shock as the dust settled around them.

      “MAHIRO! STOP WRECKING MY GUILD, DAMMIT!” Makarov yelled from the bar counter.

      Mahiro just offhandedly waved her hand at him and pushed herself up to help the only Strauss boy. “Hey Elfman, you okay kiddo?”

      “Ugh, y-yeah Mahiro, I’m fine.” He sat up out of the bench debris and wiped some splinters out of his slightly grown out white hair. He looked around him at the destruction he caused from his defeat and looked down at the arm that had returned to his normal flesh.

      Lisanna noticed the troubled look on her big brother’s face. “Elf-niichan? It’s okay. You don’t have to worry.”

      “I can’t help it Lisanna! Look at this.” Elfman said dejectedly to his little sister as he motioned to his right arm. “Even with all this strength practice I can only get my Take-Over to my right arm, and it’s still too weak.” Elfman looked down at his lap in defeat, unable to cope with his stunted development while his sisters excelled in their magics.

      Before he felt a hand on top of his head and ruffle his bob-cut. He looked up to see his older sister looking down at him with a kind smile. “You idiot. Stop worrying so much about your magic not working like ours.” She bent down a little and patted his head with a cheerful smile, “That isn’t what Mom and Dad taught us, right?”

      Lisanna smiled and knelt down as well to face her older brother. “That’s right Elf-niichan, remember what they used to tell us when we were first learning our magics. When the time comes, our magics will flourish and we will get to show our true strengths. And even if you can’t use your Full Take-Over, your beast arm is still amazing. I kind of feel jealous how strong you are all by yourself.”

      Mira giggled and patted Elfman’s back, “See that, we’re both jealous of you Elfman. So you can’t fall apart just yet. We need you.” Elfman looked up between his sisters’ smiling faces and felt a wave of relief wash over him.

      “Nee-chan… Lisanna…”

      “Gwoh!” Koyuki exclaimed happily as she waved her arms in Lisanna embrace when she saw their happy faces.

      Lisanna smiled, “See. Koyuki believes in you too.”

      Elfman hung his head for a moment with his eyes covered. His shoulders trembled, “O-okay. I promise I’ll be a man who never backs down like that. I promise!” Some tears ran down his cheeks while he hid his eyes from everyone else. Mira and Lisanna smiled and knelt down by his side with smiles on their faces.

      Mahiro was watching them from off the side and smiled at the siblings’ bond. She loved seeing the Strauss family love like this, and even saw Koyuki join in and hug Elfman’s big neck.

      It reminded her of when she was just around that age and her mother brought her to see Ojii-sama for the first time. A real, full family.

      “I see them argue and bicker so much that I almost forget that they can do stuff like this too.” Naruto said as he walked in from behind Mahiro and stopped at her side, looking at the family hug. “But I think they’re better off when they’re like this.”

      Mahiro just chuckled in agreement. She looked over at the blond that had grown to her height, “So what are you doing? Going somewhere?”

      “Yep. I’m about to go off to a job and I just wanted to say goodbye.”

      “Where are you going?”

      Naruto looked down at the request, “It’s a shipping job in Hargeon. I just got to make sure a ship can drop off its cargo without any problems and I’ll be done. I thought I’d drop by and say hi to Parker-jisan before I go.”

      Mahiro had taken a simple job with Naruto and Erza when they went down to Hargeon to meet the small business owner they had grown so fond of. Apparently he was one of the first adults they really interacted with outside the guild and he left a strong impression on them.

      He was rough, surly and appeared disinterested in whatever they had to say, which often lead to an arguing match between Naruto and Parker. But dispute how he acted he always listened to what the two young mages had to say and offered them dinner and a place to stay if they ever needed it. To them, he was probably the most stable and responsible father-figure they got to see.

      Mahiro nodded her head, “All right. Say hi to Parker-San for me.”

      “And don’t go breaking anything or Master might punish you again.” Mira said playfully as her family moment ended and she turned back into her cheeky attitude. She strolled up to Naruto with a condescending smile on her face, “You didn’t go and steal another S-Class mission to rebel, did you?”

      Naruto just tiredly shook his head as he hated coming back to this subject. “No no, I’m good now. I learnt my lesson the first time.” He looked off to the side with pain at remembering all the crap that happened the first time he stole a mission, “Never again.”

      Mahiro still wondered what the punishment was that made him so traumatized.

      “C’mon Naruto! Let’s steal one together! I’m still pissed about losing the exam and I want some retribution! I know you do too!” Mirajane exclaimed as she looked anxious and giddy at the idea.

      “I CAN LITERALLY HEAR YOU FROM HERE MIRAJANE!” Makarov yelled sternly as Natsu and Gray continued to eat their food and have their respective strokes.

      Naruto chuckled as Mira turned over to stick her tongue out at the old master. “I have no idea what you’re talking about Mira. I’ll see you guys later.” He walked off as Mira crossed her arms and huffed at Naruto’s act.

      She knew he was still mad. Every could tell he was mad when he didn’t get to participate in the Promotion Exam like the others his age. He tried to be calm and hide it around them when the subject was brought up and all the participants went away to their testing area, but he would tense up and growl a little when he was reminded about it.

      He was still so angry at Makarov that he stole the Sorcerer Weekly’s from his back room and posted them on the request board for everybody to see as a prank. They argued all day about that.

      But when the exam was finally over, he completely abandoned his anger at the subject. Because whatever anger he felt towards the subject was completely overwhelmed by the happiness and pride he felt for one certain person.

      As Naruto was walking through the shopping district of Magnolia, he looked up at the cloudy sky and the darkening clouds that promised a storm. And then he noticed a tall figure in black pulling his feet forward exhaustingly. “Yo Gildarts, you’re back from the job! How’d it go?”

      The old S-Class Mage let out a long sigh of exasperation and stretched out his aching back. “God it was like a non-stop work trip. I only got to shut my eyes on the way there and back. Had to search thought the entire mountain range, barely had a chance for a break and when the job was finally down I wasn’t even allowed to get my ‘second reward’ from any of the little cuties.” He whined with teary eyes.

      He walked forward and grasped Naruto shoulder in pity, “Good luck in the future kid. You’re gonna need it.”

      “Huh?”

      A large shadow pulled up behind them and a firm voice got their attention with a hint of joy in her tone. “Gildarts, stop complaining! It could have been much worse!”

      “Not by much kid.” He pushed off Naruto and started walking back to the guild, “See ya.”

      Naruto looked at the retreating back of the man before turning back to his friend and smiling. Since she won the S-Class Exam, Erza’s confidence, skills and spirit had escalated several fold. And that was saying something about a girl that was already so impressive beforehand.

      When she came home from the exam, it had basically been a party for a week straight. And when it was finally done, Erza decided to change her image a little to go along with her promotion. She changed her boots to a jet black pair and switched out her knee long skirt for a thigh long one. Instead of the braid that held her hair together, she let her long scarlet hair flow down freely to her back. And finally, she swapped out her base armor for a more stylish brand from the Heart Kreuz company.

      Until she found out that the clothing company did not make a line of armors. So she went there in person and threatened them to do it. And they did.

      Everyone from the guild was unanimous in their decision… Erza was a badass.

      Naruto wasn’t going to say it out loud because he knew Mira or Mahiro would hold it over him, but he liked the image change. She looked… grown up. And he liked that. He turned to his best friend, “Looks like you gave Gildarts a pretty rough time. Good job.”

      Erza pulled her massive cart of luggage behind her before stopping and wiping some sweat off her brow. She smiled at Naruto, “Are you about to go off? I thought we could get something to eat when I came back.”

      Naruto just waved his hand to dismiss her, “We can eat when I get back. I want to hear how your newest mission went. You keep going on so many I feel like I don’t see you anymore.”

      “Yeah…” Erza droned out as she kept her eyes down a little. “Naruto?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, we haven’t gotten a chance to work together as much since I became an S-Class so…” She looked up at Naruto with a soft smile, “When you get back, do you want to make a real team with me?”

      Naruto’s eyes slowly widened in surprise when Erza made that offer. He had never thought about the idea of making an official team with her. He never felt like he had to. Whenever they were both free they just decided to work together because it felt easier and natural. And now that she was an S-Class he thought she was just going to keep going on requests like that by herself. “Why… why ask me?”

      “Because you’re my friend, stupid.” Erza replied with a proud smile and her chest up high. “If I can make a team I’d want you on it because I trust you the most. Plus I already know you’re capable of taking harder jobs and this way we can take them on in half the time. Plus the pay is really good and when I was off on my last job I went all the way down to…”

      Naruto just watched Erza as she continued to prove her point, making a lot of gestures and ideas with a comically serious face. He just watched her and smiled, remembering just how much they had been by each other’s side when they asked them to. “Okay.”

      Erza stopped while she was making a hand gesture to symbol a giant eagle eating a small village, “Huh?”

      “Yeah, all right. Let’s make a team Erza. I’d love to.”

      Erza smiled happily and nodded her head, “Great!”

      “We” ll talk about it more when I get back. “He walked up to her and raised his arm again so they could do the arm cross they had grown accustomed to.” Wish me luck.

      Erza crossed her arm with his, “Yeah, good luck.”

    
    

    
      Hashirama was making his way back to the guild after grabbing some supplies for Koyuki and Mahiro from the end of town. It was taking a little longer because his entire body still felt sore from training with Naruto. He practiced some fighting forms and katas with the young blond to measure his taijutsu skill. He gave the old Senju a run for his money but in the end Hashirama proved his superior experience and skill trumped all. But even though he didn’t let anyone else see, fighting again like that was too much for his old body.

      He was just getting old. Too old. It was a miracle he had even made it to this age when he wasn’t trying to. As with anything, time just started to take its toll and wear him down. He could still fight but for short periods of time or else his body would start to over exert itself.

      He used to never care much about making it to an old age. Not too long ago he prayed that each year would be his last. But if he did die too soon, he may never have gotten to see his granddaughter give birth to another beautiful child. He wouldn’t have been able to come to Fairy Tail to make up for all those years he hid away in the shadows.

      He got to see Erza become an S-Class Mage! And if he waited long enough, maybe he could be around to see some of the other kids rank up too. At the very least, he wanted to be around until Koyuki was old enough to really remember him.

      He still had something to look forward to.

      “Hashi-Ji!” Naruto called out to the old man as he ran over to him. Hashirama smiled and waved to the young man.

      “Naruto, where are you off to?”

      Naruto stopped and smiled, “I’m on another job. Its not too bad so I’ll be back soon. Hey, Hashi-Ji, guess what?” He said excitedly with a barely contained smile.

      “What? What’s got you so happy?”

      Naruto chuckled with a toothy grin, “I saw Erza on my way out… and she wants to form a team with me! Ain’t that great?!” He asked his old mentor, waiting for his amazement at his announcement.

      Hashirama just blinked in confusion. He stayed silent, just staring at Naruto’s excitable frozen expression for several seconds before he tilted his head, “What? You weren’t a team already?”

      “N-no! We just worked together a lot! Come on old man! Be a little more impressed!”

      “Hmmm…” Hashirama rubbed his chin in thought. His eyes darted to the side, thinking about what this meant. “Erza has made the first move then… poor girl. I always knew she was going to have to lead this moron forward.”

      Naruto’s eyes were darkened by his hair and he grabbed the top of Hashirama head with his prosthetic, “What was that old man? You didn’t say something bad about me, right?”

      Hashirama did his best to ignore the grip from his young friend and looked at him wisely, “And what did you do?”

      “I took up the offer, duh! Me and Erza on a team sounds like fun! Plus I can practice more with my chakra and magic this way!” His entire right forearm was covered in an unstable cyclone of Wind chakra. Hashirama smiled and shook his head.

      “Yeah, well make sure you don’t disappoint little Erza. She trusts you the most out of everyone brat.”

      Naruto tilted his head, “Huh?”

      “You’ll get it when you’re older.” Hashirama waved off his question before he smiled at the young man proudly for his growth over the years. “Good for you Naruto. I’m proud of both of you.”

      Naruto stopped looking confused and just gave the old geezer a huge grin, “Thanks!”

      “I’m gonna head back to the guild. Mahiro needed some stuff for Koyuki and—”

      “Naruto-San! Naruto-San!” Their conversation was interrupted when a woman who lived in Magnolia Town ran up to the whiskered blond from the Fairy guild.

      “What is it?”

      “There are two men in the street asking for directions to the Fairy Tail guild. They were asking to see someone, um, I think they were asking for a… Hashirama Senju-San?”

      Naruto and Hashirama looked between each other in confusion and followed the woman. Hashirama narrowed his eyes in contemplation.

    
    

    
      In the center of the street was a large wagon with eight wagons attached to its rear. On the front wagon were two men in blue uniforms and hats, asking the civilians around them for directions to the local guild. “So if we just keep heading forward to the end of town, we’ll find the Fairy Tail guild near the shore?”

      “Yeah, the guild has the second largest building in the town so you shouldn’t miss it.”

      “Thank you for directions sir!”

      “Hey wait!” Naruto ran up to the men in the wagon with Hashirama following behind him. “Hey I’m from the guild, what’s up?”

      The two older men looked at the younger blond in surprise, “Oh, you’re from the Fairy Tail guild? That saves us some worry. Sorry young man but do you know if Hashirama Senju-San is in town? We wanted to tell him something.”

      “Uh, yeah, actually, he’s right here.” Naruto stepped aside and motioned for the very old bearded man besides him. Hashirama slowly walked forward towards the stunned men and bowed his head.

      “I’m the Hashirama you were looking for, what can I do for you?”

      The two men looked nervous and gulped, “Y-you’re Hashirama-San?” The old man nodded his head. Both men looked between each other, before the hesitation on their faces faded for smiles. “Well that’s good. We have something to tell you.”

      “What might that be?”

      One of the men slowly grabbed his hat and took it off…

      He quickly turned and blasted Naruto away with a powerful fireball, sending the blond flying down the street. The second man pulled out a sword from underneath their seat and dove at the old man, taking a swipe at his chest. As Hashirama dodged the attack, the Fire user stood in place and started sending a hail of fireballs in every direction, burning the buildings and stands around them.

      As the civilians ran away in horror, the middle-aged man just laughed maniacally, savoring the unparalleled superiority he felt at the moment. As he turned, he saw the blond kid he had blown away had stood back up from the ground, ignoring the dozens of people running past him in fear. His left sleeve was gone and his prosthetic arm had smoke coming off of it.

      Naruto glared at the older man and gritted his teeth, he drew out the Kokuryū sword with one hand and concentrated his Wind chakra into his other. The chakra formed around his fist until it was like a small whirlwind completely engulfing his hand.

      Time to see if this really would beat the Flying Gauntlet…

      “Wind Style: Storm Fist!”

      The ball of razor sharp winds flew at the man in the wagon at vast speeds. The Fire user realized the speed of the attack and threw a fireball as fast as he could, clashing with the wind-ball just a foot away from the wagon.

      When the smoke cleared the man saw Naruto charging at him, throwing Jutsu after Justu at him. The Fire user blocked the attacks with his own, sending fireballs at the blond whenever there was an opening. But when the fireballs came close, Naruto sliced them apart with the Kokuryū.

      Naruto’s got the idea for his Storm Fist from the Flying Gauntlet he used with his magic. Since it was made of wind and not concentrated magic, it was much less durable than his signature magic attack. But where it lacked power, it made up for it in speed and with the Wind’s cutting speciality it cut up whatever it hit.

      Naruto opted for a diversion and dissipated his chakra, forming his Armor around his hand and jumping over the fireballs, “Flying Gauntlet!” The magic attack flew at the man in the first wagon and destroyed the front of it.

      The man stumbled back to avoid the attack as Naruto landed on the wagon and punched the man as hard as he could in the gut. The man spit up blood and was rocketed through the cargo of five wagons and crashed into the sixth one so hard the entire line jumped up from the force.

      Naruto sheathed his black sword and looked at the man in the rubble of dozens of barrels and crates. “Okay asshole, let’s make this fast. What do you want with Hashi-Ji? Who are you working—”

      Naruto stepped in a puddle of something leaking out of the crates. He looked down to see the murky liquid he had stepped into and the dust that still hadn’t settled.

      Except they smelled weird. They were pungent and vile, like…

      Gunpowder and oil.

      Naruto looked up to the defeated man as he grinned a bloody smile and raised his hand.

      “All hail Damnation.”

      “FUCK! RUN!”

      Naruto yelled as he dove out of the wagons. An instant later, they exploded with an immense shockwave that deafened everyone in the vicinity. The fire and smoke surrounded the entire section of the town in a cloud of black smoke. The homes around the blast were scorched and residents inside them were horribly injured.

      Naruto whipped his singed cloak and held out the fire sword he used to protect himself from the blast. The smoke surrounded and blocked his vision from all sides, the young man taking a deep breath before coughing. He brought his hands together and threw them out with a pulse of Wind chakra, blowing away the black cloud.

      What remained of the wagons were on fire, the man was nothing but a burning chunk underneath the charred rubble. Everything around him was scorched and black. He could hear the screams of people around him that were in intense pain from the attack. The fires seemed to grow larger and spread out at an abnormal rate. Naruto looked around, trying to see Hashi-Ji in the midst of all this chaos.

      Even though he was nowhere to be found, Naruto had to help the injured people around him. He clicked his teeth and headed towards the closest scream.

    
    

    
      The Damnation member was pinned against the wall, gasping for air and holding on to his broken arm. He tried to breathe through the steel grip around his neck and painfully grinned, “Matser wasn’t joking, you really can’t be human.”

      Hashirama pulled him forward before slamming him against the wall again. He ignored the pained yell the man let out, “What the hell are you doing?! Why would you go this far to kill me?!”

      The man opened one eye with strenuous effort, “K-kill you? We-we didn’t do this to kill you?” Hashirama seemed confused by that and narrowed his eyes more at the man. The Damnation member grinned widely, “Us attacking, blowing the town up, trying to kill your friend; this was just so we could give you a message.”

      Hashirama glared at the younger man, “What message?”

      “From Alexander Sorrento…” Hashirama’s eyes furrowed even more, dread running through him due to realizing his theory was right. “He said this would be enough to get your attention.”

      “And what was it he wanted to say?”

      The Damnation member stayed silent for a moment, before he opened his eyes again with a demented smile and a crazed look in his eyes.

      “This ends today. Him. Or you. One way, everything that has happened until now ends today. He wants you to come to the Fiore mountain range, five miles northwest of here, alone.” His eyes deepened more and he chuckled a little at the despair in the old man’s face, “If you don’t come by sunset; he will kill every man, woman and child in Magnolia Town until you decide to show yourself.”

      Hashirama lowered his head with his shoulders trembling in anger.

      “I think you should go, but that’s just me.”

      “SHUT UP!” Hashirama planted his fist in the man’s liver and cracked the wall behind the Damnation member. The man spewed blood and bile out of his mouth after most of his ribs were broken from the immense power. His eyes rolled back in agony before he passed out and slid against the wall onto the ground.

      Hashirama lowered his hand after holding back on that punch. He turned his head and looked towards the limits of the town.

    
    

    
      “Look what I got! We got some herrings and flying fish!” Hashirama announced as he walked into their newest camping grounds with his reward. The other members of the camping group looked towards their leader and clapped.

      “Good. We need some protein. Nothing but berries and fruit is doing hell to our systems.” One of the ANBU said as he walked over and took the bounty from his leader.

      “Hehe, yeah. The swimmers weren’t that much to worry about, but the fliers I had a hard time catching.” Hashirama said as he wiped some sweat from his brow, “Can’t wait to see what they’re like on the grill.”

      Hashirama looked around at the satisfied look on everyone’s face while they each had their own conversations. This last year had been far too rough. With their original scrolls destroyed and having to adapt to the environment of this new world, they had to start from scratch to recreate the Jutsu they made to come here. And something else was always in their way as well.

      Alexander Sorrento.

      Ever since they had first encountered each other a year ago, the Wizard Saint had become obsessed with catching Hashirama and his group. And no matter how far they traveled or how hard they fought back, Sorrento still always stuck to their trail and found their location.

      His expedition group was peaceful now but over the year things had been shaky and tense for them. Sometimes they argued, sometimes they all fought each other. They questioned Hashirama on his leading abilities and Ango would argue about how difficult it was in these conditions, cursing everyone out and telling them to do it themselves.

      Even though they were used to missions that took them away from their homes for extended periods of time, this was different no matter how much they lied to themselves. Another world, cut off from all reinforcements and no knowledge of its history. This was unlike anything they had ever done.

      Even Yukiha had lost her patience with their situation. A few months after they were stranded here, she started blaming Hashirama for everything that happened. Why she had left her poor children alone back in Konoha without her. No matter how much she trusted in her father, her motherly side wanted to get back home to Tsunade and Nawaki as soon as possible.

      But they were never going to get anywhere by arguing and fighting with each other. And through the last year they had all learn to adjust to the environment, the ANBU no longer always wearing their masks and each member of the expedition changing their clothes for something more natural.

      Right now everyone was calm because they knew Ango had made a breakthrough with her research. And any news like that was good news for them.

      “Otou-sama! Ango has some good news.” Yukiha called her father over where she sat with the head researcher of their group. Hashirama walked over and took a seat by their sides.

      “I think… I may have finally figured a way to compensate for the abundant magic power in the atmosphere so it won’t interfere with our Jutsu. If we can just get some supplies in the next town over, we should be set.”

      “Ha! That’s great Ango! So we can go home now?” Hashirama asked hopefully to the bespectacled young woman.

      The scientist’s smile lowered and she’s looked conflicted to answer his question. “I can’t be certain. We had years and much better equipment to test this formula out back home. To be honest, our most hopeful outcome for this Jutsu to work is…” She looked up at her two leaders with doubt formed all over his face, “50%.”

      Yukiha and Hashirama shared a glance at the bleak news that their new Jutsu might still not be effective enough. Yukiha smiled and placed a comforting hand on Ango’s knee, “Its alright Ango. We believe in you.”

      “Y-you do?”

      “Of course! We’ve gotten this far thanks to you and all of us working together.” Hashirama smirked and picked up one of the cooked fish, “I trust that we can get home this time.”

      Everyone listening smiled at that hopeful thought as Hashirama took a bite out of his flying fish. His face immediately went purple and he spit it all out. “Don’t eat the fish! Don’t eat it!” He gagged, “Oh god this must be what death tastes like!”

    
    

    
      In the grand throne room of Mercurius castle, the crowned King of Fiore sat in his guilded throne. On his right, his Defensive minister Darton stood with a conflicted look. To his left, the crowned Prince of Fiore, Toma E. Fiore, looked on in disbelief of what was happening. The Royal king looked at the man kneeling before him, “What do you have to say about this, Captain Sorrento?”

      The silver-haired knight kneeling before the King of Fiore raised his head, revealing tired eyes with deep bags underneath them. When his stern glare met with theirs, the men couldn’t help but buckle and look away from him. Darton couldn’t help but note how much The Squadron Chief had changed so drastically over the last few months. He seems to have become paranoid and obsessed with the idea that there was a group of people out there that were invading their kingdom. He used every resource, gathered dozens of soldiers to follow his lead and had sometimes gone days without sleep.

      But even now, he exuded an unbelievable, unwavering presence that frightened those weaker than him.

      Sorrento lowered his head again in respect, “I am sorry I have been gone so long your Majesty, I have been too preoccupied with another matter that needed the utmost attention.”

      “The ‘Shinobi’ you were talking about, correct?” Darton asked looking down at the Wizard Saint. “Captain Sorrento, ninja aren’t a predominant career to take in a world of Mages. Someone like you should find them simple and relatively easy to defeat—”

      “Not these people. They aren’t like anything I’ve seen before Darton-San.” Sorrento’s hands tightened for a moment, “These people could cause great suffering to the kingdom if someone doesn’t stop them.”

      “Then let that be someone else Captain.” The King stated firmly, shocking the Wizard Saint.

      “N-no sir! I can’t leave them out there! If you just give me some more time I can—”

      “That’s enough Captain!” The King yelled at his Royal Squadron Chief, silencing his argument immediately. “You aren’t stable enough to concentrate on a mission. I want you to drop this subject and never bring it up again. Do I make myself clear?”

      Sorrento looked at the King angrily and bit into his lip until he drew blood. He lowered his head, “Of course your Majesty.”

      The King nodded his head, a moment of silence fell over the room, “You are dismissed.”

      Sorrento bowed his head and turn on the spot, walking out of the grand hall and heading to his squadron’s quarters. When he arrived and opened the door, dozens of his loyal men were strategizing and practicing with their magic and weapons. On the walls were captured photos of their targets with a massive map that marked their previous locations with possibilities of their next destinations.

      When his men spotted him, they dropped what they were doing and saluted him. “Captain, what did his Majesty call you for?”

      “He asked why we have been away so often and ordered me to stop chasing after Hashirama and his group.”

      The knights looked confused and conversed between each other. His second in command looked towards their leader, “A-are we abandoning the search sir?”

      Sorrento thought for a moment before shaking his head, “No. His Majesty doesn’t know how dangerous it is to leave these people alone. Even if I’m tried and court-marshaled, we will capture those men while we still can!”

      “YES SIR!” All of the knights replied proudly at their leader’s resolve.

      “Sir!” One of his knights ran up to him with a folder in hand, “We have news! The magical research society under the Magical Council created a new ballistic magic weapon. They said it was strong enough to destroy any magic in its way.” He handed the folder to his superior and saluted him.

      Sorrento skimmed through the folder and looked interested at the idea. “The Jupiter Cannon?”

      “Yes sir! We were able to procure a prototype of the cannon from the research lab for temporary usage.”

      “And you think this would be able to break through Hashirama’s barriers and walls?” That was one of their biggest obstacles. Whenever they gave chase, the old Hokage would clap his hands and raise a forest between them to block them off. But with a weapon like this, maybe they could cut right through that.

      “Yes sir!”

      “Okay. Put it in the cargo wagon and we can head off before first light.” Most of his men scattered as he walked to the map. After a year of checking their movements, they had finally started to create a pattern. Taking the least chosen route to lose their chasers, moving through the mountains and forests, stopping by towns for supplies. If they used this algorithm and broke off from their last known position, their next stop would be…

      Tonewa.

    
    

    
      “Naruto! Naruto, what happened?!” Erza yelled as she ran closer to the growing fires engulfing a section of the town, a dozen Fairy mages following behind her.

      Naruto tried to douse the flame with his Water Dragon sword but had to stop in case of wounded civilians. And no matter how much he tried to put them out, they kept spreading and spreading. “We got attacked! Some guys were looking for Fairy Tail and— I need help! I can’t extinguish the fire! It keeps growing! Those guys used oil or something to spread it around!”

      Mahiro turned to the rose-haired kid besides her, “Natsu, Gray, take out those flames! Everyone! Protect the townspeople and get water on those flames!”

      “Aye sir!”

      Happy flew up from behind Natsu and lifted him up in the air. Natsu started sucking the flames into his mouth but barely dented the overall fire. “What the hell?! The fire keeps growing!” He kept trying to eat it but only succeeded at slowing it down.

      Gray ran up to a house engulfed in flames and clasped his fist in his hand, “Ice Make: Freeze!” An ice shield rose off the ground and blocked the advance of flames but couldn’t extinguish them. “Come on Dragon-breath! You gonna lose to your own element without putting up a fight?”

      “Shut up asshole!” Natsu was pissed at that statement and dove out of Happy’s paws and into the inferno. He wasn’t at all affected by the intense flames that surrounded him on all sides. He just threw his head back and took the deepest breath he could. The flames swirled around his mouth like a typhoon as he ate them with vigor.

      Cana was using her Water Fountain card to douse the growing flames as Elfman, Mira and Lisanna started grabbing any injured civilians. “Hurry! We have to keep moving!” Mahiro yelled as she used her Light magic to move through the flames and grab anyone inside them.

      Erza clad in her Flame Empress Armor jumped over to a preoccupied Naruto and shook his shoulder, “What are you doing? We have to get out of the way of the fire!”

      Naruto turned over and looked at her in concern, “Hashi-Ji was just here! I lost sight of him after the explosion! I’ve got to look for him!” Naruto jerked out of Erza’s grasp and ran into the alleys of the town. Erza tried to follow him but the fires started picking up around her.

      Naruto ran through the back alley of the town, looking for his old mentor in the midst of all the chaos. But after searching and calling his name, Naruto found no response. Except that when he turned a corner, he found a beaten older man unconscious against the wall.

      Naruto immediately recognized him as the other man from the wagon and glared angrily at him. He reached down and shook him violently, “Wake up!”

      After some shaking, the old man groaned and slowly opened his eyes. And right in front of him was the heterochromic glare of the whiskered boy. “Where is Hashi-Ji?”

      The older man just scoffed and turned his head. Naruto growled and slammed him harder against the wall, making the injured pain scream in pain, “Tell me or I’m going to make you hurt a helluva lot worse than you already do!”

      The Damnation member just gave a low, hardy laugh and looked at the boy pathetically. “I’d like to see you—”

      *Slam*

      “AHHHHH!” The man screamed as Naruto broke his foot by stomping on it with his Armor.

      Naruto shook him to get his attention, “I’m gonna ask again… where is Hashi-Ji?”

      The man coughed a little and raised his head again, smiling weakly at the young man.

      “On his way to the reaper.”

    
    

    
      Hashirama looked up at the clouds as they darkened even more and a cold wind blew its way. Looking back from the way he came, his new home wasn’t even in view anymore. Blocked off by the hills and roads he had passed for several miles. He was taking a breather, tired from all running he did to get this far already after the bombing.

      He looked back forward at his destination as it came up in his sights. A small mountain range that always rested in the background of the town, with small forests running up their sides. He had passed through there once or twice when traveling with the youngsters of the guild.

      He had left everyone at the guild without telling any of them where he was going. But he had to because if they knew, they would come running up to be at his side. And in a fight like this, he could have used as much help as possible to keep the destruction losses at minimum.

      But not this time. This wasn’t their fight.

      Hashirama stood back up and started his march towards the mountains. Whatever the outcome, whoever stepped away from this again, one thing was for certain.

      Sorrento was right. This ended today.

    
    

    
      Hashirama, Yukiha and some of the ANBU walked into their newest base after grabbing some supplies from the town, Tonewa. When they walked into their base they were greeted with the sight of the rest of their expedition making the arrangements for their Jutsu test.

      Yukiha walked forward towards Ango as she concentrated on the formula, “How’s it going.”

      “Better than I thought. By this rate we should be able to test it in a few hours.” The bespectacled woman said with a big smile on her face.

      “Well then…” Hashirama dug into his bag and pulled out several bottles of brew and ale. He threw a bottle to each of his teammates and popped the top, “A toast! Let’s go home!”

      “Banzai!”

      The whole group started taking big gulps of their drinks and enjoying the moment of peace. One of the researchers sat down against a tree and looked up at the sky, “I can’t wait to finally get home. It will feel good to be back in my own home.”

      “I know what you mean.” One of the ANBU said as he walked to the woman and sat besides her. “After this last year I’m pretty sure we earned ourselves a real vacation.”

      “Are you kidding? This whole last year has basically been a vacation!” A female ANBU whined and pouted, “I need a real job. When I get home I’m going to take as many missions as I can get! I’ll even go around the village chasing freaking animals if it gives me something to do!”

      “That’s just because you’re a workaholic.”

      While they all talked about what they were going to do back home, Hashirama looked up at the orange sky and smiled. “Still… I can’t believe how beautiful this world was.”

      The expedition team stopped their talking and thought back to what this world was like. “Yeah.”

      “Well you’re right about this place being pretty.”

      Yukiha smiled and swished her beer around in her hand, “We definitely saw what the world would be like if we gave up on war.” She looked over at her father and tilted her head, “You think if we tell them what it was like, we might be able to change it all back home?”

      Hashirama shrugged his shoulder and grinned. “Maybe. But I’m glad to see what real peace looked like, even if it wasn’t for too long.” He leaned his head back and relaxed in the moment, “I’m going to miss this place.”

      “That’s actually quite touching, Hashirama.”

      They all froze. The foreign but familiar voice echoed from around them. Hashirama slowly pulled the bottle down and looked over his shoulder to where he heard the intruder.

      Standing over them, his loyal soldiers around him and a massive vehicle resting behind them, was Sorrento. He had an arrogant glare in his eyes and smirking at the opposing leader of the ninja, like he had finally made the winning move.

      “A-Alexander?”

      He playfully waved his hand and started moving towards the First Hokage. “I almost didn’t think we would find you. It really is almost impossible to catch a real ninja like you all. But I guess if you give us enough time and let us search, we’ll always find you.”

      Hashirama stepped back away from the approaching man. “Sorrento, please, stop this. We’re… we can go back to our own home now. We don’t need to do this anymore. Please… just, look away.”

      Sorrento looked down at his feet and shook his head. “I think… we passed the point where we can leave each other alone like this Hashirama. If there are more people like you on the other side, even remotely as strong as you are, that is too great of a risk to look away from. You said it yourself, this world is more peaceful and serene than anything you’ve seen on that side. And knowing how far the beaten and weary would go to earn their own paradise you might just return with an army.”

      “We won’t. I swear if you let us go we won’t ever come back—”

      “How about this? Turn yourself in now and I promise I’ll still give you a fair trial… or else…” Sorrento raised his hand as his Shock magic started to form around it, a determined and iron glare directed at the group of ninja, “We can put an end to this the only way we know how.”

      The ninjas all looked between each other and slowly slid their feet back. The ANBU members sorted through their weapon packs as the soldiers slowly gripped their swords. Finally Hashirama abandoned his conflicting facade to reveal his powerful glare that shook the very area around him.

      Sorrento just closed his eyes and slowly reopened them, “So be it.”

      He fired his shockwave, decimating the forest and scrambling the ninjas away from their groups. Sorrento jumped in the air and engaged in combat with Hashirama, matching blow for blow with each other. The ANBU members started fighting with the soldiers, the knights blocking their immediate assassination attempts and prolonging the combat. Yukiha and the researchers started swiping through their hand-signs as some knights started gathering their magic together.

      The more and more they fought, the more the ninjas realized that the Cherry Blossom Squadron Chief and his men had specifically trained to counter their tactics and movements. Their taijutsu fighters with martial arts, their Jutsu with magic styles, and their powerful Hokage with an experienced Wizard Saint.

      As time passed, their mutual fighting started to take its toll on their surroundings. Trees and earth had been completely obliterated by the Jutsu and magic. Some of the ninjas were panting heavily, grasping their injuries and trying to keep away from the knights. The knights were pushed back by a huge fireball Jutsu that threatened to boil them inside their armor.

      “Shock Front!”

      Hashirama braced himself for the shockwave that impacted his form, sending him skidding through the dirt and falling to one knee. He lowered his bruised arm and coughed up a glob of blood. Sorrento’s magic not only wrecked the exterior of what it touched, but sometimes it damaged the interior as well. The rapid changing of pressure around the shockwave screwed with the insides of people and damaged their innards to varying degrees.

      Sorrento, with a busted lip, bruised face and shattered armor, smiled at his opponent and got into a deep stance. Several balls of Shock magic formed around him before he sent them soaring at the ninjas, “Shocker Bomb!”

      “Everyone, move back!” Hashirama clasped his hands and used his Nativity of a World of Trees to create an impromptu shield to block the powerful magic bombs. The ninjas started retreating as the wooden barrier started breaking down from the shockwave attack. Sorrento looked through the broken wall to see the ninjas attempt to escape from their sights.

      He growled angrily at their retreat, “Not again! Ready the weapon!” He yelled to his followers as the huge transport wagon broke apart to reveal a massive metal canon with a black lacrima at its center.

      “Captain! The weapon has finished charging but we haven’t calibrated its power level. We need more time to—”

      “IF WE WAIT WE WILL LOSE THEM AGAIN! AIM THE CANNON…” Sorrento yelled as his men followed his order. The cannon swiveled and aimed down the valley’s curve at the retreating ninjas. As its magic started to gather at the tip, a growing ring echoed through the forest.

      “READY…”

      Hashirama looked over his shoulder and stopped in disbelief when he saw the size of the weapon Sorrento had pulled out, listening to the loud ringing noise it was emitting. Yukiha and the other ninjas stopped, “OTOU-SAMA!”

      “KEEP RUNNING!”

      “AIM…”

      Hashirama couldn’t summon his Rashoman to this world, so all he had was his Mokuton. He clasped his hands and desperately started to weave his trees together in an attempt to make a tougher shield. Yukiha was running, Hashirama was guarding, and Sorrento threw out his hand—

      “JUPITER CANNON: FIRE!”

      A massive black ball of magic shot out of the cannon, erasing the forest that stood in its way and impacted the giant wooden and earth wall Hashirama had desperately created.

      Hashirama watched as the magic cannonball started to burn through his wooden shield and evaporate the ground underneath it. Hashirama continued to try and deter it but wasn’t able to create as fast as it was able to destroy. Finally, the magical cannonball burst through the Mokuton shield and Hashirama stared down the unbelievable power.

      He dove out of the way, the surrounding aura from the attack badly burning his right shoulder and leg. He rolled on the floor but immediately pushed himself up in a panic, “YUKIHA DODGE!”

      The Senju woman looked behind her to see the oncoming super weapon. Her eyes contrasted in hopelessness before she dodged by the side with Ango at her side, an ANBU member ducking at the other end. But by the time the rest of the team realized what was happening behind them, their bodies had started to break apart and their screams echoed through the survivor’s ears.

      Just as the knights were celebrating, they realized that the Jupiter fire wasn’t stopping and continued to burst down the valley curve. Hashirama, Yukiha, Sorrento, the surviving ninjas and the knights watched as the Jupiter ball slowly headed towards the town at the base of the valley.

      Sorrento’s heart sank almost immediately, “N-no… NOOOOOOOOOOOO—”

      *BOOOOOMMMMMMMMM*

      The magic impacted at the center of the town and a massive cloud of smoke erupted from its crater. The heat and the shockwave from the resulting explosion blew away the homes and buildings around ground zero.

      Everyone in the forest watched in despair as the town’s remains started to fade in the fire, the dying screams of the townspeople echoing in their ears even from here.

      Sorrento fell to his knees, staring at the flickering flames of the former town.

      His loyal followers realized what they did and started to retreat back, “L-let’s get out of here!”

      Hahsirama ignored his wounds and pushed himself up, limping down the hill and heading to the bomb site. His breathing was sporadic and his body was injured and burnt but he didn’t care. What was happening before him far outweighed his personal injuries.

      Yukina and Ango stood back up and looked at the destruction they had witnessed. They stayed silent, looking at the horror playing out in front of them and unable to look away from it.

      “H-how man—” Yukiha swallowed the stutter and tried to compose herself but failed, “How many people do you think that is?”

      “I-it’s—” Ango sobbed and rubbed the tears forming in her eyes, “It’s all of them.” She choked on her cry and almost broke down right there as Yukiha hugged her shoulders and tried to comfort her.

      Yukiha looked around in the crisis for an escape route for them to take. “We have to get out of here.”

      “But-the people—”

      “They’re already dead! There’s nothing more we can do! We’ve got to grab Otou-sama and run before anyone else finds us—”

      The sound of a metallic boot pressing into the ground caught their attention amongst all the noise. The women looked to their side to see Sorrento standing there with his head lowered out of sight. In his hand he was holding the ANBU solider’s corpse after he had blown his head off with his Shock magic.

      He slowly lifted his head to reveal cold, lifeless, stone like eyes that peered through them. The ninja women took a step back in fear, frightened by the pure empty nothingness the man was exuding.

      “Yu-Yukiha-San-ru-run. I’ll-I’ll hold him off—”

      “Ango no come on, we can’t stop him—”

      “Please just go!” Ango pushed Yukiha away and stood in the way of Sorrento’s advance. The Cheery Blossom Chief Knight wasn’t able to register Ango’s words of mercy and pleading, asking him to just let them go. He wasn’t even fazed as he raised his hand and blew the women apart with a shockwave of magic, not registering her screams of agony as blood splattered all over his front. He watched as Yukiha tried to run into the distance and slowly lifted his hand to aim at her back.

      But when he heard yelling come from the former town of Tonewa, he realized that there was someone in that town he was more concerned with than the woman running away.

      Hashirama was running trough the burning village, avoiding explosions and falling rubble that cluttered his path. “Hello! Anyone! Please!”

      “Ahhh! Ahhh! Ahhhhhhh!” Hashirama turned towards where he heard a woman scream hysterically from being caught underneath the rubble.

      “H-hold on! I’m coming!” Hashirama grabbed the burning wood and support beams that piled over the screaming woman as he desperately tried to save her, “Just hold! I’ll get you out of—”

      *Boom*

      The pile exploded from something flammable being blown up underneath the pile. Hashirama fell back from the explosion and didn’t hear the woman scream anymore. He lifted himself up again and clutched his injured arm.

      “Is anyone still here?! Please!” He cried out hopelessly in an effort to find a survivor.

      A fist dug itself into Hashirama’s cheek and sent him skidding through the rubble and debri. He lifted himself up, shaking from the damage and coughing up blood. He looked up at the man who punched him and saw the Wizard Saint with his empty eyes now filled with unbridled rage.

      “A-Alexander, please… you don’t have to—”

      Sorrento punched Hashirama in the cheek, then the other one. He kicked him in the stomach and lifted him up to plant a fist in his ribs. He punched and kicked the injured man brutally, beating up on him until blood started to cover his knuckles.

      He grabbed the defeated Senju by his collar and lifted him to his level, “I wanted to protect my land,’ punch, ‘my people,’ punch, ’my kingdom!” He head-butted the man and threw him forward, “AND YOU TOOK IT ALL AWAY!”

      Sorrento kicked Hashirama as hard as he could in the center of his chest with his magic to amplify it. Hashirama’s eyes widened as blood spurted out of his eyes, mouth, nose and ears. He was sent rocketing through several ruined buildings and finally stopped after smashing through a clock tower.

      Hashirama struggled to pull himself out of the rubble before another shockwave struck him and blew him out the other end. Hashirama’s ribs were broken and his skin was burnt and torn. His arm was broken and his leg was fractured. Blood pooled down his body as Sorrento made his way to him like a machine.

      But the Senju ignored his injuries and stood up to keep the man at bay, “I-I didn’t do any of this Alex. We can stop anymore people from being hurt if—”

      “You… you just don’t get it, do you?” Sorrento muttered as he lowered his head and his shoulders started to shake. He lifted his head again to reveal the tears that streamed down his face uninterrupted, “IT’S TOO DAMN LATE!”

      He grabbed Hashirama by the collar again and brought his shocked face to his, “I GAVE UP EVERYTHING I HAVE WORKED FOR, EVERYTHING I BELIEVE IN TO KEEP MY WORLD SAFE FROM YOUR WORLD! FROM YOUR WAR! BUT NOW WE’VE BECOME JUST LIKE YOU! WELL TELL ME HASHIRAMA—” he lifted the beaten man up and made him look at the destruction surrounding them, “WAS THIS THE PEACEFUL WORLD YOU STRIVED FOR?!”

      Hashirama started feeling the full impact of everything that was happening as tears started forming in his eyes as well. “I-I’m sorry.” He sobbed as he grabbed the hands that were choking him, “I just didn’t want anymore people to suffer—”

      “You don’t get to change that because you want to. You’re gonna have to figure this out at some point Hahsirama…” He lowered him back down to his level and gave the Hokage a broken glare.

      “It isn’t the world that causes the warfare, it’s the people!”

      Hashirama’s heart sank when he heard those words.

      “You can change the land, your homes, the world or universe but as long as the people you bring are tainted by war, that will be all they come to know. Your lands were destroyed so you came here to do reconnaissance! If we let you come you would have brought your homes and nations here to survive! But what was going to happen when they asked for more? They would resort to power, violence and warfare to take our world for their own! Because that’s all they know how to do!”

      Sorrento just shook his head as more tears went down his face, “Hahsirama… your world was doomed long before you ever came here.”

      Hashirama looked at the tired man, his fear and anger and fatigue and grief shown all over his face. And when he looked at this Wizard Saint, all he could remember was the face of his best friend as he killed him in their last battle. The final confrontation to decide between them who would usher in the new ninja world.

      But even before that they fought about if a village could truly be formed. And before that it was out of vengeance for their lost family. And the superiority of their clans, their resources, their lands and abilities. Now that he looked back in it, all that peace and unity he fought for was only won because he fought.

      Hashirama’s legs weakened and he fell to the floor, horror dawning on him at the realization. “You’re… you’re right.”

      Sorrento stumbled back and cried, “AHHHHHHHHH! WE DID THIS! I DID THIS! I-I CANT-AHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Sorrento lowered his hands and wiped the tears away. He looked up at the defeated Senju and aimed his Shock magic at him, “It’s over. Just close your eyes and it will all be over.”

      Hashirama looked at the rippling magic and slowly closed his eyes, awaiting his end.

      *Schink*

      The ground rumbled as the clock hand from the tower fell from up high. Hashirama looked up in horror when he saw the clock hand had sliced up a part of Sorrento. The metal beam had cut through his skin and left a long, deep scar down the right side of his body. His right eye was sliced open, his head was bleeding and even a part of his arm was almost completely cut through. Sorrento tried to reach for Hashirama but fell and caused blood to spurt out from his landing.

      Hashirama looked in horror at everything that had happened around him. He pushed himself up, his body weak and broken from the fighting, and limped away from the village.

      Yukiha finally spotted her defeated father and tried to help him walk, “O-Otou-sama! Everyone-they’re gone! Ango was killed and-and so was our team. We-we’ve got to—”

      “Just go Yukiha.”

      Yukiha stopped talking when her father lowly muttered those words. “No, no maybe we could still find a way to—”

      “I’m sorry.” Hashirama cut her off before pushing off her and limping in another direction. “I’m so, so sorry for what I’ve done to you. But we can’t do anymore.”

      “Are-are you just going to give up?”

      “Yes. I’m done.” Hashirama said without looking back to his daughter, his defeated tone crushing her spirit and will. “We’ve done enough to destroy our world Yukiha… let’s leave this one to burn on its own.”

    
    

    
      “Captain? Captain Sorrento… can you hear me?”

      The nearly mummified body on the white bed slowly opened its eye. Everything was different, it changed from the burning town to a small medical room. He couldn’t move, everything was hurting. Oh god it hurt so much. Just lying here in bed was agony by itself. He was in so much pain that most of the nurse’s words were fuzzy nonsense.

      “Captain your injuries were far worse than we anticipated. We’ve had to keep you in a medically induced coma so your body wouldn’t shut down as we operated. Don’t make too many unnecessary movements—”

      “That’s enough nurse. You are dismissed.”

      Sorrento steeled his will and focused his good eye on the other voice in the room. When he finally looked around, he saw that he was completely surrounded on every side by knights who kept their full attention on him. There was a captain among the dozen men who was making his way towards his bedside. When Sorrento tired to adjust himself he realized he was completely tied down and restrained to the bed.

      The Captain of the squad came to his side and looked at the wrapped up, one-eyed man in contempt. “Alexander Sorrento, you are charged and held responsible for the following crimes; Treason and Conspiracy against the Kingdom of Fiore, Grand Theft and Mass Murder of over 400 innocent civilians.”

      The truth finally hit the wounded man as his only visible widened and immediately watered.

      “You are relieved of your status of Wizard Saint and terminated from your position of Cheery Blossom Squadron Leader and Chief Royal Knight to his Royal majesty. You and your men will be held in court for your crimes against the kingdom and mankind.” He shook his head and scowled at the war criminal before him, “Whatever you did, I hope it was worth all those lives you took.”

      Sorrento silently started to sob and cry. His muffled screams started phasing through the bandages and he started jerking around violently in the bed. The wounds all over his body started to reopen and blood seeped through his bandages.

      “He’s gonna kill himself like that!”

      “Men, restrain him to the bed! Don’t let him go by any means!”

      Before anyone could touch him, his body started to gather his Shock magic before they could seal him and he screamed with stark white eyes.

      “RRRRRAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

    
    

    
      He remembered killing those men that planned to take him in for his crimes. He remembered running away from that facility as everyone in a 5 mile radius started searching for him. He remembered that even as his body broke apart and blood dripped down his legs, he still kept running.

      It was like a fresh wound in his mind that never closed up. Something he never forgot.

      He slowly opened his eyes, one a faded grey color and the other milky white from the scar damage down his right half. He looked down at the old geezer that made his way into the mountains and looked up at the other old man.

      Sorrento chuckled, “I almost didn’t think you were going to come.”

      Hashirama glared up at the black uniformed man, a small emblem on his breast that portrayed a fist covered in flames. He was standing up high in the tree, below him was a massive man and a slender woman who both had varying smiles on their faces. And even though they were hidden, Hashirama knew there were many more people around them. He rubbed his shoulders and looked up at his old foe, “Well you asked me to come. I couldn’t just ignore you, not after everything that’s happened.”

      “Thank you for being so considerate. But I was certain you would have brought at least a few reinforcements with you to fight.”

      Hashirama shook his head, “No one else needed to get involved with my fight. But I can tell that it wasn’t the same idea for you.” He looked up at Sorrento and glared, “You might as well call them all out, no point hiding them anymore.”

      The leader of Damnation smiled at the attitude and ferocity he hadn’t seen in so many years and clapped his hands. All around them, popping out of the trees and ground were hundreds of soldiers from the Damnation army. They all came out with twisted smiles and evil eyes, brandishing their weapons at the old man at the center of their forces. “527 men and woman from all three factions of our group. That’s more than two-thirds of our entire collected army we brought with us here but hey, you’re worth it.”

      Sorrento jumped off the tree and landed on the ground, his hands in his pockets and cheerfully looking around the forest. “Do you know exactly how long it’s been since I last saw you? 50 years, 2 months and 13 days. I won’t go into minutes and seconds cause I lost count awhile back.” He stood several meters away from the old Senju and looked him over, “You got old.”

      “What were you expecting? I age just like everyone else.” He looked back at the former Saint, “You’ve changed quite a bit as well.”

      “Yeah well I always had grey hair so the change to white wasn’t that bad for me. And it didn’t take me long to learn to work with only one eye—”

      “I wasn’t talking about your appearance.”

      Sorrento gave a small smile and ran his hand over his Damnation emblem. “All the people out there think I’m evil and that I delude myself into thinking that what I’m doing now is for the good and justice of the kingdom. But the truth is I know I’m a monster, because since the Tonewa incident I’ve changed.”

      He gave a fearless smile at his old nemesis and stood up tall, “Since then, I have waged war on this entire world. And it’s power, resources and security have increased a hundred times. So how do I help? I become the symbol of their hate, the one thing they all agree to hate against and I gather every scumbag and criminal I find to be a part of my group. We said we are doing this all for justice but if I can be painfully truthful with you; if we are all going to hell, we might as well turn this world into a fire as well.”

      Hashirama felt a chill go down his back at the cold, uncaring tone the Mage used to explain his new look on life. He looked at the men surrounding him, “What happens with them?”

      “They are all people I brought with me to help fight Fairy Tail. Even though I know we are strong, rumors of that place usually hold true to their word.”

      “Please-please not that. They have nothing to do with this.”

      “Oh I think they do.” Sorrento crossed his arms and started thinking back, ‘I know you have family in that guild, and I know they will carry on the same tainted blood and experience you had with you after all this time. And if they hid you after all this time, they betrayed their nation and everything it stands for.’ He smiled and tilted his head in a questioningly manner, “Kinda like me.”

      He looked at Hashirama with a sympathizing eye, “Hashirama, this fight will be over now. You don’t have to feel any sort of obligation to the people at that guild. You’ve lived and suffered enough for your pain. Just tell me you want it to be over and I’ll snap your neck, quick and painless. You at least deserve that much.”

      Hashirama had a pitiful look on his face as he lowered his head and shook it dejectedly.

      “That’s enough for me!” One of the Damnation subordinates screeched out and jumped when he saw their target reject a painless death. For him, the idea of killing the main target of their entire group before slaughtering an entire guild was just too juicy an opportunity to pass up. It didn’t matter what Sorrento or Uvogin or Captain Marika said afterwards, as long as he got a kill, that was good enough for—

      *SNAP*

      Everyone surrounding the center of the forest watched in disbelief as the wrinkly old Senju planted his fist so deeply into the Damnation member his fist appeared through the back of his skin, obliterating the bones and mulching the organs. The Damnation member was sent flying past Sorrento’s head and destroyed the tree that the two Generals were perched on.

      Hahsirama looked down at the fist he attacked with and tightened it even more. “Years ago, if you had given me that offer, I would have taken it without a second thought. But you see…” He tightened both hands and lowered them to his side, “I met this little red-head a few years ago that lectured me about dying out and leaving this world In peace. She said if I made a mistake, something I couldn’t ever live with myself if I left it alone, I have a duty to fix it.”

      He lifted his head, his eyes showing a strong will and fire in them then they have ever had in half a century. Pressure from his body cracked the ground around him and frightened all 500 mages surrounding him. Because even if they were bloodthirsty criminals and the very bottom scum of existence, they were still scared at the idea of fighting a monster like this.

      “So send your men Alexander. Let them see why they won’t ever be able to reach Fairy Tail.”

      Everyone except Sorrento, who just smiled as the immense pressure swept over him like a cold wind. It was so… nostalgic.

      “You know… I actually like that answer better.”

      He snapped his fingers and his army charged forward, him standing in the back as his men flooded the area.

      The ground exploded in the epicenter of the gathered people. Hashirama was darting about and dealing out more devastating damage than anyone would think a man over 100 years old was capable of. His body couldn’t last long in a fight, but god damn could it deal out some hurt.

      He dodged attacks, evaded swipes, disarmed their weapons and beat them into the ground. He clasped his hands together and a giant tree popped out of the ground, smacking and crushing any poor idiot that decided to attack him.

      The old Senju had to admit, going all out like this after all this time felt fucking extraordinary!

      A young woman with brown hair jumped through the swinging trees and ran up the trunk like it was just a carnival act. She jumped and kicked Hashirama in midair, the old man blocking the attack with the back of his arm.

      He swung out his killer punches and lighting fast kicks but the woman just countered and blocked them all. Wow. This girl was unbelievable. He held the advantage in speed and power but as far as sheer taijutsu skill went, this girl may have even matched him.

      Marika smiled and weaved her arms inside his guard, elbowing him in the ribs before back-fisting his face. This made the old ninja jump back from the oncoming attack and raise his guard.

      Suddenly, the huge tree he created to give him the advantage was sliced up into pieces. He looked down at the falling debris and saw the massive man with the huge sword standing there with a smug smile.

      The soldiers all aimed their magic at the man in the sky and fired their attacks. Hashirama tried to dodge in midair but barely avoided their impact. He jumped off the tree bits and sent them falling on the masses below him.

      He stumbled on the ground and rolled on it to stop a rough impact. He looked up to see the huge army charge at him while he adjusted for battle.

      “Wind Style: Dragon Spear!”

      A magnificent black blur was sent into the crowd at unbelievable speeds from above them. When the attack landed, a dozen people were blown back from the force of the attack. Hashirama looked at the crater zone to see a familiar black blade imbedded in the ground from the enhanced throw.

      He looked over his head to see a blond blur spinning through the air with a blunt sword at the end. He landed on the ground and slammed the sword into the earth. A massive tear in the earth threw boulders at the closet members of the army and raised huge rocks from the ground.

      When the dust settled, a tall figure with spiky blond hair stood up and pulled the black blade from the ground. The tall blond faced Damnation; a long flapping cloak on his back, a prosthetic arm revealed from burnt clothing and his Earth dragon sword in his other hand. He looked towards the army and smiled vindictively, “Now don’t start this little party without me.”

      As the Damnation members looked at the blond in curiosity, Sorrento actually focusing on the smirking blond that interrupted the fight, Hashirama look at the boy’s back in fear. “Naruto?! What the hell are you doing here?”

      “That bastard that attacked us in town told me you came all the way out here to fight the leader. And I wasn’t just going to let you fight by yourself. And when ya look at it…” He looked back at the massive group of people in front of them, “I was right.”

      “Naruto, get out of here! This fight is dangerous, more than anything else you’ve done! I have to beat them and—”

      “Then that’s enough for me.” Naruto interrupted Hashirama while he sheathed the black sword and sent the Earth sword back into his Requip. Immediately, the Light and Shadow sword replaced them in his hands and he looked back at his old friend. “Haven’t you learnt yet Hashi-Ji? If you’re going to fight, you can damn well expect one of us to stand by your side.”

      Hashirama looked at the grinning blond and worried about what was going to happen. He sighed and placed his back against Naruto’s, “If we are fighting together, you are only going to concentrate on the foot soldiers, got it?”

      “Aye sir.”

      “The leader is too much for you to handle and his Generals might even be too tough for you to fight here so stay back and keep by my side.”

      Naruto smirked over his shoulder, “I won’t have to carry you, right?”

      Hashirama chuckled, “Don’t get cocky brat.”

      They faced the surrounding men and sprinted forward into battle.

    
    

    
      Erza was running all over town after they had finally put out the fire. After almost an half an hour of fighting it they finally started to gain some leverage against it. Gildarts disassembled it and Natsu ate the left overs. Mahiro and her used their magics to cut off the flame before it could grow any worse while the Master rallied the people away to safety.

      But even as the guild started to celebrate saving the town, there were still two members of their family that were still missing.

      “Anything?”

      “Still can’t find them!”

      “Naruto! Hashiramajii-chan! Where’d ya go?!”

      Most of the guild was searching for the two missing members as they started to panic.

      Erza ran around the alleys she had last seen Naruto run through. After searching all around she still couldn’t find anything.

      But when she rounded a corner, she found a half-conscious man leaning against the wall with a broken foot and arm. He weakly lifted his head and looked at the scarlet-haired girl that stood a few feet away from him. He just smiled and shook his head, “Don’t bother interrogating me. I’ll save you the trouble.”

    
    

    
      “Shadows Ascent! Star Fall Night!”

      “Nativity! Don’t stop moving!”

      Sorrento was watching the battle commence between his army of low-life’s and Hashirama and his boy. They were putting up a very good fight, already having beaten a hundred of his men. But even after they fell, they kept pushing themselves forward to attack because they didn’t want the alternative of his wrath.

      Even though Hashirama still fought like a monster, his old body had started to slow down from the fighting. But the new blond was making up for it. Those swords he was using were fantastic, blowing his men away and making sure they didn’t get back up. And when they got close, he covered his feet in a violent current of wind to keep them at bay. So this must have been another child that had chakra just like the Senju. That explained why he was so ready to fight alongside the old man.

      “Uvogin! Marika!” His two generals returned to his side as he started stepping back, “Call back some of your men, were using the special ops strategy.”

      Uvogin’s eyes widened at the mention of their final gamble, “Master, you can’t mean—”

      “Woah Jii-chan, think that through! If any of our guys get caught up in that, they aren’t going to make it.”

      Sorrento glared at his coldly, stopping their thoughts in their track. “Do you care?”

      He stepped forward, “Magic team, first squad! Assemble!”

      Ten men and women came out of the battle field and ran up to his side. Once in awhile he would find a person that had a strong magical power and a skill at forming magical seals. And this was where his practice in the Wizard Saints paid off to teach.

      Sorrento started to weave a magic seal in front of him with ten other Damnation members following his lead. The power they started to gather affected the environment around them and cracked the ground beneath them.

      Naruto started getting overpowered with the pile of people that charged him. They all started to grab at him and take shots, futile due to him covering himself in a layer of Armor. But he couldn’t escape form their grasp, “What the hell are they doing-Get off!”

      Hashirama was facing the same problem as he was being held down by the Damnation soldiers now. He tried to escape, wondering why they were trying to keep him in place like—

      His eyes widened in realization before he looked up. Eleven fully completed magical seals were aimed in their direction with Sorrento at the lead. Even behind the magic seal he could see the Master of the army was smiling in victory.

      “Naruto! Naruto!” Hashirama screamed as he pulled himself out of the pile as hard as he could and jumped towards the younger blond being kept in place.

      As the old ninja flew through the air, Naruto realized that the people holding him down didn’t even know what they were doing. That almost all of the remaining members of Damnation had retreated out of the battlefield in a panic. He looked up to see eleven magic seals, all aimed in their direction without any concern for their comrades still in the line of fire.

      As Hashirama almost reached towards his cherished friend, Sorrento called the attack…

      “Abyss Break…”

      A bright light covered everything in the mountain in a sheet of white. A low ringing echoed through the mountains. And the joint attack of eleven simultaneous Abyss Breaks completely devastated everything that stood in front of it.

      And even the members of Damnation looked on in shock at how the forbidden spell had completely vaporized a mountain’s valley and land into nothing but dust.

      And left no survivors.

    
    

    
      Done

      I hope that can set up a good continuation for the next few chapters because this is about to get seriously heavy.

      Happy Holidays

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    19. Damnation In The Rain

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 19: Damnation In the Rain

      Anime news: The guy who drew up Gintama is taking over the characters designs! Last year I said I hoped the series pulls a Gintama, had no idea I was foreshadowing it! Which means we won’t have anymore more of the animation flops we had near the end of the series before it went on hiatus! Also, I’m really, realllllly hoping they can show blood now. Don’t know why I want that, just always put me off that they can take such damage but never bleed. And if they start bleeding, that means they can show the most recent manga stuff without having to censor it too bad.

      And then in manga news: Natsu. Lisanna. Mira. Elfman. Jellal. And Erza… oh god Erza.

      Also, even considering all the crazy stuff I’ve written, I still think this may have been one of the darkest things I’ve ever written so far. So… fair warning.

    
    

    
      The Damnation army was one of the most vile and feared independent guilds in the history of Earthland. They had recruited the worst of the worst from every corner of the world. They had committed crimes and acts of violence that terrified most anybody that heard them. Just the mention of their name would cause most people to run away to safety and escape their brutal methods.

      But even for all these criminals and bastards of society, they were frightened of ‘The Tyrant King Alexander Sorrento’ more than anything else.

      This was a man who stole a prototype of one of the strongest weapons in magical society from the government and wiped an entire town off the map.

      He escaped capture from the joint forces of the Magic Council and The Royal Guard and left nothing but mangled corpses to be sent back home.

      He waged war on the guilds of Fiore and the other nations of Earthland and still walked away a free man.

      Legal and Dark Guilds were all the same to him if they stood in his way.

      And if that wasn’t enough to affirm his position as leader, he taught one of the strongest, most forbidden spells he had ever learnt to almost a dozen other potential mages and just used them to defeat two men.

      They didn’t even have the guts to call him out on killing almost a hundred of his fallen subordinates just to take the shot.

      Sorrento stood there silent and unmoving as he looked over the damage he had done. 11 Abyss Breaks, all fired simultaneously at the same target, left irreparable damage to the landscape. The mountain side and forest were no more, nothing left but grey ash and dust.

      Like a scar on the face of the world.

      The black clouds over their heads started to rumble and cry. A storm started to settle over miles of land as lightning sheared through the sky. Sorrento just kept his focus on the destruction he caused while everything around him just faded out of mind…

      “M… er…

      “Ma… r…

      “Jii-chan!”

      Sorrento was shaken out of his stupor when his 3rd Division General yelled at him. He looked back at the much younger woman behind him, “Wh-what? What’s wrong?”

      Marika and Uvogin walked forward with concern covering their faces. Uvogin stepped forward, “Master, the fight’s over. I… don’t think there is anything left for us to search for.”

      Sorrento looked back over the scarred earth he had made, “Yes… I believe you are right.”

      Marika looked up at the large swordsman, “Should we… gather who we’ve got left and make a retreat back to our bases?”

      “No!” Sorrento said as his daze faded and he looked at his two most loyal followers with persistence, “We must take our raid on Fairy Tail while we still have the element of surprise.”

      “Jii-chan we can’t do that! Our forces are beaten and injured! We aren’t at full force right now! If we just take the time to gather our resources again and heal our injured, we can attack the guild again with no problems.”

      Sorrento turned towards his Generals and shook his head. “No. This has to be today. Fairy Tail is loyal to each other, following their comrades to any fight as long as they can still move. And if we wait any longer, the Council and Kingdom will hear about the raid and attack us as we heal. Our men can still fight and we can personally take care of any of the Mages that pose a serious threat.”

      The two infamous Generals looked from their leader towards each other with uncertainty to his plans. Until his wrinkled old hands rested on their shoulders, “Marika… Uvogin… this has been the shadow cast on my life since I made that mistake fifty years ago. I can’t make up for that mistake and I can’t ask for forgiveness. All I can do is try to put it behind me.”

      He looked between them with a pleading look, “Please… help me bury my sins.”

      The two S-Class criminals looked between each other before steeling their resolves and nodding their heads. Marika turned towards the assembled army, “All right maggots! On with the plan! We’re taking Fairy Tail tonight!”

      Some of the men started to argue and mummer about the decision before Uvogin roared and caused them to jump back in fear. They started to scramble towards their magic four-wheelers around the hill range. The black clouds over their heads started to shake and rain started to pour down on them intensely.

      Marika drove in with their personal car with Uvogin jumping in the back. She popped her head out of the window, “Jii-chan! Hurry up! Let’s go!”

      Sorrento ignored the rain and took one last look at the battlefield where he had finally ended his fifty year grudge with Hashirama. The purpose he had obsessed himself with for so many years… the man he had hunted after for so long… and it was over. He should have been excited and happy but he felt so…

      Empty.

      He bowed his head in respect to his old enemy before jumping in the back of the four-wheeler, “Marika! Go through the forest! We’re taking the other path!”

      Every four-wheeler started to drive off before the damaged mountain was left barren and lifeless. Not a single member of Damnation was left.

      The downpour started to wash the ash and dust down the hill. As the grime started to wash away, it sunk to reveal a small trench in the middle of the blast zone. And after most of it washed away, it passed to reveal a feeble, broken wooden semi-dome.

      It crumbled to ruins to reveal several mangled, disfigured corpses that were ruined by the mass magic attack. Some of them were missing body parts, others had entire sections of their body blown away to reveal the bone and tissue underneath.

      The bodies started to jostle around and topple over as something struggled to push them up. The bodies fell off the injured blond and the white-haired man on top of him.

      Naruto grabbed his chest, feeling a few of his ribs had cracked and maybe broken because of the force of the blast. His right arm was singed with most of his sleeve burnt off because of the intense heat. The skin on the outside of his legs was shredded and had blood seeping down them.

      He looked around at the damage caused by the unstoppable magic attack and couldn’t believe he was still alive. Before everything was covered in a blinding light and creeping darkness, he remembered the old Damnation man creating a magic circle with almost a dozen other people. And for one of the few times in his entire life, Naruto felt sheer hopelessness in the face of that man’s determination to kill them.

      But just as he thought it was the end… just as he thought he was going to die…

      Hashirama dove in and tackled him to the ground. Several Damnation members followed to tackle them and finish the fight there. In an instant the old Hokage raised several wooden barriers to protect them. But the moment the Abyss Breaks impacted against the shield, most of them evaporated into dust.

      If they weren’t underneath the blast, shielded by more than a dozen other people and guarded by several Mokuton walls then they would have instantly been killed.

      Naruto anxiously looked around for evidence of any more of the Damnation army still around. He breathed out in relief when he saw they were no longer being targeted by the powerful criminals. He grabbed Hashirama’s shoulder and started to help him up, “C’mon Hashi-Ji, they’re gone now. We’ve got to warn every—”

      Naruto felt a warm sensation press against his hand when he touched the old man. He slowly raised his hand and looked at the crimson blood stained all over his hand and arm. Horror struck his face before he slowly looked down at the man resting against him.

      He finally noticed that he was lying in a pool of blood pouring out of the stubs that were once the elder Senju’s legs. They had been completely blasted off and only the uneven bones were left coming out as blood sputtered out of them. His entire back was shredded and burned, revealing the furthest points of his spine out of his back. And he was lying against Naruto, unmoving.

      Naruto’s heart went cold, “HASHI-JI!”

      He grabbed the old man and lowered him back so that Naruto could get a better look at him. His face was going pale and his eyes were almost shut. Naruto carefully shook him, getting no response. He panicked and started tapping against the Senju’s cheek, “Hashi-Ji? C-come on, open your eyes.”

      Slowly, Hashirama’s eyes started to open again to reveal weak, hazy brown eyes. They slowly blinked before they caught sight of the fearful blond looking down at him. He turned his head towards the frightened whiskered boy, “N… Naru… to..?”

      Naruto had a uneasy smile when he heard the old man wheeze out his name, “Y-yeah, yeah old man I’m here.”

      Hashirama slowly rotated his eyes around the area to see nothing but dead bodies and grime in the middle of the downpour. He swallowed, “Are… are you… okay?”

      “Me-yeah. Yeah I’m fine. Thanks to you.” Naruto gave a weak laugh as Hashirama smiled at his condition.

      “Good… that’s good…” The old Senju tried to sit up but found himself unable to stand up. “I guess… I got hurt pretty bad… cause I can’t even feel it anymore…”

      “Y-yeah…” Naruto said as he looked over the damage the old man had sustained, feeling blood seep through his hands as he held the man up. He smiled down at him, “But this ain’t too bad compared to what we usually deal with, right? Like remember when Erza and Mahiro beat us up because we didn’t change Koyuki’s diapers? Th-that was pretty bad, hehe.”

      Hashirama chuckled at the reminder of that old memory. Before he coughed and blood started to coat his chin. Naruto’s eyes widened in horror and he summoned the Sky sword into his blood-soaked hand, “It’s all right Hashi-Ji! Just stay still!”

      He pressed it against the injured man’s body and sent his magic through the blade, causing it to emanate a low emerald glow. He waited for the magic item to take its effect and heal the broken man… but…

      It was barely working.

      The blood was still flowing and the wounds were still open.

      Naruto’s eyes shrunk in horror as he came close to hyperventilating. He looked over the blade and the injured man, “Wh-what’s wrong? Why-why isn’t it working?!”

      Before the realization hit him again. Hashirama only had chakra, and he already had this similar problem years ago. Hashirama gave a weak smile and lowered his head a little, “I don’t have any magic Naruto… and magic healing like that won’t work for someone like me…”

      “Fuck!” Naruto tossed the blade away and held the man again, “F-fine! Then-then let’s just head back home! Baa-chan can heal you! If she could put me back together then I’m sure she can fix you! Just wait, I’ll—”

      Hashirama gripped Naruto’s arm, causing him to stop and look down at the bloody man. His eyes were faded and weak and he wasn’t even looking up at the blond. He took his time to gather his strength again, “Naruto… I’m… I’m sorry for all of this…”

      Naruto felt a lump in his throat, “N-no Hashi-Ji! If you didn’t try to protect me—”

      “I was going to die here anyway Naruto… fighting these people alone would have been too much… even for me…” He struggled to lift his head and smiled at the blond, “So thank you… for being at my side… until the end…”

      “No!” Naruto defied loudly, “No! You’ll be all right Hashi-Ji! Everything’ll be fine!”

      “Naruto… I know… this is a hard decision… but I need to make a request…” Hashirama swallowed some of the blood pooling in his mouth, “Protect them… watch over everyone… the kids… Markarov-Dono… Koyuki… Mahiro and Erza… it’s hard but… someone needs to watch out for them… and I know you can protect them… like you always do…”

      Naruto’s entire body was ridged as the old Senju’s voice started to weaken until it was barely a whisper. He wanted to assure the old man in his arms that he would make it back home and be able to see everyone again. But… he just didn’t have the heart to lie anymore.

      Naruto just nodded his head, “Yeah. O-okay Hashi-Ji. I promise.”

      Hashirama gave a faint smile and tightened his grip on the boy’s arm, “Thank you Naruto… for giving me another chance… and helping me find the light again…”

      “Thank you…”

      Hashirama’s hand went limp and fell off Naruto’s arm. Naruto felt a chill go through his back as Hashirama’s head fell forward and his eyes slowly shut. He just looked down at the unmoving man in his arms and choked a little.

      He gave a weak chuckle and grabbed the man a little tighter, “H-hey… Hashi-Ji, that ain’t funny. That’s a bad joke. C’mon, wake up.”

      He didn’t get a response.

      Naruto shook him a little more, “Seriously, c-c’mon, wake up.”

      Nothing.

      Naruto sat their with the dead body in his arms, ignorant of the storm overhead that drenched him. Tears started to form in the corner of his eyes before they started falling on the body of his old comrade. He held the deceased man in a hug and cried. He took the burnt cloak off his back and placed it over the man he had honored and cherished like family. And threw his head back—

      “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

    
    

    
      The convoy of Damnation members drove through the grass-lands towards the town over the range. One of the cars had several members who were looking out the window at the clouds overhead. One of them sighed and adjusted in his seat, “I can’t believe we are going straight to fighting that Fairy guild. Can we even manage to fight them now that we’ve lost so many of our guys?”

      “Stop worrying. We still have more then three times the numbers of people in our group than them and we can still fight.” Another one of the group added as he was focused on healing a bruise on his arm, “Plus Uvogin-sama is traveling with the 3rd General and the Master to flank the Fairies from the side. Most of them will be dead so we won’t have to worry about sustaining any more damage.”

      “Yes but I hear that the guild has dozen of talented and skilled mages. And their master is a Wizard Saint just like Sorrento was back in the day. We have to prepare for casualties and—”

      “Hey guys?” The driver of their four-wheeler called out to the group inside the wagon, “I think something’s up with the stars in the sky.”

      One member looked at the driver like he was speaking gibberish, “You idiot, you can’t see the stars. There a storm, the sky is covered.”

      “Then what the hell are those lights in the sky?”

      They looked up to see dozens of sparkling lights shine underneath the storm cover. The lights shined even brighter for a moment and started falling towards the four-wheelers.

      “Starlight Raining.”

      Light started impacting over the mass area of the plain, destroying and wrecking dozens of the four-wheelers used by Damnation. All of the forces not affected by the attack exited their vehicles and looked at the damage, “What the—”

      Instantly, a silver-winged angel appeared in front of them with a sword in each hand and several floating behind her. She looked up at them with pure unbridled fury in her mismatched eyes…

      “Circle Sword!”

      The vehicles were cut up along with every criminal she could reach. From behind her, a tall shadow ran as fast as he could and jumped up in the air. He came back down and punched the ground beneath him, using his Crash to destroy everything around him.

      Another man came forward and clapped his hands together, creating lighting between his hands. He jumped up and dropped down on one of the four-wheelers, destroying it and sending out an electric pulse in every direction.

      After the destruction settled, the members of Damnation pulled themselves out of the wreckage to get a better look at their attackers.

      A tall shirtless man with bright orange hair and a vicious scowl on his face.

      A muscular blond man with a lightning bolt scar over his right eye with sparks appearing all over his body.

      The blond woman looked at each member of the despicable criminal militia in complete contempt as her Light magic caused her body to shine.

      And finally, the scarlet-haired girl in the silver armor was doing everything she could to hold back from cutting every bastard and whore in front of her to pieces.

      And walking down the middle path between all of these incredibly powerful mages was a short man in a funny hat. His eyes were covered by the edge of his hat, “I thought it was too much that you would come all the way to our town and detonate a bomb. Normally, we would try to avoid conflict with all of you… but, you threatened one of our family. And now…”

      Makarov started to slowly get bigger and bigger until his Titan magic made him the size of a large building. He glared down at them with pure white eyes, “You fucked with the wrong family.”

    
    

    
      The three Generals of the criminal militia looked at the battlefield from their post in the forest range. The three strongest members of the pseudo-guild had planned to drive through the forest that continued on all the way to Magnolia so that they could ambush the famous legal guild.

      Let the subordinates rush and attack the weaker members while the Generals take out the S-Class mages.

      But they had never anticipated, in any scenario, that the S-Class mages would come to them and fight.

      They watched as the gargantuan sized master of the guild swiped his hands and crushed a dozen of their men in a single attack. Marika looked at the fight in amazement, “Wow! I’ve heard the rumors but these guys are awesome! They’re taking out our guys like fodder.”

      Uvogin gripped the massive sword on his back in anticipation as he watched the skilled fighters fend off his men. He smiled viciously as he spotted someone that caught his eyes, “So that’s the Ace of Fairy Tail, huh? Gildarts Clive. Hehehe, I always wanted to kill someone famous like that.”

      “You sure you can? I bet he would just plant his hand in your gut and—” Her head was cut off before she could finish before it floated in the air and reattached itself to her neck. She looked over at the tall man and stuck her tongue out at him before looking down at the fight, “Me… I kinda want to try myself against that little red-head. She’s so cute, and looks like she’s got a ton of energy… I wanna break her. I bet her screams would be like an exciting melody to keep me going.”

      Uvogin took a step forward before he looked at the massive man destroying the area around him, “But that big guy is the master of the guild. Which means he’s a Wizard Saint. And despite my eagerness, I’m not all that fond of facing an angry Wizard Saint after killing his lackeys.”

      Marika looked back and smiled at the old man leaning against the four-wheeler, “Jii-chan?”

      Sorrento opened his eyes and looked at the Fairy mages fight over the entire grassy plain. He uncrossed his arms and walked forward until he passed his companions. He clenched his fist and released ripples of Shock magic off of his hands. He furrowed his eyes towards his enemies, “They came all the way here to find us… it’d be rude for us not to say hello.”

      Uvogin and Marika smiled at that. They started making their way towards th—

      *BOOM*

      They were shocked by the loud bang and turned around to see their four-wheeler as nothing more but blazing scrap metal. A silhouette in the center of the large fire was facing them, hidden by the intense flames.

      Sorrento’s eye widen when he felt a familiar but fundamentally different intent being aimed at him. His eye deepened and he couldn’t find his voice. He thought it was too easy. That everything he had aimed for in the last fifty years was so quickly resolved that there was just no chance it was really over. He was almost…

      Relieved.

      He took a step forward, “Hashirama?”

      The fire separated to reveal the whiskered boy with a red and sky blue sword in each hand. The fire he had separated had grown and spread far enough that it started to burn the trees around it. The blond slowly stepped forward until he was several yards away from the disgraced former Saint.

      The boy’s eyes were out of sight due to his ragged hair shadowing them. His clothes were torn and burnt from the fighting. His injuries were still open and he had blood stains all over his clothes. And the sheer cold presence he was exuding was like nothing he had ever released before.

      Uvogin looked at the boy who had survived the powerful blast and didn’t know what to say. He narrowed his eyes, “That… can’t be possible.”

      Marika was actually very impressed that the little boy that interfered with the fight was the one to survive. She just wanted to rush him that instant and break him piece by piece. Ooohhhhhh~, she was getting excited already.

      Sorrento stared at the unknown man he had seen stand by Hashirama’s side in the fight not more than thirty minutes ago. He glared at the young man, “Boy… what of Hashirama? Did he survive like you?”

      He didn’t get any sort of answer from the Fairy Mage. He grew impatient, “I asked you a question. What happened—”

      “He told me…” Naruto drowned out in an empty and cold voice, “Hashi-Ji told me… about how much he regretted what he did to you. How he had spent years thinking of ways he could have changed things or stopped what happened in Tonewa from ever happening again. And all he wanted to do was apologize to you. For everything he did wrong.”

      He just gnashed his teeth and gripped the swords in his hands even tighter, “But now he can’t…”

      Sorrento noticed how he said that and came to the realization that his old foe was truly gone. He slowly closed his eyes and shook his head, “It doesn’t matter. We can try to apologize and make up for what we’ve done but the sins of our pasts are etched into us for the rest of our lives. And they will stay with us even after we are gone.”

      He looked back up towards the inconsolable blond boy, “I’ll go down as ‘The Tyrant King’ that parents will tell their children of like a horror story. And Hashirama will always be the fool that tried to change his world but only helped destroy another. That won’t change, even now that he’s—”

      All Uvogin and Marika felt was an insanely loud explosion before a barrier of wind nearly threw them off their feet. The boy had instantly disappeared from one position, cratered the very ground he had sprinted off of and rammed his sword with the intent of killing the old former Wizard Saint.

      Sorrento had immediately reacted by raising his hand and catching the sky blue blade’s tip between his fingers. He moved his head out of the way as a massive gust of wind shot out and shredded half a dozen trees to splinters. Leaving only a thin scratch on his wrinkly old face.

      Naruto gripped the red sword in his hand hard enough that fire started to form over its blade. He snarled his teeth in pure disdain for the leader of Damnation, “He wanted to ask for forgiveness. But it’s useless to ask it from someone like you. You’re too far gone. He wanted to help you but…”

      He slowly looked back up and locked his eyes with the old man. But that confidence, bravado and will he showed fighting alongside Hashirama was gone. Now his blue and brown eyes were different. They were icy. Ferocious. Determined. Unwavering. Like something he would see in his Gernerals’ eyes when they were focused on killing their target.

      They were eyes of a killer.

      Eyes of a demon.

      “…But no more. No more second chances. No more mercy. You aren’t leaving.”

      Just as Naruto was about to follow through with a second attack, he felt the intent to kill being aimed at his back. All his training and experience helped him react by ducking under the wide roundhouse kick that was aimed at his skull. And then jumped over the insanely quick blade that tired to mutilate his legs.

      In between the two attacks from the furious Generals, Naruto used his chakra to push off the ground and gain distance from the powerful criminals. But the moment he turned back around, the hulking swordsman already had his sword back for a full arc swing.

      Naruto parried the heavy strike with the two dragon swords before he had to bring them back to guard from the returning strike. He struggled to block the overwhelming speed and power from such a bulky sword as sparks flew in every direction. But Naruto did not falter. He put as much strength as he could in blocking the huge sword as Uvogin continued his barrage.

      Naruto sensed the other General appear behind him and prepare to pierce him in the back with her hand. He reacted and used his Armor to coat his torso in a dense magic field. But even with the powerful shield of magic, her strike dug into his back and made a little blood spill out between his teeth.

      Uvogin used this chance Marika gave him to cleave the Fairy Mage in half. But the blond boy lifted the sky blue sword up and used wind to try and deter the massive sword.

      Which didn’t change the power and speed it already gained and completely shattered the Wind Dragon sword to pieces. Naruto used that chance to activate the Fire Dragon sword and with his Wind chakra, created an intense ball of fire around him.

      Marika and Uvogin jumped back from the inferno before it jumped in the air and dispersed, leaving the boy to land on his feet. He looked back up at them with the same cold eyes and gripped the Fire sword with both hands.

      The Third Division General of the Damnation army lowered herself into a long martial arts stance and faced the whiskered boy. The Second Division General held his massive sword up in his own defensive stance in front of his Guild Master. And the First Division General just walked over to a tree and watched as the fight commenced.

    
    

    
      In Magnolia, the danger from the bombing had started to subside. The civilians had all run into Kardia Cathedral in the center of town until it was declared safe for them to come out again.

      On the edge of town, the Fairy Tail guild had a tense atmosphere around it. If you looked inside, you would see the worried, conflicted and concerned face of each and every one of the members’ faces.

      “DAMN IT! LET ME GO!” Natsu roared as he tried to squirm out of Elfman’s iron lock and flailed his legs around.

      “Natsu! Calm down!” Lisanna tried to calm him down while she held a frightened Happy in her arms, “Master told us to stay here while they are gone!”

      “How can we just sit here and do nothing?! Mahiro and Erza ran off because Hashirama-jichan and Naruto disappeared! And Jii-chan, Gildarts and Laxus followed them!” Natsu said with a dire need to move in his eyes, “We need to help them!”

      Elfman struggled to keep him in place, “We can’t Natsu!”

      “Why not?!”

      Macao looked at the boy like he was an ignorant child, “Master told us to stay because we would only get in the way!”

      Wakaba stood out of his seat and glared at Macao, “That’s never stopped us before!”

      “You idiot! Are you going against the Master’s order?!”

      “I’m going against the idea that we should just leave them alone out there!”

      “That’s it!” Gray yelled as he started walking towards the door, “We have to follow after them! They’ll need all the help they can get!”

      “No Gray!” Cana screamed as she grabbed his arm to stop him, “If Jii-San only called out guys like Laxus and Gildarts, this would be too much for us!”

      “Naruto and Hashirama-jisan are out there! Erza and Mahiro can’t find them! Our family is out there by themselves and we’re just sitting here with our thumbs up our asses!”

      “Do you really think we all just want to sit here?! We want to be out there too! But Master told us to stay here and protect the town from anymore more attacks just in case!”

      The guild started to break. Members start to argue and yell at each other. Everyone had their own view about what to do while their master and the S-Class mages were out there doing whatever it was that was taking so long.

      Sitting at one of the tables with her arms around her knees, Levy silently sobbed. Her shoulders were shaking and there were tiny tears coming out the side of her eyes, “It’s happening again. Just like before. All of it again.”

      Mira was ignoring all the infighting happening around her. She was just staring out the guild door as the rain poured outside. Every fiber in her being was yelling at her to run through the street, past the town and join up with Erza and the others.

      But she had Koyuki safely held in her arms. Mahiro left her with the job of protecting the little girl while they were gone. And that was the most important thing she could do right now. They left her here to protect the guild and the town. And she was going to do whatever she could to fulfill that wish.

      Koyuki looked out at the stormy grey clouds and worried about everyone that fought around her. Her eyes watered a little, “M… Mama…”

    
    

    
      “AAAHHHHHHHH!”

      Naruto swung the sword with as much force as possible, creating a huge arc of fire that scorched the ground it hit. He kept swinging it out and adding to the already massive forest fire that surrounded them. But no matter how fast or how big he made the flames, it was all in vain because he couldn’t hit his target.

      “Ahahahaha! C’mon kiddo! Where’s all that anger and certainty you had before?”

      Marika teased as she laughed and flipped over the blond boy’s attempt to cut and burn her. She was just chuckling as Naruto desperately swung his sword out until it was nothing but a red blur. But the experienced martial artist just kept stepping back and avoiding the sword by a hair’s breadth, smiling at the poor blond.

      Naruto grew even angrier at her playful demeanor in their fight and gathered his Wind chakra into his legs. He spun and kicked at her descending form, sending two fast waves of sharp air at her falling body. The Justu impacted, slicing her apart and destroying the trees standing behind her.

      But Naruto was shocked to see the body parts flying in the air before connecting again and reforming the woman who playfully stuck her tongue out at him, “Hehehe, gotta try a little harder than that.”

      Uvogin just shook his head tiredly. This woman sure loved to play with her prey before she finally got around to finishing up.

      Naruto gritted his teeth and dove forward, slicing through the woman but just getting angrier when she put herself back together. He even increased the flames around the blade but she just widened the separation to be just out of reach. He swung and he swung as hard as he could as she laughed wholeheartedly at his attempts.

      She was just fucking toying with him.

      Naruto made a wide slash at her neck but instead of letting it cut her, Marika just leaned back. And the playful look in her eyes turned fierce, a horrible smirk growing on her face. She tensed her muscles and swung her arms in, impacting on both sides of the blade and actually shattering the steel. Naruto was left in stunned shock until Marika stepped in and started landing fast and devastatingly strong blows against the left side of his body.

      Naruto felt blood come up in his mouth but didn’t let it stop him. He used his prosthetic to block her punch long enough to grab the hilt of his black sword and slice her from hip to shoulder. And as the severed body floated in front of him, he put his Armor around his fist and attempted to cripple her but she just jumped back and watched as he completely destroyed the earth beneath him.

      He didn’t waste a second as he dove through the dust cloud, yelling at the top of his lungs and slicing through the woman with the Kokuryū blade. But it still didn’t add up to anything.

      Marika decided to stop playing around and closed her hands into strong knife-hands. She twisted her hands and threw them into his chest, feeling her fingertips dig through his skin. She had stunned him as she kept her Nukite attacks up, piercing into his flesh and feeling some of his blood drip down her hand.

      Naruto kept the pain down and pulled the black sword up, slicing the woman straight through the middle. But even though she was split in half, she was still standing and smiling like a sadistic monster. She pulled herself back together and side-kicked him in the gut, feeling the boy’s stomach rupture a little from her powerful strike.

      Naruto’s eyes widened and blood poured out of his mouth, flying backwards before rolling on the ground. Marika just laughed again as she watched the injured boy struggle to pull himself up to his knees. She started skipping towards him, “You’re actually a lot of fun! Super strong! Always have something up your sleeve! And you’re still ready to play even though your gut is probably feelin’ like mush right now. But hey, I think this little playtime is about over now, huh? Soooooo~, I think I’ll start by breakin’ your legs. And then I’ll move up to every bone in your arms. After that—”

      Naruto yelled and pulled out a shining white sword from his Requip space. He skewered it through the side of her head to shut her up, piercing through her temple and literally separating her eyes horizontally. Everything was silent for a moment as Naruto was breathing heavily and had his eyes shadowed by his hair.

      Even though there was a sword in her head, it didn’t do anything to intimidate Marika. She just had a rather bored look on her face and sighed dissapointedly, “Are you still trying? Hasn’t it pierced you thick little head yet? My Break-Apart magic means I’m not hurt by your swords. And I’ll dodge every punch you throw at me. You. Can’t. Hurt—”

      Before she could finish, the sword started to shine a little through the heavy rain. Marika stopped her teasing when she noticed this. Uvogin was surprised by what was happening and Sorrento immediately realized what was going on. But before either of them could tell her to run, Naruto lifted his head and gave her the same cold stare…

      “Shine.”

      A brilliant, shining white light covered their eyes. It was like the sun had appeared right in front of them. It was so bright that it hurt to keep looking at it. They closed their eyes to keep from accidentally going blind until the light finally faded away and they saw the results.

      “AAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! MY EYES! MY EYES!” Marika screamed as she covered her face with her hands, blood coming down her cheeks from where the intense light scorched the inside of her eyes. She stumbled back and screamed at the top of her lungs, “OH GOD IT HURTS! IT HUUUURTTTTTTTTTTSSSSSSS!”

      Uvogin panicked, “MARIKA! GUARD!”

      Marika lowered her arms, blinded from the horrible pain and unaware of the situation coming towards her. Naruto had clenched his left, metallic fist as tightly as he could. All of the strength he could gather from the demonically enhanced arm he had gained from Kurama’s chakra was put into it. And he even had it completely coated in the Armor he had trained with for so long.

      His punched the ‘Dissembler’ so hard in the face, she had immediately become imbedded into the ground. Naruto yelled as he followed through and dug her head even deeper into the earth, causing a massive crater to form that spread out several yards in every direction. Uvogin and Sorrento looked at the dust cloud that had appeared from the boy’s surprise attack on their comrade.

      Naruto walked out of the cloud, his left hand dripping with the blood from the woman he had just brutally put an end to. Even though he still had blood over his chin and his injuries had not healed, he still had the look of pure hatred in his eyes. He gripped the black blade in his hand even tighter and started marching towards the Second General.

      Uvogin was seething with anger as he picked his massive blade up again and held it out towards the oncoming boy. He growled, “You. Little. Fucking! CUNT!”

    
    

    
      “UWOOOOHHHHH!”

      Makarov yelled as he dug his massive fist into the ground and threw more than a dozen men off their feet by the sheer air pressure. He didn’t stop and continued to send a barrage of punches to beat the members of Damnation down.

      Gildarts ran through the crowd, holding his hand out and complete destroying any attempts the soldiers had taken to put him down. He jumped up and kicked several man away with just one kick. He spun and punched another, sending them flying back into a bigger crowd. Even when some of the criminals got past his attacks and cut him with their swords, they were in shock to just see their prized weapons being reduced to nothing more than scrap metal.

      Erza jumped through the air and changed from her Heaven’s Wheel Armor to her Purgatory Armor. She landed and cracked the ground, dashing forward and holding the massive spiked weapon over her shoulder. She yelled in desperate anger and knocked men three times her size off their feet.

      She couldn’t control herself anymore. The scarlet-haired Mage was completely overcome with anger. She ran out here in her fastest armor, ignoring all the bells and warnings in her head that said it was too dangerous. Just hoping she could save her best friend and the old man she looked up to before it was too late. But the moment she saw this army coming towards them… away from the spot the Damnation member swore they were holding the ambush…

      All of her hope just died.

      And now she just wanted to extract her pound of flesh from these men before the fear completely took her over.

      Erza Scarlet, her hair wild and eyes full of untamed fury, was angrier than she had ever been. She grasped the giant bat in her hands as tightly as she could and yelled at the top of her lungs, “AHHHHHHHHH—”

    
    

    
      “HA!”

      Naruto struggled to keep on his feet as he skidded back from the unbelievably powerful sword swing. He jumped back when the fast swordsman appeared right in front of him and completely uprooted the ground with his slash. The massive swordsman just kept disappearing and reappearing wherever Naruto might have had an opening.

      The only thing keeping the boy alive was that he was using his Kokuryū to block the attacks. But even that felt like it was slowly breaking his arms.

      Uvogin had his sword propped on his shoulder and smiled at the panting boy, “I can’t believe someone like you has the Kokuryū blade. That’s a priceless artifact; not to mention one of the strongest swords in the world.” But the muscular man just smirked and grabbed his sword with both hands, “Let’s see just what it takes to make that thing break.”

      Naruto panted a little bit more before he leveled himself and took his own sword stance. He slowly let his magic cover his body, an aura of Armor covering his entire being to make sure he was ready for the fight about to happen.

      The atmosphere was tense between the two men as the only sounds they could hear were the falling of water and the battle happening thousands of feet away.

      Uvogin used his Accelerate magic and appeared a foot away from Naruto.

      Naruto’s eyes widened before he raised his sword and blocked the swing that would have cleaved him in two. Naruto flew through the air and used this chance to gather Wind chakra in his legs. When he landed he dove forward at twice the speed and started exchanging passing blows with the larger man.

      Sorrento watched as his comrade started running around the entire burning field while laughing. He crossed swords with the blond Mage periodically, creating a loud bang and sending shock waves and sparks in every direction.

      He had to commend the whiskered boy for his noble effort. If this was against one of his other subordinates they would have been soundly defeated moments ago. And blocking Uvogin’s strikes and speed was no easy effort. But just like so many other people he had seen before…

      Their limit was soon approaching.

      Naruto was moving as fast as he could with his damaged body. He felt like his legs were going to give out at any moment and actively stopping the urge to throw up more blood from his stomach injury. But the man known as ‘War Blade’ didn’t even seem winded.

      He watched as the huge man smiled and disappeared again. Naruto turned around to stop him but he already vanished again. The man was getting faster and faster, after-images appearing all over the empty clearing from his quick movement.

      Naruto saw one of the dozens of Uvogin run towards him and knew he was the real one. Naruto lifted the black blade over his head and dropped it down, cutting through the man’s chest.

      But it was just another elaborate after-image.

      Naruto was left completely open as the hulking man appeared behind him with a sly smile on his face. He held his massive Decimator sword at his hip and looked at the back of the boy, “Peek-A-Boo.”

      He made an upward slash and left a deep gash over the whiskered boy’s back. Naruto stumbled forward and felt an agonizing pain wash over him. He fell forward onto his knees and tried to keep from screaming out in pain.

      Uvogin was actually surprised that attack didn’t sever the boy’s spine. Hmmm, perhaps that little magic aura thing he used was stronger than he thought. It must have just stopped his blade short of leaving irreparable damage to his back.

      But the ‘War Blade’ decided not to dwell on that.

      He lifted his massive sword over his head and brought it down on the injured boy. He felt the ground crack underneath his feet and just knew he had ended the fight.

      Until he saw the Fairy Mage with the black blade over his head just in time to stop the attack. And he was even gripping the sword with his prosthetic so tightly his fingers had dug into the extremely tough metal.

      “Let go of my sword!” Uvogin tried to pull the sword out of the younger man’s hand but struggled because of his immensely powerful grip. He pulled back and forth, making the blond boy stumble a little on the ground but still never let go of the sword. “You little shit! I said let! It! Go—”

      Naruto let go of the sword, making Uvogin lift it high in the air and stumble a little from the loss of resistance. Naruto spun on his knees, held his black blade out and sliced through the huge man’s unguarded knees.

      Uvogin fell backwards after his legs were severed below the kneecap. He felt the blood shoot out of his open wounds and coat the muddy ground in a crimson red. But before he could scream from the grievous wounds, he looked up to see Naruto standing over him with his eyes becoming nothing but white dots in a black surrounding. The fire spreading in the forest burned behind him as he held the Kokuryū over his head.

      Uvogin lifted up his massive Decimator sword to block the attack before it could hit him.

      But Naruto brought the powerful blade down faster and stronger than he ever had before. He sliced through the huge sword like it was nothing, landing on Uvogin’s collar bone and pushing it all the way down to his waist.

      The experienced swordsman felt the blood spew out of his large wound like a geyser. He felt all the strength in his arms escape him and he dropped the broken sword’s handle onto the ground. His eyes stayed wide open for a moment until they grew too heavy to hold up anymore, falling backwards into a combination of mud and blood.

      Naruto limped over the body, feeling his boots sink into the mud as he willed himself forward to his final fight. He was low on breath as he could actually feel one of his broken ribs touch the outside of his lungs. He struggled to keep himself going until he finally reached his destination.

      Sorrento slowly opened his eyes again and looked up at the boy standing only a foot away from him. His eyes were still visible even through the shadow cast from the massive forest fire behind him. His eyes had grown even colder and more devilish.

      He looked like a demon out of hell.

      Sorrento pushed off the tree until his face was only a few inches away from Naruto’s. The boy’s blue and brown eyes looked into the older man’s milky white and grey eyes. He narrowed his eyes a little more at him.

      They didn’t say a word.

      They just jumped back as the ground beneath them exploded from their power.

    
    

    
      Laxus sent another bolt of pure lighting down on the gathered Damanation members as he darted around the battlefield like a bolt of electricity.

      He flew through the air some more before having to turn off his magic and take a breather. These bums were nothing special for him but they just didn’t stay down. Every time he would send several of them packing, another group just took their place long enough for them to be healed again.

      It was a freakin’ cycle of beat, hide, heal and beat again.

      Laxus felt a large hand grab him under the bicep and help him back to his feet. He looked up to see Gildarts with some beads of sweat going down his face, “Need some help?”

      Laxus felt a scowl grow on his face before he roughly yanked his arms out of the older man’s grip. The blond Lightning Mage stood up and looked at the large crowd that surrounded them, “I don’t need your help old man. These guys aren’t shit.”

      Gildarts gave a small laugh before turning around until his back was close to Laxus’, “Yeah well I’m saying we might finish this faster together you little brat.”

      Laxus wanted to argue with that point but he was more concerned with the hundreds of people surrounding them on each side.

      “Sirius!”

      Mahiro yelled at the top of her lungs and held both her hands out with a massive beam of Light shooting against the crowd. But even though she blew almost a hundred of them away, the hole just filled out with another group of the unyielding Damnation members.

      Makarov shrunk to his normal size and was panting a little from how much he was enduring with his old body. He looked up at Mahiro, “Is it me or does it feel like we aren’t even making a dent?”

      Mahiro wiped some of the sweat off her brow as she took a deep breath, “If it keeps going like this we aren’t going to be able to fight anymore. We have to stop these guys and go look for Naruto and Ojii-sama.”

      Makarov nodded his head and prepared to start fighting again. Until they both heard a yell and saw Erza jump over to them. She landed on her feet but immediately her legs buckled and she Requiped into her base armor. The two older mages came to her side, “Erza! Are you all right?!”

      She was breathing heavily and was almost out of magic from the continuous fighting but she nodded her head and ignored the fatigue. “I-I’m fine. We-we can’t stop yet.”

      One of the Damnation members among the hundreds laughed at their desperate situation, “You can try all you want but as long as one of us is still standing, we won’t stop.”

      Mahiro and Erza glared at the mob in front of them until Makarov stepped forward, “We won’t let you past this point. There won’t be any ending in this that let’s you all walk away free.”

      The Damnation members just laughed at that threat, “Big words coming from a tired old geezer. If we could take out that other old man than you can’t be anymore challenging.”

      The Fairy mages that heard the criminals mock them noticed what they said. Mahiro felt her throat catch, “What… what did you say?”

      Erza gritted her teeth and stood back up, “WHAT DID YOU DO TO OUR COMRADES?!” She yelled out over the thunder and rain, “AN OLD MAN AND A BLOND BOY WITH WHISKERS! WHERE ARE THEY?!”

      Some of the Damnation members took a second to look between each other for the answer before they started to smirk. They looked towards the powerful mages again, “You won’t find them anywhere.”

      Makarov and Mahiro’s eyes widened when they heard that. They didn’t want to believe the possibility that they were actually too late to save their comrades and family. Erza just felt like something cold grip her heart as her voice strained to come out, “No…”

      “They’re completely gone now. You won’t even find the dust anymore.”

      Erza almost staggered back in shock at hearing they had failed. Mahiro gritted her teeth until her gums started to bleed. Her Light magic encompassed her whole body as she was ready to decimate the foes in front of her, “YOU—”

      Makarov put his hand in front of her before she could start attacking. His eyes were out of sight from his hair and he had a cold expression on his face, “I’m giving you to the count of three… leave now and never stand before any of us again…”

      One of the men just roared laughing, “Is that supposed to scare us little man? What part of this looks like you have any leverage to be making demands?!”

      “One…” Makarov said as he slowly started to grow in size.

      “You obviously still don’t understand who you’re facing!”

      “Two…” The old guild master clapped his hands together.

      “We! Are! DAMNATION!”

      “Three…” He brought his hand out a little to reveal a ball of light between them.

      “RRRAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!” The entire gathered forces of the most dangerous independent guild in Fiore charged forward at their enemies. With the goal of killing, ripping apart and torturing these five people until they were nothing but broken husks of their former selves.

      But the old giant just released the ball of light upon the charging masses.

      And every subordinate member of Damnation present at that moment was bathed in the light of Fairy Law.

    
    

    
      Sorrento saw a blindingly bright light from the battlefield that went so far it pierced through the trees they ran past.

      But that didn’t matter right now.

      If his men were beaten then it would just be left to him to defeat the remaining Fairy Tail mages.

      Right now… his attention was on the bleeding boy that was completely focused on killing him.

      “RRRAAAHHHHHHH!”

      Naruto swung the Kokuryū and felt immense resistance when it impacted against a ball of Shock magic. But he didn’t let it stop him. He kept swinging the black blade as hard as he could against the older mage’s shield as his attacks sliced up the trees around them.

      Naruto gathered his Wind chakra and released a flurry of Storm Fists at the old man. But he simply stood still and smacked all of the Jutsu attacks away with his hand. Naruto seethed in anger and stomped his foot into the ground, gathering as much Armor as he could into his left shoulder and ran in for a charge.

      Sorrento lifted up his hands and grabbed the shoulder that threatened to break his sternum. Naruto pushed forward and forced his enemy’s feet to skid through the ground. He desperately pushed and pushed but didn’t feel the old man’s hands tremble at all from his powerful charge.

      ‘The Tyrant King’ decided to stop playing around and pushed his hands up, knocking the boy off his feet. He slapped, elbowed and punched the boy in the chest hard enough to lift him off his feet.

      Naruto felt his vision go blurry but grabbed the hand that punched him and threw a high-kick at his head. When the old man dodged, the whiskered boy spun through the air and gathered a massive amount of Armor into his right hand.

      Sorrento lifted his hand and blocked the punch with some of his Shock. But even with the guard he had the punch was so devastatingly strong that he was sent flying back through the trees. He planted his feet into the ground to stop his fly back and looked down at three broken fingers that resulted from his guard.

      He was actually impressed by that.

      Naruto changed the form of his Armor to make claws, giant hands and spikes but they were all useless against the old Wizard Saint. He tried again and again to land another powerful attack until he felt the old man put both his palms in front of him and gather his magic…

      “Grand Wave!”

      Naruto was blown back by the massive shockwave that covered his whole body. He bounced off the ground a few times until he rolled to a halt. He felt every muscle and bone in his body scream out in agony as he tried to lift himself up again. He struggled, griping the ground as tightly as he could until finally he stood back up to—

      Sorrento was already standing in front of Naruto and held the boy close to him in a one arm hug. Naruto was caught off guard by this strange gesture in the middle of his life-or-death battle but felt the support he had gained for that moment just enough to help him stand on his feet again.

      “I’m sorry… that you had to be involved in a grudge match between two old foolish men. But this fight, all of our fights, are over now.” Sorrento said with actual remorse for the sins and actions he had caused up until now, “Perhaps if we were born under different circumstances, the misfortunes we suffered until now could have happened to some other poor souls.”

      “But we can’t change what’s happened.” He slowly lifted his hand and gently place it against Naruto’s chest, “So just close your eyes… and this will all be over…”

      Sorrento’s hand started to glow and the air around it began to ripple. He pressed into the boy’s chest…

      “Shock Front.”

    
    

    
      Mahiro could… actually, she didn’t know what to do about the scene in front of her. One moment she felt herself being overwhelmed with anger, hatred, sadness, guilt, shame and hopelessness. She was just one strained voice of reasoning away from abandoning everything she had learnt about restraining herself and massacring as much of Damnation as she could.

      And then Makarov clapped his hands and bathed them in the brightest, warmest light she had ever seen.

      And in an instant… Damnation was stopped.

      The once threatening, vile, numerous and durable criminals were gone. All that was left looked like white husks that were frozen in time. They all had faces filled with fear and horror in their eyes. And on closer inspection, they weren’t frozen but they just stopped moving.

      Like if they took even one step forward then all that awaited them was punishment.

      Amazing. This was the kind of man that lead Fairy Tail and earned the title Wizard Saint.

      Mahiro thought that the grand magical attack was unbelievable. It had defeated everyone they still had to face and they were safe now.

      And yet… these feelings of despair were still festering inside her.

      She was standing right next to Erza, and they were both felt frozen at the moment. She could see that Gildarts and Laxus were looking around in shock at how the enemy forces that had surrounded them just a moment ago were now nothing more then statues of their own defeat.

      Mahiro tried to say something to the short old man standing in front of them that had completely destroyed the criminal militia that struck fear in the hearts of everyone in the nation. But she couldn’t make a voice to her words. The extreme change in tone and emotion was taking its toll on her.

      “I had to do this.”

      They looked at the short old man that was looking down at the ground. He struggled to keep talking…

      “If I didn’t use Fairy Law… if I didn’t stop all of them while I still had the chance…” His shoulders started to shake and he made a fist with his hand until blood came out of his palm, “I wouldn’t have been able to stop from destroying them.”

      Realization slowly started to pass over Mahiro. About what she had heard before the bright light had covered the entire battlefield. And tears started to come down her cheeks.

      “We have to find… something.” Makarov said as his family could see tears coming down and peaking off of his chin, “They at least deserve to be put to rest properly… with their family…”

      Gildarts lowered his head in a solemn guilt that he wasn’t able to help them. He always boasted and showed his strength… but this was one of those moments when his power could have saved his friends from an untimely demise. And all he could do was stand here.

      Laxus didn’t portray any emotion from the grim news. It didn’t matter to him that an old geezer and that stupid idiot had gotten themselves killed. All they wanted was Hashirama and Naruto ran in their like a fool to help. He wanted to think that this was all just another unnecessary cry for the dead… but even he couldn’t shake the cold chill in his stomach.

      Mahiro just stood their trying to fight back the tears. But then she saw the face of her Grandfather, smiling down at her and picking her up when she was just a little girl. The same warm, kind old man that helped raise her and take care of her after her mother died. The man that taught her how to be strong and brave, and how to use that strength for those she loved.

      And then she saw the face of that stupid idiot as he smiled from ear to ear. Thinking about Naruto running through the guild, playing pranks on Natsu and Gray as they chased after him. The young man that always sparred with her and got beaten down before standing back up to keep fighting. That gentle boy that played with Koyuki like she was his own little sister and always looked up at Mahiro like a caring mother.

      And the Senju woman cried. She felt her tears go down her face as the ice cold rain drenched the rest of her body. She yelled out at the heavens and punched the ground into craters.

      And Erza… just stood there.

      She felt a horrible sense of dread and disbelief wash over her. The same kind of pain she felt when she floated away from the Tower. The same kind she felt when she was told her parents were already gone from this world.

      But she didn’t want it to be true.

      She knew that it was stupid and unrealistic. She knew that she couldn’t just hope for something like that. She knew it would just make it more painful.

      She just didn’t want to believe it.

      Amongst the cries, splintering ground, downpour of rain and cracking thunder, Erza heard a low bang emanate in the background. She looked to the side and her eyes widened when she saw a burning forest and smoke rising up in the distance.

      She didn’t know why, but the armor clad girl felt like she needed to go there. Something was compelling her to run.

      So she did.

      She ran right through the crowd of defeated criminals and sprinted as fast as she could to the mountain forest. Mahiro and Makarov saw her run off away from the battlefield. Mahiro reached out to her, “Erza? Erza wait, come back! Erza!”

      Erza just kept running as fast as she could. As if her life depended on it.

    
    

    
      Sorrento watched as the young blond stumbled back after the point-blank attack. He was a little hunched over after he was hit but he was still standing on his legs. Until they started shaking more and more.

      The black blade he so desperately held on to fell out of his left hand after he had lost the strength to hold it.

      He lifted his head and reached out to the wrinkled old man. He tried to grab him… he tried to take just another step for—

      Blood started seeping out of the Fairy mage’s eyes, nose, ears and mouth. He coughed and more of the red liquid spewed out of his from his teeth. His eyes rolled back and he fell forward onto his face.

      Sorrento looked down at the defeated boy as blood started to pool around his face. He wasn’t even moving anymore…

      It was over.

      He had lost so much of what he had built over the decades. His closest subordinates were gone now. And most of his army had fallen at the hands of the Fairy Tail mages. Sorrento actually felt empty.

      Something he hadn’t felt in years.

      He started walking away from the fallen child and made his way to the battlefield. If this was going to be the end of everything he had strived to make, he was going to make sure there were no more loose ends.

    
    

    
      He was surrounded by a creeping darkness.

      The only thing he could see now was his arm out in front of him.

      And he could hear the sounds of falling water as rain careened against his face.

      He couldn’t even feel the cold wash over him. He was so numb.

      He was so tired.

      He slowly started to close his eyes… letting the dark take over everything around him.

      “Hey Naruto!”

      “Come on man!”

      “What’s taking so long Blondie? Wake up already!”

      Naruto heard a bunch of different voices call out to him. He opened his eyes again and saw his entire guild standing in front of him. Natsu. Happy. Gray. Cana. Mira. Elfman. Lisanna. Jiji. Gildarts. Mahiro. Koyuki. Levy. Jet. Droy. Hell, even Laxus was there.

      “Hey, come on stupid. Didn’t you promise that you would always come back to me?”

      He heard Erza’s soothing voice call to him from out of the darkness. He saw Erza smiling down at him like an angel as she bent over to offer her hand…

      “Come on. You never let anything get in your way before. What’s stopping you now?”

      Sorrento stopped his march to the end when he felt a weak presence behind him. He slowly turned back around and his eye widened in shock.

      Barely standing back up on shaky legs was the blond he thought he had killed. Blood was still dripping from his face and his eyes were cloudy and unfocused but he still somehow found the strength to stand back up and grab his sword.

      Sorrento gave up. No more of his quick solutions. No more mercy. He gritted his teeth and raised his hand, “Why won’t you DIE?!”

      For the beaten whiskered Mage, everything felt like it was moving in slow motion. He knew someone was yelling. And he knew something bad was about to happen. But all he could hear…

      “Hey Naruto! Naruto, wake up already!”

      The tired, exhausted blond weakly lifted his head and glared at the old Senju sitting on a log. He furrowed his eyes, “What do you want Gramps?”

      “Stop lazing around you chump. Get off your butt and keep practicing.” Hashirama teased as he leaned back comfortably, “You aren’t gonna get anywhere if you don’t keep working.”

      “Oh like you’re one to talk!” Naruto said as he stood back up and stretched out his muscles, “You’re just sitting their on your ass gathering dust like the old fossil you really are.”

      The old ninja had a cloud of despair hovering over his head, “I’m not the young guy I used to be all right. I get it. I’m all old and saggy and stuff now.”

      “Geez it’s the littlest things that send you over.”

      Naruto placed his hands together and started concentrating on molding his chakra. As some quiet moment passed he opened one of his eyes again, “Hey, how long does it take until this stuff starts showing results?”

      Hashirama looked up in thought and shrugged his shoulders, “Don’t know. Maybe in a few months. A few years. In all honest there’s a possibility that we never actually see any substantial development in your abili— HEY! DON’T JUST WALK AWAY!”

      Naruto looked back over at the man dryly, “I’m hearing a lot of negativity in all this promised strength. What happened to ‘I’ll help you along the way’? ‘The results are up to you’? ‘The foolproof way to beat stronger enemies’?”

      Hashirama clapped his hands in realization, “That’s right! I forgot I was going to tell you that! Come back over here, I’ll tell you everything.”

      “Geez even Natsu has a better memory than you.”

      “Okay Naruto, do you know what everyone who is stronger than you has in common?” Naruto thought for a moment but couldn’t think of a connection between all the people he had fought over the years. They all seemed like different people with different powers and goals. Hashirama smiled, “The trait that people who are strong share are…”

      “They can kill you easily without out even trying because you are nothing to them.”

      Naruto just kept staring at the old man in complete silence for a minute. Until he turned around and started walking away.

      “Wa-wait! I’m not done!”

      “Sure sounded like you were.”

      “Okay look, Naruto, would you lose to that hyper-active little pink-haired kid that can’t stay still in the guild?”

      “Natsu? Hell no!” Naruto tightened his fist and smiled confidently, “If he tried to fight me I’d punch that crazy bastard over the head and plant him in the ground. No sweat!”

      “So you’re saying Natsu isn’t strong at all?” Hashirama asked.

      Naruto thought for a moment before begrudgingly shaking his head, “Well no. He’s definitely strong. It’s just—”

      “You think you’re stronger and you don’t believe that you have anything to worry about from someone you know is weaker than you.” Hashirama finished his sentence, making Naruto nod his head in guilt.

      “Yeah.”

      “But the truth is if Natsu got a good hit in on you, would you be hurt by it?” Naruto considered if he took one of the many punches he saw the Dragonslayer throw everyday and nodded his head in agreement. “That’s the same for most of us. I can confidently say I could probably kick your ass no problem if we fought. But if you caught me off guard or got me weakened, I don’t know if I would stand a chance.”

      Hashirama sat forward a little and looked up at the blond, “Naruto, we spend years and years training ourselves to be the strongest we could imagine. And when we finally reach that level, we take pride in our ability. Believing that no one we meet afterwards would even be able to stand up against us.”

      Hashirama looked off in thought, “For some of us, we don’t register anyone we fight against anymore as a threat. Others put their full power into everything they do because that’s the only way for them to have that thrill anymore. We might even just play along with fighting against someone who is putting their all into a fight because we just like seeing them break down.”

      Naruto saw the look in Hashirama’s eyes before he looked back up at him, “And that’s a weakness they all have Naruto. They won’t consider you a real threat. They’ll just look down on you like a pathetic bug crawling through the mud. And when they do, you can strike them down. It’s dangerous. And a thin margin to attack. You would have to risk your life to actually land a blow on them. But in that moment where their superiority takes over, they drop their guard and they are open.”

      Naruto thought back to many of his old fights. That was how he beat Mordreau. That’s how he caught Hades off guard. That’s how he sent Àomàn flying. They all thought he was beaten… and he took that chance to finish them.

      “Arrogance Naruto.” Hashirama said sternly as he looked up at the young man directly into his eyes, “The Arrogance of Strength. That’s the weakness that all powerful men carry. All men have it. It will be up to you to find that moment to strike.”

      Naruto’s eyes focused again. He saw Sorrento swipe his hand covered in Shock magic and release a massive wave of power that destroyed the landscape around them. A loud bang emanated in every direction and it obliterated the ground and trees around it.

      Sorrento saw the huge cloud of debris he created from his attack. And stepped back. He took a moment to see his handiwork… and smiled in relief.

      Until he saw the shadow in the edge of his eye.

      He looked down to see Naruto bent so far down that his knees almost touched the floor. He had taken the momentary fit of rage the old Mage had shown and dove close to the ground. He used the black blade to guard himself from the powerful attack until he arrived in the blind spot of Sorrento’s damaged eye.

      He gripped the Kokuryū as tightly as he could and looked up at Sorrento with the eyes of a killer. Sorrento was shocked by his quick movement and held his hands out to create a shield of magic…

      *Swish*

      Naruto appeared behind Sorrento. His arm out as far as it could go with the Kokuryū blade in his hand. It seemed like the world had stayed frozen for a moment…

      Sorrento’s upper torso fell off as the rest of his body fell backward. The black blade had sliced him completely through from his lower right ribs and up to his left shoulder. The last sensation he felt was the feeling of Naruto’s blade carving through his heart.

      Blood shot out of the bifurcated corpse and coated the blond boy’s back in even more blood. The severed torso laid there on the ground as the light finally faded from ‘The Tyrant King’s’ eye.

      Naruto took a step forward. And then another. He just kept walking forward. He didn’t know where.

      He felt so empty and cold.

      He couldn’t see anymore.

      He just had an unyielding need to walk away from the scene of his rampage. Step by step.

      With only the sound of pouring rain reaching his ears.

      Just like in that cell so long ago.

      *Drip*Drip*Drip*

    
    

    
      Erza ran up the hill and through the forest. She felt herself being pulled towards the forest fire in the middle of nowhere. She kept running until she heard a twig snap in front of her.

      She stopped in place and readied herself for whatever was coming. She glared at the darkness as the rain seeped in through the branches. Erza readied herself for anything until she saw a familiar head of blond hair make its way towards her. An overwhelming sense of relief and joy washed over her as she almost cried in joy, “Naru—”

      And then she froze in fear.

      Naruto was stumbling forward, open wounds all over his body. His clothes were drenched in blood. Some of it had already dried while the rest of it still looked fresh. He didn’t even notice she was standing in front of him as he kept limping towards her.

      His eyes looked so empty and unfazing.

      She stepped towards him and held her hand out to touch him. Like she couldn’t believe it was really him, “Naruto?”

      He fell forward and she caught him in her arms. His chin was resting on her shoulder as she lowered them to the ground. She held onto his body and could feel the blood going over her gauntlets. She felt how cold his skin was going and how his breathing got slower and slower against her ear.

      She felt tears go down her eye and she held onto him, “Naruto! Naruto stay with me! It’s all right! We’re all here for you! Keep your eyes open okay! I’m sorry! I’m sorry I couldn’t come to you sooner but just stay awake!”

      Erza got more frightened when his eyes slowly started to close. She held him close and yelled, “NARUTO!”

      “NARUTO!”

    
    

    
      Done

      I want to thank all of the people that have supported me until now. Those of you that have reviewed. Those of you that have Favorited and Followed me. Even those of you who just read my story to pass some time.

      With this I will finally pass 300K views. And even though that doesn’t mean as much as reviews, I still cherish and thank each of you that have read my story.

      And thank you for helping get Titania and The Hunter up on TVTropes. It’s just a little suggestion piece but it means so much to me.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye.
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      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 20: Damnation In The Wind

      First off: Thanks to you all for helping me break 800 reviews. And thank you all for the support in general.

      That night after I had posted the last chapter I got a call from my mom. She called to tell me our dog had died. She was getting old and she passed away in her sleep. I was away and I didn’t get to see her off but the last time I saw her I told her how much I loved her. So remember people, never leave the people you care about without telling them how much they mean to you. You never know when the last time you see them could be the last time you see them.

      I tried my best with this chapter. I had to deal with the fallout and I did that the best way I thought I could.

      Thank you and on with the show!

    
    

    
      March X781

      The bony old man watered his plants and enjoyed the calm sensation of nature around him. In this one moment, he felt the warm arid air and the cold sensation of the water he was pouring contrast against him to make it even more serene.

      Which distracted his mind from other matters.

      Even out here in the far off desert, away from the busy and crowded cities, he still heard the essential rumors and big news that passed around the country. Anything concerning the magical society or national news was usually something that peaked his interest.

      But over the last month, both slots were filled with just one big topic…

      Fairy Tail. And how it had singlehandedly beaten the majority of Damnation.

      This news spread over the entire nation of Ishgar— Fiore (Sorry) in a matter of days.

      In the first week, the entire nation celebrated. People that had suffered at the hands of those menaces cried out in exuberant joy. And there was literal crying. Men. Women. Even some children. Everyone cheered.

      In the next week, the community was begging for answers. What happened? What did Fairy Tail do? What happened to all the members of the independent guild? And what punishments were they going to suffer in atonement for their horrible crimes against humanity?

      And more than anything else that has happened over the last few weeks, Fairy Tail was praised by the nation for its heroic deeds.

      Every citizen in Fiore thanked the reckless guild from the bottom of their hearts for what they did. People came from all around the country to convey their thanks to the people in that guild. All debts and wages they had earned over the years had been dropped out of thanks and respect for what they did. Hundreds of mages were thinking about abandoning their guilds and hopping on the Fairy wagon while they still could.

      In all his years on this world, he had never heard such dear praise for his old guild.

      And yet… despite the achievement and praise… he hadn’t heard any word from Fairy Tail about what happened.

      He knew that guild better than anyone else. And if they weren’t celebrating for their victory…

      Then something horrible happened that didn’t make the papers.

      Walrod Cken looked up at the clouds in the sky as his mind wandered to the simpler times… when he was younger…

      Mavis… what would you have done in a time like this?

    
    

    
      Erza sat in the flower shop and waited for her order to finish. She had a rather solemn look on her face and waited in silence. She sat up with a perfect posture but her eyes were heavy and focused completely on her hands fiddling around in her lap.

      “Erza-San…” The scarlet-haired girl looked up to see the kind old woman with a bouquet of lilies in her hands. She gave an earnest smile towards the young Fairy Mage as she handed the flowers over.

      “Thank you…” Erza gave a weak smile and looked at the flowers she had ordered. She looked back to the woman, “How much do I owe you?”

      “It’s all right dear. They’re on the house.”

      Erza shook her head, “No please, let me pay for them. I don’t deserve to just have these because of what our guild did.”

      “I heard about your loss. I can’t ask for your money when you are giving your respects to those you have lost.” She smiled and grasped the younger girl’s hands, “You have my condolences.”

      Erza stayed silent for a moment before she nodded her head in respect, “Thank you.”

      The armor girl exited the shop and made her way down the street. She looked around at the peaceful serenity the large town was in after the the chaos over the last few weeks. And every now and then there were parties being held in town for their heroics.

      And yet Erza still had the same somber look on her face.

      Because while the rest of the world celebrated their achievement, the Fairy Tail guild wasn’t their normal cheery selves.

      They were in mourning. Some of them had gone off on regular requests to slate the worry and concern in their heads. They had just lost a precious ally and suffered heavily from Damnation’s attack. And even though this was good news for them because some of them had lost their family to Damnation… they couldn’t even think about celebrating when they had lost someone else so soon.

      “Erza Scarlet…”

      Erza stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and looked behind her. Standing in the middle of the town were a dozen Rune Knights lead by their captain.

      He kept a firm gaze on the young woman as he wasn’t going to be thrown off again, “It’s time.”

      She narrowed her heterochromic eyes and tensed her arms in discomfort. She matched the look the Knight Captain was giving her, “Didn’t we say we would answer your questions when we were ready?”

      The Captain nodded his head, “Yes. But it has been three weeks since we first summoned your guild for questioning. We have been very lenient with the issue due to your status after the incident but orders are orders. We need everyone from your guild that was involved in that incident to come in for debriefing.”

      Erza turned to face them straight forward, “Some of our members are not here at the moment. Gildarts and Laxus are off taking missions right now and one of us is still undergoing treatment.”

      “I’m sorry but we can not wait anymore.” The Captain took a step forward, “Take us to your guild master.”

      Erza’s argument was at the tip of her tongue but she knew they had put this off long enough. They had made excuses and rescheduled this meeting several times now but it was always going to happen. She was worried about what might happen if the questions were asked now but…

      She knew this was going to happen sooner or later.

      She started to make her way back to her guild while the squad of Rune Knights followed from behind. They finally arrived at their destination and Erza took a step in.

      The Fairy Tail guild had a rather reserved atmosphere compared to how it usually acted. They were still trying to cheer each other up and some of them had genuine smiles on their faces but the loss was still a sensitive matter to bring up.

      The mages watched as the armor clad S-Class Mage walked in with a small platoon of knights following behind her. She made her way to the counter at the back of the guild.

      There, Mahiro was playing with Koyuki and trying to cheer up the sad little girl that missed the old man and young boy she hadn’t seen in weeks. And Makarov looked up to see the men he had been dreading to talk to for the last month.

      He didn’t even wait for them to say anything as he got off his butt and jumped off the counter with a grunt. He had a reluctant look on his face, “If we all have to come then we have to make a quick stop.”

    
    

    
      He was running through a battlefield. His short arms and legs were pushing him as fast as he could go as he looked at all the destruction and bodies that surrounded him, feeling his feet splash into the crimson puddles that had risen to his ankles. He was breathing heavily, like his lungs were burning, and he couldn’t see through all the smoke that surrounded him.

      Until he saw two figures he hadn’t seen in such a long time. One was an older man with gravity-defying silver hair and a headband over his left eye. The other was a gargantuan fox with nine tails slowly waving behind him.

      The little child felt a sense of relief and happiness wash over him as he sprinted as fast as his little legs could take him. He stumbled over some rocks but finally came up to the two figures, “Kakashi! Kurama! I-it’s me! Naruto! Remember?”

      He couldn’t clearly see their expressions and waited longer than he thought for a response from them. Naruto stepped forward a little, “Kakashi? Kurama?”

      The older ninja turned around to face the little boy that called his name. Naruto was ready to see the first man that ever gave him a chance…

      And instantly he was covered with blood, grievous wounds all over his body and missing the eye that he kept covered so often. Naruto looked up in horror as Kakashi looked down at him like he was a repulsive stain…

      “Didn’t I suffer so that I could give you a second chance?”

      Naruto looked up in terror and noticed that Kurama’s body started to glow and fade again. The giant fox looked down at him with something in his eyes…

      Disappointment.

      “Didn’t I give up everything to save you? Give up my life so you didn’t have to be what you were anymore?” Kurama just shook his head as the rest of his body started to fade away, “And you wasted it.”

      “K-Kurama? Kakashi, wait!”

      Naruto watched as their forms blurred out of existence before he could reach them.

      Instantly his body was changed to an older form and several shadows appeared behind him.

      He turned around to see several faces he hadn’t seen in years.

      Wally. Simon. Shō. Milliana. And Jellal.

      He felt something hitch in his throat when he saw all their faces smiling at him.

      He swore tears were gonna start coming out of his eyes. He was trembling in joy at seeing them again, “G-guys, I—”

      Jellal just lifted his hand up with a smile and stopped Naruto’s words in their spot.

      Naruto’s right eye exploded before he could react to Jellal’s gesture. He just stood their in shock as blood spewed out and covered his feet in a crimson rain.

      “AAAAHHHHHHH!” Naruto screamed as he stumbled back and grabbed the empty eye-socket, breathing heavily as blood seeped through his fingers.

      “Didn’t you make a promise to yourself when you got that eye? That you would never go back to what you were? That you would do whatever you could to leave that life you had behind? That you would aim to protect instead of destroy?” Jellal asked as his face started to twist dementedly, looking like he did when he went insane and attacked them in the Tower of Heaven, “And you just left us… looks like that was just another hollow promise, huh?”

      Naruto looked up again to see they were gone as well. Naruto panicked and ran as fast and far as he could.

      “UGHRAAHHH!”

      He yelled as he felt his left arm being crunched, twisted and bent in gut-wrenching ways as blood spurted out in every direction. He gripped the mangled limb painfully as the young man staggered back weakly. He felt his back land against something huge and unmoving…

      “See… I told you didn’t I?”

      Naruto’s eye widened in horror when he heard the old gravely voice reach his ears. He slowly turned his head to look up at the huge, menacing man that peered down at him with a patronizing smile and the eyepatch he had burnt into his memory.

      Hades softly laughed, “You tried to walk down the path of light and all you did is tumble back into the dark. I guess the impulse really did take you over in the end.”

      Naruto spun around and tried to attack the elderly man but he was already gone. When Naruto looked up again, he saw everyone in his guild smiling at him warmly. But they weren’t moving… they were just standing there…

      “Did you get covered in the blood of friend and foe? And all the evil in you boiled out again, didn’t it?”

      Naruto spun around to hear an ear popping loud blast as something stood in his way. He covered his face as the massive torrent of wind struck him and he struggled to keep his eyes open to look at his shield.

      When he finally realized what was standing in front of him the same eerie cold grip crushed his heart. He watched as the same old man he trained under looked back at him with a kind smile on his face, his body bloody and broken like it was before.

      The old Senju fell back towards Naruto as he opened his arm, “Hashi-Ji—”

      The moment they came into contact Hashirama dissolved into ash, leaving him covered in a red dust that slowly turned into blood. He looked down at his blood-soaked self and shook in fear.

      “Sins of our pasts don’t leave us just because we want them to.”

      Naruto looked up to see the old, scar-faced Damnation leader staring at him. He was surrounded by the entire army he had called out to fight the old ninja from his past.

      “Water and time aren’t enough to wash away the blood on your hands. You’ve always known that, haven’t you?” He said in a calm voice as Naruto’s eyes were shadowed by his hair and he was gritting his teeth, “All you needed was a little push… a little reminder of what you are… and boom.”

      *SNAP*

      Naruto lifted up his head again and roared like a beast. A horrid black energy started to form in his empty eye as another started to come out and cover his mangled arm. A morphic, jagged, jet black beast arm took over for where his left arm once was. And his left eye was a solid yellow ball while tears spilled down his other eye.

      “WWRRRAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Naruto just waved his hand and tore through the people like they were paper. Blood spilled and drenched him in a crimson coat as he pushed his hands through flesh and bone.

      He couldn’t even control himself.

      He took out anyone he saw around him.

      Friend or foe.

      Just trying to stop this pain that built up inside.

      As the man let out a beastly roar he was running out of people to shred apart. Until suddenly… only one figure stood in front of him…

      Erza looked up at the deformed, horrific remains of what she once knew as her friend. That lovable goof-ball with the sunlight blond hair and contagious smile was replaced by this freak; covered in blood and ready to tear her apart.

      She looked up at him with pleading eyes… hoping she could still reach that boy she had known for so many years, “Naruto, please, don’t do this…”

      The demon she once called her friend looked down at her as if he really understood her words…

      Until a crooked smile grew on its face and it raised its hands over its head.

      It brought them down on the girl, “WRRAAAAAAA—”

      “—AHHHHHHHHH!”

      The blond screamed as he was woken out of his horrific nightmare. Sweat was dripping down his face and he struggled to breathe in the little bed he slept in. He took in some shallow air and looked down at his hands, seeing they weren’t deformed or changed from his dreams. He sighed and started to wipe his face clean.

      “That was 47 minutes this time. A new record.” Naruto looked over to the old, pink-haired medical advisor that was carefully putting down the medical textbook she was reading. She stood out of her chair and looked at the young man, “Want to try again?”

      “No.” Naruto responded instantly with a scared look in his eye. Porlyusica looked at him with a quizzical eye before he looked back down at the blanket covering him, “I’m… I’m fine.”

      “Well we know that isn’t true.” She said informatively as she walked over to the bed, “You’ve barely slept in weeks. You’ve got bags under your eyes. Your nails are almost falling out. If you don’t get some real sleep soon your organs are going to shut down. And I don’t think I’ll be able to fix them again if they do that.”

      “Leave it.” He said pointedly as he wanted to drop the conversation right there, “I’m fine.”

      Porlyusica decided to leave the boy to his wishes and pulled up the stool by the bed. She sat down and started to do her diagnosis of his physical condition after the battle. He raised his arms like he had done for the last few days as she checked his heart.

      Last month, in the middle of a monsoon, the Old Fool and Erza came bursting in with Naruto in their arms almost half-dead. She didn’t even get a chance to question what had happened because if she didn’t start fixing him immediately, she was going to lose him. She worked on healing him all night and into the morning until his body was in a stable enough condition for her to just watch over him.

      She looked over his entire body and the new scars he had were the first that caught her eye. He had new cuts on his chest and arms, damaged skin on his legs and there were even worse scratches on his prosthetic then there were before. And a long, shallow scar down his back from where he was cut by the massive sword.

      The wounds he had as a boy trying to fight Grimoire Heart were easier compared to these ones. Broken femur. Most of his ribs were broken off cleanly from their cage. Blood vessels had ripped open. Ruptured organs. Punctured lung. Some of his skin was shredded and severely burned. Even his spine was close to getting severed from the cut. She was lucky she had a blood transfusion and herbs to help increase red cell count or else he would have been in more trouble.

      She had learnt what had happened to Naruto, Hashirama and Damnation the next day. She felt a sense of pain and pity wash over her after hearing about losing the old ninja again. He had come up to her house out here to visit with his great-granddaughter and they talked about what had happened over the years. She was really going to miss that silly old man that always had a smile on his face.

      When the Magical Council started to clear up the messes from the battle, they found his corpse and brought it back home. The guild cried for their fallen comrade and buried him in the graveyard, somewhere he could finally rest in peace.

      And when Naruto woke up two weeks later, that was the first bit of news they had to give him. He seemed upset and depressed but… he just didn’t react the same way they expected him to. He held his expressions down and he seemed disengaged and standoffish from their words.

      Porlyusica decided to keep him in prognosis for a few days until she could be certain he was fine. He didn’t eat nearly enough food and he didn’t sleep for the first few days. And when he did finally go to sleep he woke up within the hour dripping with sweat and frightened out of his mind. It seemed like something was getting to his head.

      But they could probably guess what it was. Survivor’s Remorse had a hell of a way to fuck with a poor kid’s head.

      There was a knock on her door and she called for them to come in. The tree-house door creaked open and Erza, Makarov and Mahiro stepped in. They looked over to see the old advisor check up on the healing blond as he had the same distraught look on his face.

      He looked tired. Even worse than he did when they last came to see him.

      Erza and Mahiro looked concerned as Makarov took a step forward, deciding to start heo problem before it had a chance to grow, “Naruto, we have to go. The Magic Council is summoning us.”

      “Figures they would all barge in when they felt like it.” Porlyusica looked down at the little man, “No. You’ll have to hold off on that a little longer.”

      Makarov shook his head, “We can’t. I’d love to but we’ve pushed them off long enough and they’re demanding our presence now.”

      “Well I say his diagnosis isn’t complete yet. He’ll need to stay until I give him the all right and—”

      “It’s fine.” Naruto interrupted as he pulled himself out of the bed and grabbed the short-sleeved white shirt over the end of it. The whiskered teen pulled the white shirt with his grey pants and looked at the old man, “I’m ready. Let’s go.”

      “Woah woah woah! No way!” Porlyusica said as she put her arm in front of him to stop him from leaving, “I’m the one who says when you’re ready to go or not.”

      Naruto looked over to the old woman, “It’s all right. If I have any problems I can just use the Sky sword to heal myself.”

      She gave him an obvious dry look in response to his statement, “You do understand why I’m apprehensive of the idea of using a sword to heal yourself, right?”

      Naruto looked to the old woman and gave a weak smile. He gently held her arm and lowered it out of his way, “Don’t worry Baa-chan, I promise I won’t do anything stupid.”

      She continued to stare at him before she reluctantly lowered her arm. Naruto walked past her and the others and made his way outside. And when he walked out, he was greeted with the sight of a platoon of Knights with a several large four-wheelers ready to take them to the Fiore Council Branch.

    
    

    
      The four Fairy mages sat in the back of the vehicle alone as the Knights sat up front driving them. They mostly sat there in silence as the magical vehicle bounced across the road.

      Mahiro looked over to the old man, “Do you know how long this will actually take? I really don’t like the idea of leaving Koyuki with Macao and Wakaba.”

      Makarov sighed and scratched his head with a silly expression, “Ahhhh, you know how it is. Freakin’ politics jerk themselves around to make themselves feel big. Wasting our time and blowing steam out their butts. They’ll probably just have us tell them what we experienced and then move on. It gets really boring really fast.”

      “Hehehahahaha.” Mahiro laughed as she heard his tired voice whine, “Looks like you know from experience, huh? The life of a celebrity I suppose.” Makarov looked up at her with a wrinkly miffed face before he grinned and started to laugh as well.

      The two older mages laughed as the heavy atmosphere that had settled in the room had started to fade. The blonde woman looked over to the red-head with a far off look in her eyes. She leaned forward, “Hey, Erza…”

      Erza came out of her stupor and looked towards the busty blonde Senju, “Huh? What Mahiro?”

      “I just wanted to know why you were getting flowers when you walked into the guild?”

      Erza looked down silently as she thought about how to answer, “I was… going to give them to Hashirama-san. The ones he already has must have wilted by now.”

      Mahiro looked at the uncomfortable young Requip Mage and smiled warmly at her act of kindness. The older woman sat closer to the edge of her seat and grasped her covered hands, smiling up at her, “I think he would love them.”

      Mahiro looked over to Naruto as he stayed silent during the whole conversation, “Naruto, when we are done here do you want to come visit the cemetery with us? You haven’t gotten the chance to see it yet, right?”

      They didn’t get an answer from the whiskered teen. They looked over to him as he quietly looked down at his hands. He didn’t have the heart to talk to any of them so easily anymore. Because even though they hadn’t said anything to him or asked him directly, they already knew what he did in that forest. They were still so bright and kind to him but in his mind…

      He believed he had betrayed each of them.

      Mahiro trusted him to be strong. To use the strength he had gained to protect everyone he cared about. But when he needed that strength the most, he couldn’t use it to protect Hashirama. And now he was gone from her life too. The grandfather that watched over her when she was alone and Naruto let him die in his arms.

      If he was stronger, or-or maybe had a medical magic or kit or something… would he have been able to save the old ninja before it was too late? Or at least long enough for him to say goodbye?

      And Erza. He made a promise at her parents’ grave that he would never let someone they cared about get hurt again. And this was his chance at life she sacrificed and suffered to give him; yet all he did was go back to what he was like before the tower.

      If she had the chance, what would she say to him? Was she disappointed? Disgusted? But even though he expected all of those reactions, she still smiled at him and stayed by his side.

      And then Jiji… god that little old man looked after all of them like they were his own kids. And he probably had the biggest heart Naruto had ever seen. Naruto just walked up to him in the early morning, eyes raw from crying for hours, and asked him if he could join the guild. And without giving it a second thought the old master took him off the street and into his home. If he ever asked Naruto for anything in the world the blond man would not hesitate to find it for him. And that could be said for everyone else in the guild.

      But Naruto had broken a law. Makarov probably knew he had broken that law. An unspoken creed everyone in the guild promised to hold when they were brought into the family.

      He killed.

      If the Magic Council took all the defeated Damnation members then they must have looked through the forest he fought in as well. And if they did they would have found the bodies of the Damnation Generals that Naruto was barely able to beat.

      That was a rule that separated the legal guilds from the Dark Guilds. A law put down on all the guilds by the Magic Council that said they would never take a life, good or bad. And even if it was a guild like Damnation there was still a punishment that he had to face. And he had to do it for the good of he guild…

      Even if it meant he was expelled from it.

      He didn’t want to. If this were by any other circumstances then he would have argued and fought for his position… but he couldn’t lie…

      His hands were covered in blood.

      Naruto looked down at his hands to see blood dripping down his arms and pooling around his feet. His eyes widened as he watched more and more blood form on his arms and—

      “Naruto?”

      Naruto was shaken out of his hallucination when he felt Erza grasp his shoulder. She was looking at him with concern on her face, along with Makarov and Mahiro staring at him in worry. He buried the feelings of dread down, “What? I’m sorry I wasn’t listening.”

      “We thought we should go visit Hashirama-San’s grave when we come back. Do you think you would like to come with us?”

      Naruto still hadn’t paid his respects to the man that saved him. He gave a faint smile and nodded his head, “Yeah. I’d like that.”

      The Fairy mages looked out the window of their vehicle and saw the massive building they were coming to.

    
    

    
      The bespectacled young man stood outside of the main hall, looking out at the scenery of the wildlife. He was in deep thought as he contemplated what was happening inside of that room.

      “Hey.” His scar-faced colleague greeted him as he teleported right by his side.

      The black-haired man with glasses sighed and started walking away from him, “What do you want?”

      “Seriously? I don’t even get a yelp of fright anymore?” Doranbolt asked as he followed Lahar’s march down the hall. He sighed in defeat, “That used to scare the crap out of you when I caught you off guard.”

      “Yeah well when you do it everyday for a few years it gets boring and expected.” Lahar deadpanned as he tried to ignore his fellow council worker’s joking.

      Doranbolt just exhaled and shook his head, “I see you’ve still got a pole shoved firmly up your colon like always. What’s with you?” The scar-faced subordinate turned towards the doors they had just walked away from and realized what Lahar was doing before he arrived. He turned back around, “Waiting for the Fairy trial to end, huh?”

      Lahar looked over to him for a second but did not register his response or stop walking. Doranbolt just shrugged his shoulders, “I guess I can understand why you were so eager to stand outside the door the whole time. The Council threw everyone out who wasn’t a part of the Council or the accused group. Not even any soldiers or subordinates.” He looked out to the open view, “Makarov Dryer, Erza Scarlet the ‘Titania’ and Naruto Uzumkai the ‘Hunter’. I didn’t recognize the last woman though, I haven’t heard anything about her.”

      Lahar stopped walking and looked back to his colleague, “Doesn’t it bother you? About the possibilities of what could happen from all of this?”

      Doranbolt contemplated what he meant for a minute. He joked, “What? More mages are going to join their guild and cause an even bigger ruckus?” Lahar just sighed and shook his head to disregard the teleporter’s answer.

      “Or…” Lahar looked back over to see Doranbolt with a serious look as he dropped all humor from his voice, “Are you talking about the strength and power this shows for the Fairy Tail guild?”

      Lahar stayed silent for a moment before he looked out to the wilderness again. He sent him a momentary glance, “So, even you can recognize the bigger picture behind all this celebration, huh?”

      “Of course I can. You’d have to be an idiot not to realize the repercussions this event creates.” Doranbolt droned as he rubbed the back of his head and ignored the bespectacled man’s opinion of his intelligence. He looked out to the horizon, “Damnation’s been terrorizing the world longer than most of the people here have been alive. Hell, my old man was scared shitless of those guys, and no one even wanted to stand up to them.”

      Lahar slowly nodded his head in agreement, “There are hundreds of mages in Fiore that could have defeated any number of members of that army. And even more powerful people around the world who could have beaten them as well. If we could have gathered the Wizard Saints to lead a charge on them, they never would have stood a chance. But it wasn’t completely about their strength or numbers. It was about the fear and horror they had etched into the masses’ hearts from years of evil.”

      “You’re right about that.” Doranbolt agreed with a nod of his head, “For me fighting against the big names in Damnation was like trying to face Zeref or the Boogey-man, it was just too impossible of a task.”

      “The Haven for the Worst of the Worst. An independent army whose top brass switch out every few years to allow in the newest and strongest criminals. That’s what Damnation symbolized for most of the people. And just like any great evil or crisis that’s overcome, those that survived are revered as heroes by the people.”

      “What do you mean?” Doranbolt questioned as the glasses man started walking off a little further down the hall.

      “If a hero were strong enough to slay a dragon or a monster, his name and reputation would spread far and wide. But sooner or later the people would come to fear him because he could slay a monster no one else could. Because if he ever decided to turn on the people, they would never stand a chance.”

      “So you have to wonder…” Lahar turned back around and pointed towards the door they had walked from, “Do you think the Council is taking precautions in case Fairy Tail becomes a threat to the world?”

      Doranbolt blinked and considered that thought. Fairy Tail was even more famous now than they were before. They were at the top. And when you were at the top, you were in the crosshairs of everyone below you.

    
    

    
      The council hall was tense and heavy as the members of the Magical Council listened to the testimonies of the present Fairy Tail mages. The Council members listened to their stories intently and made mental notes of every piece of information they had shared.

      Mahiro and Erza had already given their versions of the event and Makarov was currently giving his. He yawned into his hand before looking back up to the political figures, “Then I activated my guild’s special magic, Fairy Law, and incapacitated the rest of Damnation.” He walked out the back of the railing and started making his way to his seat, “You should probably know everything else that happened after that since your guys arrived on the scene.”

      “Yes, that was quite enough. Thank you.” Org nodded to the short old man as he made his way to sit by his fellow guildmates. The bearded Council member looked at a sheet in his hand and checked off the Guild Master’s name from the list. He looked down, “Last one present… will Naruto Uzumaki come forward.”

      The young blond man silently stood out of his seat and started walking down the alley. His fellow guild members watched his retreating back silently as he approached the railing. He walked in and placed his hands on the wood, looking up at the Council members.

      Yajima couldn’t help but feel a little disheartened at the sight of the young boy. Just a few years earlier that bright-faced little boy walked up to that same podium, stood up to these same people and ate ramen with him in the mess hall. But right now he looked so…

      “State your name.”

      “Naruto Uzumaki.”

      “Your guild.”

      “Fairy Tail.”

      At the top of the layered podium was a large man with a wide, bushy beard. The Chairman of the Council, Crawford Seam, looked over the papers surrounding him as the blond Mage stayed silent. He looked down, “Naruto Uzumaki-kun, I didn’t think I would see you here again after the last time you were brought here. And under similar circumstances too.” He leaned forward and looked at the young man, “Do you understand why we summoned you here?”

      Naruto just looked up at the large man and kept his eyes on him for a moment. It wasn’t like he had done much else to warrant a trip here.

      Crawford looked down and nodded his head towards the other members. The little cat-looking man, Michello, grabbed a bag at his side and started to rummage through it. He looked at the young man, “Several weeks ago at the edge of the Fiore mountain range, we discovered the body of one Hashirama Senju. And we have a report that his body was claimed by Makarov Dryer a few days later.”

      “Over his body, we found this.” The short man pulled out a long black cloak from the evidence bag. It was burnt, ripped up and dried in old blood. The other Fairy mages instantly recognized the black cloth they had seen so often hanging off Naruto’s back. Michello held it out for everyone to see as he looked down at the blond Mage, “Answer truthfully… is this yours? Were you there when Alexander Sorrento and the members of Damnation attacked?”

      Naruto looked at the confiscated cloak and then to all of the members intently staring at him. He nodded his head, not even attempting to lie or explain why they found it. He looked at the cat man, “Yes, that was my cloak. I stayed by Hashirama Senju’s side while he passed away from his injuries and put that over him. Hashi-Ji sacrificed himself to save me and I put it over him in respect.”

      The Council looked between each other and came to a silent agreement before they put the cloak away again. Org caught the man’s attention, “Naruto Uzumaki, we need your testimony now. If you were a part of this, you need to tell us every detail you experienced.”

      The Fairy mages were each a little reluctant to force him to retell his experience but Naruto answered before they could say anything. He agreed, “Yes, I understand.”

      Naruto looked forward and started talking like he was reading a line from a paper, “After the group from Damnation bombed Magnolia, I found one of them injured and unconscious in an alley. I forced him to tell me why he did this and he said it was to cause a distraction long enough for Hashi-Ji to make his way to the mountains.”

      “Why was he going there?”

      “Because Sorrento and the rest of the his guild were waiting there for an ambush.”

      “And why ambush him?”

      Naruto’s eyes peeked at Yajima for a moment when he saw the old former Mage already knew the answer. He looked back at the Chairman and his Council, “Bad blood.”

      They really couldn’t ask for a more obvious reason than that. A lot of people had a grudge against Damnation and Hashirama could have been someone that caught their eye. Sorrento was old, and from the autopsy report so was Hashirama. It wasn’t impossible for them to be old enemies and to keep it hidden this long.

      “Hashi-Ji fought against those guys for awhile and was kicking their asses. I showed up and helped him fight them off but no matter how many we knocked down they just kept coming. And then Sorrento started preparing a spell. And so did some of his guys…”

      “Abyss Break.” Some of the Council turned to Siegrain as he added into the conversation while leaning against his fist. His eyes met with Naruto as he continued his explanation, ‘It’s a forbidden spell taught to those of the highest authority and standing, like members of the Wizard Saints.’ He looked down at a file that he was given reporting the damages the attack had done to the mountain, “Alexander Sorrento must have taught some of his followers how to use it. It’s the only spell I know that could cause damage like this that wasn’t a magical weapon.”

      “He fired that at us and even killed his own men just to catch us in the blast. I didn’t wake up again until they were all gone but when I did Hashi-Ji was protecting me and…” He stopped because he didn’t have the heart to keep talking about Hashirama’s death like it was just a cold fact. He said it before and they had a cloak drenched in his blood; that should be enough.

      The Council looked down towards the blond Mage and… they anticipated something. Something else that was key to the end of Damnation. Something they hadn’t heard from the rest of Fairy Tail yet. Everyone in the courtroom was silent in wait…

      “And I saw a set of tracks that went in a different directions from all the others. A set that went through the forest… and I followed them.”

      Everyone’s attention landed on Naruto as he told a story they hadn’t heard about yet. The Fairy mages felt a cold fear run in their chests as the Council members prepared for an answer for their biggest question.

      “What they did to Hashi-Ji, what they were planning to do to the town and my guild… I lost control. Everything went red. And all I wanted to do was hunt down the bastard that started all this.” Naruto gripped the wooden banister until it started to creak under the pressure. He was looking down at the floor as his hair started to shadow his eyes, “I felt nothing but anger and hate boil up inside me. And I found them, all of them looking down at the fighting their foot soldiers were in.”

      Michello was sweating and shaking in disbelief. He looked down at the boy, “Y-you fought them?”

      “No. I couldn’t fight them.” Naruto answered with a shake of his head. He didn’t look up at the cowering old man, ‘They were all too strong. I couldn’t fight any of them on even terms. Not even close.’ His grip weakened a little as his strength faded, “So I didn’t fight them. I tricked them. And…”

      Everyone waited with baited breath as Naruto stopped for what felt like an hour. They were silent…

      “I killed them.”

      He felt like he had just cut off a limb when he admitted his crime to the council. But at the same time, it felt like a weight that had been building up on his back had finally released. Telling them wasn’t going to change what had happened but being able to say it felt… liberating.

      The Fairy Tail mages looked at the back of their comrade after his confession. They knew. They had already guessed he did what he did a month ago. But hearing him say it felt so much different from just suspecting it.

      Many of the Council members had made their theories and opinions of who in Fairy Tail could have murdered the former Wizard Saint and his close followers. It had to be someone in that guild. Less than one mile away from the field they waged war in, the Rune knights found a section of the forest that was nothing but burnt trees and scorched earth.

      And in the middle of all the fire; three beaten, charred black corpses. One with massive head trauma and a broken skull. One with their legs severed off from the knee down and a grievous wound from the collar to waist. And one that had most of the upper body cut off in two pieces.

      Their bodies were so badly damaged from the fire that it was impossible to identify them. Their skin was burnt to a charcoal black and all the blood had evaporated from their veins. It had taken numerous days and various means but in the end…

      They were identified as the missing leaders of Damnation.

      This boy had ended the lives of some of the worst criminals in history. And survived.

      They hadn’t reported the deaths of Sorrento or his Generals and only a select few in the system knew about it.

      Yajima looked conflicted for a moment at the horrible news of what this boy had done in the throws of his anger. Yajima knew that Naruto was aware of the consequences of when a Mage normally killed someone… and he had told the Council about it. “Why… would you tell us this?”

      Naruto didn’t answer his question. He didn’t even say it out loud to the Council of the most influential political heads of the magical world. He said it because the people he cherished most in the world were in the room and they had a right to know. After everything they had done for him, he couldn’t lie even if he wasn’t facing them.

      Whatever happened next, he would accept it.

      Crawford rubbed his beard and sighed tiredly. He pulled his hand down his face and looked over the edge of his seat, “Uzumaki-kun, this is a severe matter to deal with so suddenly. You know our laws. And what can happen when they are broken.”

      Naruto just closed his eyes and readied himself for whatever was going to happen.

      “But considering what your guild has done, and the part you played by killing Sorrento and ending Damnation, we can show leniency towards your actions.”

      Naruto’s eye widened in disbelief as he registered what the old Chairman said. He lifted his head, “W-what?”

      Belno answered, “Damnation has been a great threat to our kingdom for many decades now. And the fear and hopelessness that many people have suffered during that time has come to an end. If anything, you and your group should be commemorated as heroes.”

      Michello looked over to the woman, “That isn’t a very accurate assumption though. There are still hundreds of members of that despicable guild running around the country and Earthland. And we still need to decide on how we are going to handle them.”

      “Perhaps we can use Uzumaki-San’s actions as a way to deter their enthusiasm. If we report that the heroes of Fairy Tail that destroyed their guild and killed their master would come after them, they most certainly would give up and turn themselves in.” An older member of the council added in his thoughts.

      To the side, Ultear and Siegrain looked between each other in contemplation before looking down at the Mage at the wooden stand. His face was hidden because he lowered his head out of their view while they conversed between themselves.

      “Hmmmm…” Crawford nodded his head while stroking his long beard. He looked down at the other members, ‘Yes, that might be the best choice of action.’ He smiled and looked down at the ‘Hero’ that brought everything together, “What do you say Uzumaki-kun? Can you help your country once more?”

      Makarov felt a vein throb in the top of his head. He knew immediately what the Council was trying to do. They were going to use Naruto as a symbol to scare the remaining members of Damnation. His boy was standing up there, pouring his soul and admitting to a crime he felt guilty of and they were going to use that chance to tie up some lose end?!

      They could easily make him a part of the Rune Knights and send him off over the border to fix their problems! And if Naruto felt even a little bit guilty, they could build on that to—

      “Kehehe.”

      Everyone in the room was surprised to hear the scoff and laughter coming from the whiskered mage’s lips. He dryly laughed and looked up at the council, “Hehehe, are you kidding?”

      “I’m not a hero. Not even close.”

      He shook his head and stood up straight, “I’m actually telling you I killed people… and you’re calling me a hero? You’re all idiots.”

      “What?”

      “You were going to make me a hero for what I’ve done? I resorted to taking lives. I did it out of rage! They were monsters and they deserved a lot worse than what I did but I shouldn’t be rewarded for what I’ve done!” He pointed behind him at his group, “Jiji! Mahiro! Erza! Gildarts! Hell, even Laxus! They fought with everything they had and didn’t resort to their level! Me?! I’m no different than them!”

      Org stood out of his seat, “No! We were—”

      “I-I mean that Sorrento guy was a role model too, right?! A Wizard Saint you guys passed off on?! What, did he scalp kids and skin animals to get your approval or something?!”

      “Hold your tongue boy!” Michello yelled angrily as he stood out of his seat as well. He looked down at the boy in disdain, “What our predecessors chose in their time in power are the choices they deemed appropriate at the time! Whatever the results, positive or negative, it’s our duty to do what we can for the betterment of Fiore!”

      “And now that means waging war on a broken illegal guild that probably can’t even hold itself together for much longer?” Naruto looked at some of the Council in scorn, ‘Damnation is dying. The people at the center of it have passed. The only thing keeping it alive anymore is your paranoia.’ Naruto just sighed and started to walk away from the stand, “I’m done with this.”

      “H-hey! You get back here! This isn’t over yet!”

      “Yes it is.” Naruto just walked away and ignored the yells from some of the Council. He didn’t even meet the eyes of the other Fairy mages he passed as he approached the door. “Sorrento is dead. Hashi-Ji is dead. And all he wanted was for everything to be over with. So that’s what I’m doing.”

      Naruto walked out of the courtroom and closed the large door behind him. Erza was surprised at the intensity he used to argue with the Council over the matter. But she couldn’t blame him. All of this must have stirred up some bad experiences he had tried to bury away already. She was ready to go after him but a hand on the shoulder from Mahiro told her that the boy needed his space right now.

      Michello slammed his small fist onto the wood, “Dammit! That insolent little brat! How dare he talk to us like that!”

      “Calm down, don’t get too hasty.” One of the Council looked out to the short Guild Master sitting in his seat with the other Fairies, “Makarov, you need to learn to control your guild members.”

      Makarov stood up on the seat to get a better view of the council. He shook his head, “I won’t let him go.”

      “What?”

      “Your plans to use him and lure out the last of Damnation, I won’t allow it.” The Fairy Master looked up at them with a defiant glare, “That boy has suffered enough from the idiocy of people trying to use him. And I won’t let it go any further.”

      Org furrowed his eyes slightly while looking at the elderly Mage. He stared him down, “We didn’t say anything but that boy is dangerous. If he became unstable and used his strength for the wrong reason then he would become a dangerous threat. We need to keep him under watch. He has taken a life. Would your guild accept someone like that if they knew what he had—”

      “Whether the guild knows about what happened or not is something I will let Nartuo decide himself! But even if he did something like that, I saw the pain and regret he had in his eyes for resolving to that!” Makarov slammed his fist down and cracked the wood of the seat from the pressure, “That boy is a part of my family! I would rather die than abandon him! And even if that means I have to stand between you all and him then so be it!”

      The council was silent in shock after Makarov’s heated exclamation. They were silent for a minute.

      “I agree.” Everyone looked over to Yajima as he nodded his head at Makarov’s position. He looked over to the other members, “The idea of using a child like that doesn’t sit right with me. We shouldn’t announce Naruto-kun’s involvement in this so hastily.”

      “What do you suggest we should do?” Belno asked.

      “In this case, perhaps we should say that Sorrento-San and his Generals were captured. And put to death in a private execution away from the public eye.”

      “Are you suggesting we change the details, Yajima-San?”

      “I’m saying, for the sake of Fairy Tail’s protection and the peoples’ interest, we need to think rationally about what we do next.”

      The Council started to slowly calm down at the suggestion from the old former Fairy Mage. They started to quietly converse between themselves about that course of action and started coming to a consensus. For a moment, Yajima and Makarov’s eyes met. Makarov bowed his head in thanks towards his old friend while Yajima just gave a weak smile and nodded his head in return.

      “But…” Crawford interrupted as he scratched his bald head, “That still doesn’t solve the problem of our uneasy standing with our bordering countires. We still need to arrest the remaining forces of the army outside of Fiore. And if we don’t start showing an initiative to act soon, the foreign diplomats will get angry.”

      “Well what should we do?!” Michello yelled, “We need someone strong and experienced to lead our forces against theirs, and our soldiers won’t be enough! So what do we do?!”

      …

      “I’ll do it.”

      The Council turned towards the seats while Makarov and Erza looked to the side in shock. Mahiro stood out of her seat and looked at the Council members with a firm glare, “You want somebody that helped fight Damnation to scare them and bring them down? Then I’m perfect.”

    
    

    
      Naruto slowly walked down the hallway as his feet clapped against the marble floor. He aimlessly walked around as he was disappointed with how he reacted in there.

      He got too emotional and basically flipped off the people that controlled the magical world. He stood by what he said but he probably could have worded it better.

      But hearing them talk like that; praising him and using what he had done to frighten others to behave and follow their rules.

      “You and your power… we use them for the benefit of our village.”

      It was like being used by Danzō again. They probably didn’t mean to make it sound so callous, but just hearing it left a bad taste in his mouth.

      Naruto leaned against the wall and looked up at the ceiling as his mind faded off. He really felt like sleeping.

      What now?

      What were Erza and the others going to think? Was the Council really going to report this to the public? Would he be excommunicated for what he has done? All he could do now was wait and see.

      But he knew this was something that would never leave his shadow. Whether in the back of his mind or in the thoughts of the Council, this would always be over his head.

      He wished there was some other way all of this could have happened. Sorrento truly did deserve to meet his end. And the other criminals deserved whatever punishment that was forced down on them, be it execution or living the rest of their days out in a cell. He wasn’t arguing that. It’s just…

      He really wished it wasn’t him that ended everything.

      “Looks like you have quite the dilemma pounding away in your head.”

      Naruto looked over to the voice that pierced his heavy silence to see a very familiar blue-haired man walk over to him. Naruto couldn’t help but remember how Jellal would always help him out in a crisis when they were in the cell together. Maybe this was like some weird cosmic joke to have his twin brother come do the exact same thing. He looked away from Siegrain, “Shouldn’t you be in there with the rest of them?”

      “No need. At this point it’s just a bunch of old codgers arguing between themselves.” He chuckled and waved his hand, “They’re so busy I don’t think they can even tell I left a second Thought Projection with them.”

      Naruto just stayed quiet and kept looking out at the garden. Siegrain just joined him at his side and let the silence take its place between them. He added, “You must have grown significantly stronger since you were last here a few years ago. Give it a little more time and you might make Wizard Saint material before you know it.”

      Naruto dryly laughed and shook his head, “I’m really not.”

      “Yes. I suppose a title like that isn’t as appealing to some as everyone believes.”

      “Why are you here Siegrain?”

      “It seemed like you were very conflicted in there. And after that little moment I’m certain you are trying to hide what this has done to you. Also, I should let you that the Council has decided against announcing what you have done for now.”

      Naruto rubbed his eye tiredly, “Thanks for the concern and everything but I’m fine. And I don’t feel like talking about it.”

      “I can’t say that I know what this must feel like for you. From what you said back there, if there was a better way you wanted to resolve all of this, you would probably try to change what happened.” Siegrain said with a strange understanding and sympathetic tone for the blond Fairy Mage.

      “But you should know, we are grateful for what you have done. Whether the action or course were right or wrong, the sacrifice you made and the result have benefitted everyone greatly. Fairy Tail has saved countless lives and put the pain of thousands of dead to rest. And for that, the people of Fiore will always be eternally grateful to them.”

      Naruto felt a small sense of relief build in him after hearing the other man’s words. Naruto was so worried about the personal after-effects of what happened that he had almost forgot what this meant to so many other people. The people that had lost friends and loved ones to Damnation could finally take a breath of sweet relief. The trauma they faced, like with Levy’s hometown or Parker-Ji’s son, could finally be moved past.

      At least they could finally be happy and not live in fear anymore.

      “Just imagine it…” Siegrain smiled and looked up at the ceiling, “People motivated and strengthened to do what they can by any means… by ‘The Killer of Damnation’.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened in surprise before he looked over to Siegrain, “W-what?”

      He gave a dark smile towards Naruto as he chuckled a little. He stopped, “Well people are gonna start spreading rumors soon enough. Even if we make an announcement about them being executed, some people will still believe someone else took them out entirely by himself. And they will feel motivated to take up arms for themselves. With Damnation gone and the paranoia lifting from their heads, they might be ready to take the law into their own hands. Kill who they believe deserve to be killed. Punish those they believe deserve to be punished. The way of their great hero.”

      “How—” Naruto grabbed Siegrain’s collar and slammed him against the wall. He looked up at him with anger growing in his eyes, ‘How can you just laugh at that?! You want to make people killers! Are you sick?!’ Naruto shook his head and moved his face to look directly into Siegrain’s eyes, “Killing whoever you want isn’t the way to solve an issue! It isn’t right!”

      The blue-haired Council member laughed lightly, “Now, who are you trying to convince? Me?” He looked up with a crazed look and gazed into Naruto’s blue and brown eyes, “Or yourself?”

      Naruto’s tired eyes widened in horror as he lowered his head. He released one hand from Siegrain’s collar and let it fall to his side.

      “Are you trying to run away from something you know you can’t control?”

      Naruto slowly raised his arm again.

      “Or maybe you’re just trying to convince yourself that you’ve changed into someone that can stay by the sides of your friends?”

      Naruto cocked his fist back and gripped it until veins started coming against his skin.

      “Do you really regret taking lives? Or are you just telling yourself that?”

      Naruto eyes turned cold and threw a punch at the Wizard Saint’s head.

    
    

    
      “What did you say?”

      “I said I would do it.” Mahiro repeated as she walked out of her seat and faced the council. She marched towards them, “You want someone who fought Damnation to lead the charge, right? Well you heard my testimony. I’m perfect.”

      “We can’t just take some random Mage like you and put you in charge of a platoon like that!” Michello argued.

      “You were ready to do that to Naruto! Why not me?!” She slammed her hand against her chest, “What do you want to see me do?! Fight? Lead? Show my tactical abilities? My magical limits? I’ll do whatever I have to. Bring on your best and I’ll show you I’m better!”

      “Why?”

      Mahiro clenched her fists and glared at the Council, “My grandfather was Hashirama Senju. I have a personal stake in this conflict. And… if I do this, I want Naruto Uzumaki’s involvement in this matter to be dissolved from record.”

      The Council and Fairies all looked at the blonde Senju in surprise as she stood there with an unwavering will. She crossed her arms, “If you can promise that, I will follow your commands for as long as I have to.”

      The Council members looked between each other as they thought of the parameters set by the Senju woman. Crawford announced, “We need time to come to an agreement. Excuse us.”

      The Council all faded out of the room and left the group of Fairy mages alone. Erza jumped out of her seat and ran to Mahiro, “What the hell are you thinking?!”

      “Erza I—”

      “You can’t just leave like that Mahiro!” Erza yelled passionately as she faced her mother figure in anger. She swiped her hand, “It’s dangerous! What if you get hurt?! We just lost Hashirama-San! We can’t lose you as well!”

      “You won’t Erza. I promise.” Mahiro tried to calm Erza down but her hand was smacked away by the armor girl’s gauntlet.

      “You can’t promise that!” Erza yelled back, “Hashirama-San promised he was going to come back! Naruto promised he wasn’t going to get hurt! What if you never come back?! What will—”

      Mahiro grasped Erza’s shoulders and gave the panicking girl a strong smile. She looked the Scarlet girl in the eye, “I promise Erza, I will always come back home.”

      Erza looked conflicted but swallowed her argument and felt her shoulders shake. Makarov walked to their side, “Are you sure about this?”

      Mahiro just smiled and nodded her head, “Positive. Not just for Naruto and Ojii-sama, but I need to do this for my own reasons too.”

      Makarov looked at the blonde woman and nodded his head, “I understand.” He looked up at her, “What about Koyuki? Are you going to take her with you?”

      Mahiro gave a sad smile as her eyes grew heavy. She slowly shook her head, “I don’t… I don’t want my baby girl to grow up following me into battle. I want to be with her but… it’s best if she stayed at home in Magnolia.”

      Makarov nodded his agreement. Even if it hurt both of them to be apart like that, it was better for the child to stay and wait rather than go with her mother and follow her in the danger.

      “I’ll…” Erza weakly said as she looked back up at Mahiro with a brave look in the face of pain, “I’ll protect her. Always. Until you can come back.”

      Mahiro smiled and felt her eyes water a little as she embraced the younger woman in a hug. She kissed her head, “Watch over her. And Naruto. They’ll need you now more than ever.” Erza just nodded as she returned the hug as tightly as she could.

      They stayed in each other’s arms for a minute…

      *BAM*

      They heard the sound of shattering concrete and the room slightly rumbled from the force. They ran out of the court and headed towards the sound.

      A large crowd of Rune Knights was surrounding something and silently whispering to themselves. The Fairy mages pushed themselves through the mob to see what they were all crowding around.

      Naruto was standing there with Siegrain pinned against the wall. Less than an inch away from his head was Naruto’s fist that had cratered the rock and sent cracks over the entire wall. But Siegrain’s smile didn’t waver for even a moment.

      Naruto slowly pulled his fist out of the wall as it succumbed to the damage and crumbled into rubble. He roughly let go of the Wizard Saint and silently started to walk away. A group of Knights stood in his path…

      “Move.”

      They all stumbled back from the quiet command the blond made. He walked past them and started heading towards the front of the facility.

      Erza stepped forward and watched Naruto walk off. She lowered her head and looked over to Siegrain, “I’m sorry for that. He isn’t himself right now.”

      Siegrain just smiled and fixed up his collar with a calm skill. He closed his eyes, “It’s all right. I understand that he must—”

      *Thwack*

      Everyone’s eyes widened in shock when Erza punched Siegrain across the face with no warning. He fell on his butt as his cheek started to turn red from the force of her punch. Even if that was just a Thought Projection, he still felt a tinge of pain move through his real body. The knights were shocked that she just punched a Wizard Saint and a member of the Council! Before he could stand up, Erza grabbed his collar and stared him down.

      She growled, “If you ever come close to him again, I’ll do a lot worse.”

      She roughly threw him down and started walking away as well. Siegrain just sat there quietly and gingerly touched his bruised cheek.

      And smiled as they walked off.

      The Hero. The Savior. The Villian.

      All these years and the three of them still played their parts perfectly.

    
    

    
      Mahiro walked through the graveyard behind the cathedral with a bouquet of lilies in her arms. She slowly approached the tombstone and gave a weak smile as a gust of wind blew past.

      Here lies Hashirama Senju

      Cherished Family

      Beloved Mentor

      Mahiro kneeled down and placed the flowers gently on the grave next to a set of other fresh ones. She smiled and stood back up, “Hey Ojii-sama. I’m sorry I keep bothering you by coming by. But… I might not be here again for awhile.”

      She pushed her hair behind her ear and stared down at the gravestone. “I took a position with the Magic Council and Rune Knights to capture the remaining forces of Damnation and settle the issues with other countires. I’m-hehe-kinda getting into the political game like you did when you were younger. Of course everyone at the guild isn’t really happy about it. And poor Koyuki will probably still be crying when I go back.”

      “I know if you were still here with us right now you’d probably tell me this was a bad idea. That I should stand down and just let the problem die. But then you’d probably just run off and take care of it all by yourself. Just like you did before. But this is a problem our family started all those years ago so our family needs to be the ones that end it.”

      She stayed quiet for a moment as she let that thought dig into her head. She held onto her own arm for support as she looked away from the grave…

      “I always remember Mom smiling and hugging me and telling me she loved me… but that look in her eyes she had when she thought she was alone, I could tell she wanted to be back to her own home. And you had the same look too sometimes. And you know, I always wanted to meet them. Tsunade and Nawaki. My older sister and brother. But I always believed that if I ever met them in person that they would hate me. For taking you and Mom away and keeping you here.”

      She closed her eyes, “I was always scared. Scared to ask you and Mom what you really thought about me. Because I know you two always said you loved me, but I also know you both regretted being stuck here and destroying Tonewa. And… well if it wasn’t for what happened back then… me and Koyuki wouldn’t even be here today. The strife of ‘Children born from Tragedy’ I suppose.”

      She opened her eyes again and smiled at the grave of her grandfather, “It’s okay Ojii-sama. I’ll put an end to that tragedy once and for all. And I’ll be back every few months to check up on everyone. So you just rest now… and thank you. For everything.”

      Mahiro just stayed quiet as she just wanted to be with her grandfather one last time before she had to go. She wiped a tear out of her eye and took a deep breath.

      A set of footsteps moving across the grass caught her attention. They kept growing louder and louder until they stopped at her side.

      She looked over to see Naruto, standing quietly and looking down at Hashirama’s grave. He didn’t bring any flowers but he had his head down out of her sight.

      After a moment she saw his shoulders shake lightly as his mouth kept opening and closing. He looked over to her with sad eyes and looked like he was struggling to say something. Like he wanted to ask her for forgiveness or beg her not to go. Like all he wanted to do was say sorry.

      He didn’t need to.

      Mahiro knew what he was trying to say and just gave him a warm smile. She held his head and gave him a kiss on the forehead before putting it on her shoulder and embracing him in a soft hug. She rubbed his back as she tried to solve his strife with just her actions.

      She couldn’t believe that little teen that came charging at her ready to fight just a few years ago had grown up so quickly. She was so proud of him. Like a son that had wanted to show his mom how much he had grown.

      And let her know he wanted her by his side forever.

    
    

    
      It was past midnight. Mahiro was gone. Off to save the world. She said goodbye to everyone in the guild and told them she would come back and spend her breaks with them when she was close.

      It was a tearful send off. Everyone felt saddened by the departure of the Senju woman. But no one was sadder than little Koyuki. She held her mom as tightly as she could with her tiny little arms and cried for hours. Even Mahiro struggled to say goodbye because tears were streaming down her face the whole time. But she hugged and kissed her daughter, told her how much she loved her, and left for her new job.

      Naruto sat on the couch in his living room. He tried to calm the crying toddler down but finally found peace when she cried herself to sleep. Now he was sitting on the couch alone in the dark and just trying to calm himself down as the little Senju girl slept on his bed in his room.

      He closed his eyes and tried to relax. He probably wasn’t going to sleep tonight but he could use the time to rest.

      …

      *Creak*

      Naruto’s eyes shot open and he jumped out of his seat. He turned towards the back door to see who entered his house. But he didn’t sense, see or hear anyone. He must have been really tired. He sighed and sat back down on the couch.

      “You really are out if it, huh?”

      Naruto’s eyes opened and he looked to his side in surprise. Erza was sitting next to him with her arms cross and a little smile on her face. Naruto blinked, “Erza? How did you—”

      “You aren’t the only one that trained with Mahiro and Hashirama-San. I picked up a few things along the way.”

      She was part ninja now too… apparently.

      She looked to him and saw the bags under his eyes. She spoke with a kind tone, “You look really tired. You must be desperate to get some sleep.” She tapped her hands on her lap and gave him a smile, “You can rest your eyes here if it’s easier.”

      Naruto looked between the offered space and the red-head like she was crazy. He chuckled and waved off her joke, “I’m fine Erza. It’s—”

      “Nonsense!”

      *BONK*

      Naruto’s eyes swam in his head when Erza pulled him back down and slammed his head into her breastplate in an attempt to show affection. She pushed him down further and held his head down to rest on her lap.

      Naruto flailed around, “E-Erza! What the hell are you doing?!”

      Erza just smiled sternly as she held him down in place. She struggled, “Now now, quit fighting and settle down. You don’t want to wake up Koyuki after finally putting her to bed, right?”

      Naruto stopped struggling and just stayed still on Erza’s lap. But he definitely wasn’t feeling comfortable. He didn’t want to go to bed and this entire situation was way too weird. What exactly was he supposed to accomplish by lying on her lap?

      She relaxed her hands and let them rest on his head, “I thought it’d be better if you weren’t alone tonight.” She softened her eyes and had a sad tone, “And I didn’t want to be alone either.”

      Naruto placed his hand on top of the hand on his cheek. He squeezed it lightly and quietly said, “Thanks.”

      Erza smiled and squeezed back in return. She let her head hang back on his couch, “It’s been a hectic last couple of days, huh? I even cried. I try to avoid that as much as possible.” She looked down at her friend, “What about you? It’s actually pretty relieving to do it every now and then.”

      “No.”

      She shrugged her shoulders, “Suit yourself.”

      “Erza, what are you doing? Why are you really here?”

      Erza roughly grabbed Naruto’s cheek and pulled it with a vicious grin on her face. She groaned out, “I’m here because you need help! You can’t sleep! Barely eat! You zone out every time you look off somewhere! And you basically exploded against the Council the other day! Fairy Tail causes them problems but you took it up a notch!”

      “Ow ow ow ow ow ow ow ow-okay! I get it!” He attempted to slap her hands away but she was adamant on keeping her grip on his cheek. This continued on for a few minutes until—

      “It’s just me.” Naruto stopped the swat fest when he heard Erza’s soft tone reach his ears. She tensed her hands a little before she continued on, “It isn’t a court. It isn’t in front of a group of people. And you aren’t even by yourself anymore. You’re just here with me. And you can tell me anything.”

      Naruto realized why she came to his house in the middle of the night. Because even if Naruto hadn’t realized, Erza was the person he could always confide his thoughts and problems to. She never judged him. She never thought ill of him. She was always there to help him.

      Naruto felt tense for a moment, “…I’m scared. Frightened that I could lose control again. That I haven’t changed at all.”

      He hesitated, “Back when I was being used by Danzō, I always felt this uncontrollable rage build up inside me before I completely lost it. And when I came to again, I was finished with the task. But since I came here, I’ve always been in control of my own strength and emotions. I thought if I kept trying then there won’t be anything I would lose like that again. But I wasn’t strong enough to save Hashi-Ji or fight those Damnation guys without losing control. And when I lose my mind like that, I go back to that monster that followed that mad man’s orders and I feel like I can’t do anything to stop it. I’m worried that one day it will become so bad that I’ll be too far gone.”

      Naruto’s hand started to tighten as he grabbed the seat of the couch. He kept unloading on the red-head, “And if that happens, how are you and everyone else going to pay for my mistakes? Mahiro and Koyuki are already suffering because of me! What if I hurt everyone in Fairy Tail?! What if I hurt you too?! I-I just—”

      Naruto was shaking in anger and despair as his voice faded off.

      Erza closed her eyes and lightly stroked his cheek to calm him down. She looked down at him, “Naruto…”

      “I believe in you.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened in surprise when she said that.

      She kept talking, “I believe that you are someone who would never stop to get stronger and help those you love. I believe you are the kind of guy who could face the biggest monsters and evils and come back with that smile that always helped me move forward. When I’m scared and I don’t know what to do, I think about how you would keep moving forward and that gives me the courage to keep moving too.”

      She softly ran her hands through his hair and smiled, “Mahiro doesn’t blame you. Koyuki will always love you. They’re strong and they’ll always be here for you. Everyone is sad now but we have each other. We will be fine. And they’re waiting for you.”

      “I will always be there by your side. If you ever think you’ve too far gone, I’ll come to your side and pull you back. If you’re ever hurt, I’ll be there to pick you back up. It won’t be easy to get past what happened here… put I’ll always believe in you…” She lowered herself until her mouth was right by his ear…

      “And I forgive you. For everything.”

      Naruto’s eyes stayed wide for a moment as her words pierced his heavy mind. It wasn’t changing anything. She said it herself; that this was something that was going to take time to move past from. But knowing she was by his side in worry and guilt. That she would be there for him whenever he needed her…

      It was like being with a guardian angel.

      Erza waited for a moment to hear a reply from her old friend. But piercing through the silence was a steady, soft snoring from her lap. She giggled a little and petted his head to ease his worry as he finally started to sleep again. She leaned down and gave him a soft kiss on the cheek.

      She felt entitled to a little reward for finally getting him to rest.

      It was a long road ahead. And it was going to take some time to get themselves fully out of this dark chapter. But one thing was certain…

      When Naruto woke up the next morning on Erza’s lap, he could say that was the best sleep he had in over a month.

      ########Omake: As the Rain Fell########

      Naruto walked away with the black sword in hand. Covered in a mix of his own blood and the blood of his fallen enemies. He stumbled away, broken and beaten, leaving the scene of his rampage against the Damnation leaders.

      The clearing was silent. The only sounds that could be heard were the falling rain and the flickering fires. And the sight of ‘The Tyrant King’ Alexander Sorrento sliced in two, lying dead on the ground as his blood pooled around him was the only thing to see.

      The sound of metal footsteps imprinted into the mud as the man in the suit of armor stood over the disgraced Wizard Saint. He just looked down at the threat to the peace of the people and wondered…

      Was this really the choice of action they were making?

      “Sir!” Another man in a suit of armor approached his superior and saluted to him. He announced, “We’ve secured the other two bodies. They’ve both sustained serious injuries and they won’t survive the trip unless we start intensive surgery.”

      “Very well. Prepare the supplies.” He looked down at the body at his feet and started to walk away, “Don’t forget to grab him as well.”

      The soldier shook a little in worry before he looked to his superior officer again. “Sir, are you sure about this? Bring… that man? That monster?! After everything he has done! Can we really just—”

      “I’m against the idea of using him as well soldier, but this isn’t time for us to vent our displeasure.” Several other soldiers ran past him to switch out the corpse for a model they had prepared for occasions like this. They started forming the fake body with magic until it was a perfect replica of ‘The Tyrant king’s’ corpse. He turned to look over his shoulder, “He had the duty to protect the interests of this country by any means necessary. And if this world is truly on the brink of destruction… then we will continue to use him as long as we must.”

      The soldier reluctantly nodded his head in agreement as they left the false body for the fires to scorched.

      And for the rest of the world to believe a hollow truth.
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    21. S-Class Duel! Demon vs Hunter

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 21: S-Class Duel! Demon vs Hunter

      I have one goal this month…

      Break 1000 reviews.

      And I need all your help. I hope I make this month good.

      So let’s take the first step.

      A ton of great Animes are coming out this month. And 1 in particular that I’ve been waiting for since March last year.

    
    

    
      December X781

      Makarov whistled as he waved his fan to cool himself off. It was December, yet he felt way too hot sitting out here in the sun.

      Granted, he was on top of a mountainous structure surrounded by similar plateaus in the middle of a desert canyon but still it was winter.

      He was currently relaxing on top of the rock structure because it was that time of year again. The time of year where he picks some of the most ambitious of his kids out of the pack and bring them out here to test their mettle.

      The S-Class Promotion Test.

      This had been a pretty hectic year. The Damnation crisis had finally started to teeter off and life was returning to normal. Mahiro came back every few months to check up on everyone and visit Koyuki for a few days. She was doing her job very well and was even starting to make a name for herself around the Council.

      And in the aftermath of the Fairy Tail popularity boom, they had even procured a few choice talents.

      There was Loke. He said he was an acquaintance of Bob’s and he needed a place he could start over. The Fairy Master felt like he didn’t have the right to pry into his past. A handsome young man who loved the ladies almost as much as he did magic. Makarov could have sworn that in the whole time he had known that boy he hadn’t seen him without a pretty young girl under each arm.

      Then there was Max Alors. A fine young gentleman who utilized Sandstorm magic. He had a very strong and outgoing personality that was infectious to the people that asked for him on requests. And he made them look good in the interviews he had with Sorcerer’s Weekly.

      And Warren Rocko. A determined young man that had an extremely useful Telepathy magic that could communicate with anyone he knew within a long range. Big missions with large teams always had him to help convey their plans over a large field. Although it did nothing in stopping the destruction and damages they caused.

      Then, there were two shooters they had taken into their ranks. One was a young man from the far west, Alzack Connell, who had come to Fiore to look for work. When the boy decided to show his skills, he pulled out two revolvers and showed off a nearly unparalleled use of Gun Magic. Needless to say, the young man could probably shoot an apple off someone’s head from a hundred meters away.

      And they got another gun-touting Mage to join their ranks as well. A strange girl who used to commit petty crimes was brought to the guild by Erza. She called herself Moulin Rouge but when Erza asked what her real name was, she eagerly complied that it was Bisca Mulan. She showed some very impressive skills with a gun and she definitely had a fast hand. But she was having a hard time opening up to anyone other than Erza. Well… except for maybe Alzack.

      But the biggest haul they had gotten over the last few months was a very talented group of three. A stern young gentleman named Freed Justine. Another strange man called Bickslow. And a vibrant young lady calling herself Evergreen. But they only seemed to be interested in one thing…

      Laxus.

      They had come to Fairy Tail after they had heard stories about what the S-Class mages had done in the war against Damnation. And when they arrived, they had instantly become obsessed with the Lightning Mage and his strong, aloof attitude.

      Laxus originally didn’t care for any of them and when they introduced themselves to him, he specifically told them to, ‘Fuck off’. But as they started to follow him out on missions and defeating dark mages without a care in the world, the S-Class Fairy decided to take them up as his lackeys. He even gave them a name.

      Raijinshū.

      Thunder God Tribe. Now if that didn’t speak loads of Laxus’ personality he didn’t know what could.

      But now they were taking the next step into a new year. They had a few talented kids to pick from this year and this was gonna be their chance to move up the ladder.

      Makarov had taken a boat with the examinees and traveled down south into the mountain lands. He had basically dashed all the way here in the middle of a field of thin but tall rock towers. And he had left the kids to run out of the ship and find their clues in the port town.

      This was the first part of their exam; resourceful thinking and information gathering.

      Makarov had slipped in a bunch of subtle little clues into his speech to the participants. And when they had docked, the kids were supposed to ask around town and find their way to the next test location.

      He had left hints in stores, buildings, and with merchants. The goal was to see how much information they could gather in four hours to find one of three locations that would initiate the next phase of the exam. This was supposed to test their individual capabilities to gather information from around town, connect those pieces together, and find their target like they would have to do in requests.

      So far, all three of them had passed.

      They had found the location they were supposed to travel to and that started the next part of the exam. A much, much harder exam.

      Part two; practical thinking and strategy.

      At each of the three destinations was a map that lead them to his current spot. If they could make it to this location within the hour, they would have passed. The reason this part of the exam was so hard…

      Each map was being carried by one of the current S-Class mages.

      That’s why Makarov didn’t expect many arrivals this time. Not because he didn’t believe in the talent of the examinees…

      But because all of the current S-Class had no concept of holding back.

      Ugh. This-this was why he was going broke. And why he was getting that stress rash on his butt.

    
    

    
      Cana gasped in pain and exhaustion as she fell to her knees and all of her Magic Cards fell out around her. Her muscles felt numb and there was sweat dripping down her face. She couldn’t find the strength to stand up and her vision was going blurry.

      But she couldn’t give up yet!

      Cana forced herself up to her feet, pulling out one last card and slamming it on the ground. She gave a mighty roar, “Prayer’s Fountain!”

      Several streams of water shot out of the Magic Card and aimed towards her opponent. She had to give everything she could. Now or never! Just catching him off guard long enough to grab the map was enough!

      But Laxus just stomped his foot on the ground and sent several lightning bolts all around the area. They were brought down on the rocky area, completely obliterating the water with sheer power and striking down Cana for good measure.

      The sound of thunder tapered off and the bright light of the Lightning strike faded away. Laxus looked down at the defeated girl lying a few yards away, random static bolts coming off her body as she could no longer summon the strength to stand.

      Laxus turned away and pulled his headphones off. He walked away and looked forward, “Not this year kid.”

      Cana tried to pull herself up but felt the sting of a thousand needles run through her body after that attack. She always knew Laxus was strong but this was ridiculous! He barely even moved and he brought a thunderstorm down on her.

      She wasn’t strong enough.

      Cana could only curse her own weakness as she gritted her teeth.

      It was so close. The goal she had been aiming towards for so many years was almost in reach. And once again it was pulled out from under her. It wasn’t fair.

    
    

    
      The whole rocky area was covered in a cloud of dust. The power of the two opposing forces had destroyed the landscape around them, reducing it to rubble. Two shadows stood up out of the dust, opposite each other.

      Erza’s Black Wing Armor glowed before it Requip into her base armor. She dusted off her skirt and wiped off the smudges on her face. She gave a small smile, “Okay, I gotta say, that was impressive.” She looked back at her opponent, “Where did you learn that?”

      Another figure stood up as her body was covered in a bright light.

      When it faded, Mira was standing their with a big, shit-eating grin and waving the map she had stolen from the armor clad red-head. She placed it against her cheek and grinned, “I’m not telling~.”

      “You know, you already got the map. You’re moving on to the next part of the exam.” Erza furrowed her eyes and crossed her arms while Mira did a quick celebratory dance, “You don’t have to act so smug.”

      “Oh this? This ain’t smug. I can show you smug if you want but you won’t be able to handle it.” Mira said with a giddy tone at being able to outdo her rival and take the prize from her. She continued her victory, “I beat Erza, beat Erza, beat Erza, beat—”

      “It’s because of Gildarts, isn’t it?”

      Mira froze in spot as Erza gave her own little smug smile. Bingo.

      Mira turned around mechanically and sweated a little, “W-what?”

      Erza turned around and grinned. She gave a comical look to the side, “I know you were going on requests and training with Gildarts these last few months. It was painfully obvious.”

      “H-how did you find out?!”

      “Lisanna told me.”

      “Ah! Betrayed by my own blood!” Mira exclaimed as she fell on her knees in horror. She jumped back up and grabbed Erza’s shoulders while glaring into her eyes, “You can’t tell anyone about that! Okay?! Not a soul!”

      “I’m pretty sure everyone else already has an idea Mirajane.” Erza stated as she calmly pried the white-haired girl’s hands off her shoulders. She wiped her shoulder, “Besides, there’s no reason for you to be embarrassed about getting a little help.”

      “I don’t want it to spread around because he barely helped me in the first place!” Mira let out a tired sigh and rubbed her face, “All the requests we took were just me fighting off monsters and crooks while he sat on his ass and slept around. And when we got paid he took 70% of the reward!”

      “O-oh wow.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not all!” Mira growled in anger, ‘When the lazy bastard did finally start to help me, all he did was punch in my direction and reduce everything in the way to dust!’ Mira looked over at Erza desperately, “What kind of training is that?! And on a better note, what kind of mental disease does Natsu suffer from to keep wanting to challenge that crazy drunk?!”

      Erza didn’t know what to say to that. When she trained with Mahiro, the Senju woman’s strength was overwhelming but she knew when to hold back and help her with her fighting. If you took away the restraint, finesse and added pure unrivaled destructive ability…

      Shit. Gildarts really wasn’t someone you could ask for help in getting stronger.

      Mira let out a long sigh and shook her head, “I’m just glad I got your location instead of Laxus or Gildarts.”

      Erza felt a vein throb in her head before she grabbed Mira’s shirt and put her face right into the Strauss girl’s face. She growled, “Are you insinuating I’m weaker than Laxus and Gildarts?”

      “No.” Mirajane growled back just a furiously as she didn’t back down, “I’m just always eager to kick your ass. Besides, Laxus is a psycho with lighting coming out of his ass and Gildarts is… well Gildarts.”

      Erza and Mira walked away from each other. Erza fixed her scuffed up hair, “I really didn’t mind who I got paired with. I was just told to make it as hard as possible for anyone to get the map.”

      “Oh really? What if Naruto had shown up?” Mira asked lightly before she started hugging herself and making a kissing motion. She teased the scarlet-haired Mage, “I bet if he’d come you would have—”

      “Punched him through the wall if he thought he could get off easily.” Erza finished with no change in tone. She just crossed her arms, “This is the S-Class Exam. We all have to take it as seriously as possible.”

      Mira was just shocked by her easy and relaxed tone. She was taken back by it for a moment, “Woah. That’s cold. You should be nicer to the guy you’re raising a kid with.”

      “Why would it matter that we are taking care of Koyuki?” Since Mahiro left for her job, Erza and Naruto always looked over Koyuki. They alternated when one of them took care of the growing toddler so the other could go out and do requests. But sometimes Koyuki stayed over with the other people in Fairy Tail. She had spent some nights with the Strauss siblings. And she was always happy when she got to play with everyone else in Fairy Hills. But she just loved being with Naruto and Erza the most.

      Mira gave the girl a flat look, “Yeah, but you two are best friends. You’re joined at the hip. And not in the fun way.” Mira whispered under her breath before speaking out again, “You’re the guys that tell each other everything.”

      “That’s not always for the best.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean it’s never good when you only rely on one person for everything.” Erza stated while looking at Mira and shook her head. They stayed silent for a moment as Mira looked down at her map.

      “Well, you know what this means, right?” Mira said as she waved the map in front of her, “It means Naruto either got stuck with Laxus or…”

      Both girls went a little pale before they hung their heads and shook them. They sent a little prayer for their fallen comrade in the battle with a moron.

    
    

    
      An echo rang out through the empty, rocky field. The smoke and dust started to spread apart to reveal a long furrow along the ground. Gildarts popped out of the dust and started to cough loudly as he tried to catch his breath. He felt over his body for the item he was supposed to protect but couldn’t find it. He chuckled a little and looked towards the end of the furrow…

      “O-okay, I’ll admit kid, that was impressive.” Gildarts laughed and looked back at the other man, “Did you really have to resort to that though?”

      Naruto jumped out of the dust, a little banged with a bloody lip to boot. He spit out some blood and glared and the orange-haired Ace, “Shut up you bastard! Of course I had to resort to taking out all the stops! The moment I walk in here and you just stomp the ground and turn it to rubble.”

      Gildarts lazily scratched his head, “What? I can’t help it. I can’t stand holding back.”

      “See! That’s why Jiji always chews you out! You’re the reason all the cities and towns never pay you for your jobs!”

      “Pfft, they just can’t handle me. Unlike their woman.” He said with a husky tone and a dirty smile. He leaned his head out of the way of Naruto’s punch before grabbing his arm and pulling him forward. He looked at the downed boy and laughed, “Geez kid, you should be happier. You’re passing.”

      Naruto just narrowed his eyes before lifting up the map he had stolen from the overwhelming S-Class Mage. He had only gotten it by pulling out a technique he hadn’t shown anybody else but he had still earned a chance to go to the next round. He couldn’t help but smile at that.

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He smiled and waved it at Gildarts, “Hey, I might just be the only one to make it to the next stage. I’ll have to be promoted to S-Class then.”

      “Nah, I wouldn’t be so sure about that kid.” Gildarts argued while shaking his head. He looked at Naruto, “Cana can be a pretty stubborn girl when she wants to. And Mira said she wasn’t going to give in to anything this year. She’s been preparing herself for everything possible.”

      “So have I, dammit!” Naruto exclaimed before he smirked and pounded his fist into his other hand. He turned away from Gildarts, “I’ve been doing a bunch of missions and training non-stop for this chance. I’m not letting it pass me by!”

      The Ace of Fairy Tail chuckled as he watched Naruto hype himself up. It was true, Gildarts had noticed that the blond Mage had grown much more serious and stronger over the last few months. Although that could be said about everyone in the guild.

      They had all started to take their jobs more seriously. After what had happened to Hashirama.

      Gildarts laughed, “Well, whoever it is that gets the promotion, they’re gonna be taking care of the guild while I’m gone.”

      Naruto’s ears perked up at that comment and he looked over to the older Mage. He inclined his head, “Gone? Where are you going?”

      “I’ll tell you, but don’t tell anyone else just yet, got it? Only the Old Man knows so far.” Naruto nodded his head as Gildarts nodded in return. He looked at the whiskered youngster, “After the Exam, I’m going to take a 100 Year Job. I’m gonna be gone from the guild for awhile.”

      “WHAT?! 100 YEARS! LI-LIKE IT’LL TAKE A HUNDRED YEARS TO DO?! THAT’S CRAZY! THAT’S STUPID! CAN YOU EVEN LIVE FOR ANOTHER 100 YEARS?! YOU’RE PRETTY OLD AS IS!” Naruto yelled at the top of his lungs at the unbelievable turn of events. He ran up to Gildarts, “WHY THE HELL WOULD YOU TAKE A JOB LIKE THAT?! THAT’S JUST—”

      *Thwack*

      Naruto nursed his bruised nose after Gildarts nonchalantly punched him to shut him up. Gildarts whined, “Geez kid, shut the fuck up. You’re louder than Natsu.” He dug his finger into his ear before looking at the young blond, “They’re called ‘100 Year Jobs’ because they’ve been open for 100 years and no one has finished them. And that just makes me want to take one of them myself.”

      “Well what about everyone else? They’re gonna freak when they hear this! Especially Natsu!” Naruto didn’t know what else he could say and let out a little laugh before looking at the older man, “I-I mean, what if you never come back?”

      Gildarts smiled and walked up to Naruto before patting his shoulder. He smiled, “Naruto, this is a chance to help a lot of people. I can’t turn away from something like that. Mahiro wouldn’t. Hashirama wouldn’t. The Old Man would definitely charge forward into it if he could. So I’ve got to do whatever I can.”

      Naruto wanted to argue but he couldn’t find anything to say. Gildarts was strong. Stronger than anyone else he knew. This was probably the only calibre of job he could take anymore that provided him a challenge. And if he could control himself, maybe he really could finish the job.

      “I’ll be back. I promise.” Gildarts smiled and pointed his finger up at the sky. In the same manner every member of Fairy Tail had grown accustomed to when they made a promise to each other.

      Naruto didn’t know what else to say. So he just smiled and copied the man’s gesture with his own.

    
    

    
      Makarov drank from his flask as he waited for anyone to show up. But it was just five minutes until the deadline and nobody had shown up yet. Maybe no one was going to show up this year?

      “Oh well.” The old Fairy master mused as he leaned back comfortably on a rock and enjoyed the peace and quiet, “At least I got a nice vacation spot to come to from now on.”

      Just as he was about to take another swig—

      “HEY!”

      Makarov was surprised from the loud yell and dropped his drink from his hand. He sighed in anguish before he looked over to see a certain white-haired, gothic dressed beauty with a huge grin on her face. She ran up to the little master and spiked the map on the ground, “Woohoo! I made it! And solo too! I’m awesome!”

      Makarov lifted up his flask and shook it to hear almost nothing left of his drink. He sighed and looked in the direction Mirajane had come jumping in from. His eyes widened in surprise, “You got the Erza route? Wow. And here I was half expecting you two to argue and fight the whole time and ignore the time limit.”

      “Hey, I can pick a fight with that prissy armor bitch whenever I want. I only got one chance to be S-Class.” Mira smiled and rubbed her hands together, “What now? Do I sign a contract or do you give me a letter or something?”

      “Hehe, w-woah there kid. There’s still a few minutes left. Someone else might show up. Give it a sec.”

      “Pfft, no chance, the only other routes were Laxus’ and Gildarts’. No one was getting past either of those two anytime—”

      “Yeah! I made it!” Naruto yelled out as he jumped down from one of the large rock formations and spiked his map in the ground. He celebrated, “I did it! S-Class, yeah! Woo! Woo! Woo-Fuck! What the hell are you doing here Mira?!”

      Mira shook her gob-smacked expression away and pointed at the blond, “Me? What about you Blondie?!”

      Makarov looked in the direction Naruto came from. He whiskered in surprise, “Naruto, did ya come from the Gildarts route?” The whiskered man smiled smugly and nodded his head, “How’d you do that?”

      “What’d you mean?! It wasn’t that hard!” Naruto boasted as he had a confident smile on his face, “All you have to do is keep out of his reach, don’t let him hit you, don’t let him… touch the ground or anything around you and…”

      He saw the looks the others with giving him as they were not at all convinced of his story. He stood back up, “I… took the map when he wasn’t looking.”

      “Ugh, whatever. You just had to ruin it, didn’t you Blondie?”

      “Ruin-what did I do?!”

      “You showed up! I was this close to getting the S-Class and you had to come and show up!”

      “Hey! I got here fair and square! I earned this just as much as you did, Goth Girl!”

      Mira and Naruto were face-to-face and growling at each other like wild animals as they tried to push the other one back. They would have continued their argument but they were shocked out of their behavior when Makarov used his Titan hands and clapped. The two teens covered their ears after the loud echo and looked back at the short man.

      Mira shook the ringing out of her head. She glared at the little man, “Whatever! Master! What’s the next part of the exam?”

      “Yeah Jiji! What do we do next?”

      “Hmmm…” Makarov closed his eyes and concentrated long and hard on what to do now. “To be honest…”

      “I didn’t think up of a third part. I wasn’t sure how many of you were gonna make it to this part, actually.”

      Naruto and Mira stared at the short man flatly before they looked between each other. Then back to the short Wizard Saint, “Do you ever think things through ahead of time?”

      “Not really. I’m supposed to make new sections of the exam every year and I can’t always remember what I did before and it all becomes a pain in the ass after awhile.” Makarov smiled and jumped up on a big rock to look down at them, “Give me a minute! I’ll decide on something soon!”

      Mira and Naruto just looked at the spot their old master had vanished from and stayed silent. Naruto looked over to the Take-Over Mage, “Well this sucks.”

      “Yep.”

      They heard multiple footsteps coming their way and looked behind them. From each of the different paths, one of the three S-Class mages walked out. Erza, Gildarts, and Laxus carrying someone over his shoulder. They all looked at the unhappy expressions on Naruto and Mira’s faces before they all looked between each other.

      Gildarts sighed, “Let me guess. The Old Man didn’t think of a last portion to the test, right?”

      Naruto and Mira nodded their heads.

      Erza just shook her head, “He did this last year too. I don’t think Master ever thinks through his decisions.”

      “Damn Jiji. He needs to get his shit together.” Laxus dropped the girl he had over his shoulder and ignored the painful groan she gave in response.

      Mira and Naruto walked over to Cana as she readjusted herself against a boulder. Mira crouched down by her side, “You all right?”

      “Yeah, sure… just my whole body feels like its got needles pricking me.” Cana painfully chuckled before she had a sad look on her face from her failure. The other two participants sat on either side of her as they waited for the results.

      “It’ll be okay.” Naruto tried to cheer the brunette up with a smile on his face, “You just pulled the short straw with Mister Electro-balls.”

      “Sure, that must be it.” Cana responded sarcastically with a dry laugh. Her laugh slowly wavered off and she had a disappointed look on her face. She looked down at her feet, “Guess I’ll just have to try again some other year.”

      Mira nudged her shoulder and smiled, “You’ll make it. And you’ll be great.”

      Cana nodded in return. They all stayed silent for a moment until everyone heard tiny footsteps on the rocks again. Makarov appeared again from his little thinking spot and looked down at all the assembled members of his guild. He coughed into his hand, “Okay, I’ve decided.”

      “Some of the most important traits any S-Class Mage needs are tenacity and the strength to always fight on. You’ve all proven over time that you have the skills to make S-Class, but now I have to judge if either of you are ready for the demanding strain that comes with that title. So, for the third and last section of this year’s S-Class Exam…”

      He smiled and threw his hand into the air, “We’re havin’ a brawl!”

    
    

    
      Cana had her arms wrapped around her knees and looked out from her spot on the large rock structure. The S-Class mages and Makarov were all standing besides her, looking at the two mages that stood opposite each other.

      The large Ace came to stand by her side and kneeled down besides her. He took out a flask and started to chug it down. He looked at the young girl, “You okay?”

      Cana looked up at the older man and nodded her head. She looked forward again, “Yeah, I’m fine. I’ll just have to try harder next time.”

      “Well said kiddo.” Gildarts handed her his flask and let her take a whiff of it. She was a little taken aback from the powerful scent of whiskey before she steeled herself and started drinking.

      Gildarts smiled before Cana held the flask back out for him to take. He held it up to take another sip but was shocked to see there was barely any of his drink left. He looked down at the brunette in shock as she wiped her mouth, “It’s pretty good.”

      Gildarts chuckled. The girl could drink.

      Naruto and Mira stood off from each other in silence as they waited for the signal for battle. The atmosphere between the two of them was tense and they were using this chance to sum up the possible battle.

      Mira didn’t let it show but she felt worried about this fight. She could make this match work if she could spare her magic but a straight up fight with Naruto was a problem. She knew just how accustomed he was to fighting. Hell, he was one of the best fighters in Fairy Tail. He didn’t pick fights with Gildarts or Laxus but he smacked Natsu around before the Dragon-Slayer could even make contact. If she wanted to win this fight, she was going to have to spare her magic for round 2.

      But she noticed that when they had started walking out here, Naruto had a hesitant look on his face. Like he was considering the idea of fighting Mira and… rethinking it.

      She decided to try and taunt him before the fight, “What’s wrong Blondie? Looks like you’re having second thoughts!”

      Naruto was brought out of his stupor when he heard the Strauss girl call out to him. He smiled, “No Mira! My mind was just wandering!”

      “Yeah! Well make sure you don’t use that excuse when I’m claiming the title, got it?!” She replied rather haughtily as she started bouncing on her feet.

      Makarov walked up to the top of his rock and grabbed the attention of the two participants. He looked between them, “I want a good fight between you two! No dirty shots! Dirty tricks however are allowed and highly encouraged! We’re all grown ups here so if one of you loses, live with it! And…” He looked between them before giving them a pleading look, “Please-Please control yourselves you two! We might be alone out here but there are gonna be a few questions if an entire formation like this becomes a wasteland.”

      All of them scoffed. Like that was gonna be enough of a warning to stop them when they were this eager. Makarov’s brow twitched in irritation at his guild’s attitude before he sighed and raised his hand. The entire area went silent as Naruto and Mira started to tense up. His eyes looked between them, “Ready…”

      “Set…”

      “FIGHT!”

      Mira took that moment to gather a large amount of water into her hands. It wasn’t her primary magic, but it could prove useful at the moment. Their wasn’t much power behind it so Naruto easily swiped the blast of water before it could hit him. But it did succeed in cutting off his line of sight long enough for Mira to disappear from his vision.

      Naruto looked around to see if he could spot the white-haired Mage but found nothing. Until he felt the instinctive urge to jump back and did so on reflex.

      The rock structure exploded from below as Mira popped out of the stone in her Satan Soul form. Naruto gathered his Wind chakra into his fist and jumped off the exploding rock and away from the Take-Over Mage. He spun through the air before landing on the ground and throwing a Storm Fist at the girl before she could act.

      But Mira used her wings to fly around the fast flying strike and weave through the multiple spires around them. She took a wide turn and flew straight at Naruto’s side in an attempt to catch him off guard. But just as Mira’s fist made solid contact, she clicked her tongue just to see Naruto had pushed his sword and it’s sheathe in the way of her fist.

      They pushed off each other and skidded against the ground before dashing towards each other. They started exchanging blows over the entire ground, making loud shock waves that echoed along the canyon. Mira’s strikes were heavy, vicious and relentless but Naruto pushed back with equal vigor.

      They were not going to underestimate each other.

      Naruto may act silly at the guild but Mira knew he became far more serious in missions after the Damnation incident. Her and some of the other members believed that he might have been tortured by the independent army and that was why he had to be healed by Porlyusica for a few weeks. But Mira knew for certain that Naruto was not someone she could take lightly. He was strong, determined, fast, and always had something surprising to pull out of his sleeve.

      Naruto always knew Mira was a tough girl. She could push Erza off the edge of her calm demeanor and still keep a smirk on her face. She always came back from her requests laughing like a demon; ignoring the scolding she got from Jiji about the massive damages she did to towns around it. And these punches she was throwing out in her Satan Soul felt like bricks against his arms. But he wasn’t about to give up just yet.

      Naruto pulled his arms in closer so he had more leverage and pushed Mira’s punches away before they even came close. The Take-Over Mage clicked her tongue and dove into the spin of her punch to try and catch a hook-kick into the blond’s cheek. But Naruto leaned back, dodging her foot by only a few inches, and used the change in balance to flip backwards and away from the other Fairy Mage.

      Naruto gathered Wind into his feet and, before landing on the ground, kicked out several razor sharp blades of air at the demon girl. Mira panicked and desperately dodged the razor wind that cut through the ground underneath it. If one of them hit her, should would probably be feeling it all week.

      Naruto used Requip and pulled out the large, curved cleaver from out of his arsenal. He gripped the dragon blade in both hands and brought it down on the ground, “Rumbling Earth!”

      The rock structures around them broke apart and the separated pieces floated in the air for a moment. Mira looked up at them in surprise before they all started falling towards her at extraordinary speeds.

      Mira didn’t have any time to think and clasped her hands together before raising them up high.

      “Satanic Blast!”

      The Darkness magic impacted against the falling rocks and the entire lower levels of the rock formation were shrouded in dust. Everyone on the top of the highest rock looked down in amazement at the two mages’ abilities.

      Cana couldn’t find a way to voice her shock. She stuttered, “H-Holy crap.”

      “Well, looks like they didn’t take your warning to heart Old Man.” Gildarts dryly noted with a smile on his face, “Not that we expected much.”

      “Ugh.” Makarov groaned and shook his head. His eyes fell in despair, “Dammit. Is it too much to ask for a little control? Geez.”

      Laxus opened one of his eyes to look at the cloud of dust settling underneath them. He scoffed before closing his eyes and lying on the ground in an attempt to rest. This fight hadn’t peaked his interests yet so he wasn’t going to waste his time watching it.

      Erza chuckled before stepping closer to the edge to look down at the cloud. She smiled, “Well Master, you might want to prepare for the worst. I’m certain they’ve just been warming up at this point.

    
    

    
      Two figures jumped up out of the cloud and landed on different platforms. Mira and Naruto glared each other down and measured up their opponent’s state so far. After a moment, they both smiled at each other at the fun they were having. This was proving a challenge to handle each other in battle like this.

      And they had only just started.

      Eagerly, Naruto swung the Earth dragon blade out and it glowed brightly as it was switched back into his Requip space. In its place, the Wind dragon sword appeared and he held it over his head. With a mighty roar, he brought it down on the rocky platform and sent a gale-force wind in every driection.

      “Grand Gale!”

      Mira had to cover her eyes from the powerful wind and was temporarily stunned. She struggled to open her eyes and was shocked to see Naruto coming down on her from high above with the Wind dragon sword in hand. Mira jumped back out of the sword’s path but was pushed back again by an equally powerful gust of wind.

      But this time, after landing, Naruto spun in place and gathered the surrounding torrents of wind around him. He threw out his hands and the wind shot out at the Take-Over with devastating power. Mira screamed as she was blown away and out of sight by the powerful wind.

      The wind settled down and Naruto looked around in an attempt to find out where Mirajane went. She flew with the force of the wind so it wouldn’t leave much damage and used the roaring gust to hide herself somewhere around the canyon.

      Then the rock he was standing on started to shake and jolt out of place. Naruto was caught by surprise and tried to keep his balance before the rock was removed from the rest of the structure and pushed up into the air.

      Mira pulled away from the massive rock she had pushed off before breaking straight through its center and reducing it to rubble. Naruto was left falling through mid-air as Mira soared through the rocks and headed straight for the airborne Mage.

      Naruto held out the Wind dragon sword to block against the demon girl’s punch. They struggled for a moment but the enchanted sword ultimately cracked under the Strauss girl’s fist and shattered. Mira took the opportunity and spun through the air to land a powerful roundhouse kick into Naruto’s side.

      Naruto guarded against the powerful kick by using his arm as a shield. He gritted his teeth as the end of her foot dug into his bicep. Naruto was sent flying through the air with Mira chasing after him. She gathered her magic into her hands until it turned black…

      “Devil Blast!”

      Black energy shot from her hand and impacted against Naruto, covering a portion of the sky in a dome of magic. The energy continued to expand before it started to shake sporadically. All of the Darkness magic dissipated to reveal Naruto in the center of the blast, singed and bruised but still able to deflect most of the damage by pulling out his Kokuryū.

      Naruto landed on the ground and sprinted across the ground, appearing like nothing more than a blur to those that weren’t paying attention. Mirajane struggled to catch up to him after his speedy head-start but noticed that he had started to turn around a corner. The two mages were charging towards each other and prepared to clash.

      Mira’s fist and Naruto’s sword impacted against each other, causing a massive shockwave to shake the area and push the two mages back from the force. They both skidded across the dirt before dashing forward to intercept each other again.

      Mira’s scale covered fists clashed and parried Naruto’s sturdy black sword, causing the ground beneath them to fissure and crack from their power. Naruto and Mira’s attacks flashed, going faster and faster as they tried to gain the upper hand.

      Mira used both hands to push Naruto’s blade back long enough to gather her magic. Her Water magic became far more powerful in this form, shredding apart the rock and ground around them as the heavy torrent impacted against Naruto.

      Naruto sheathed his black blade and summoned his Fire dragon instead. A massive wall of fire grew in front of him and evaporated the rushing water before it reached him. Mira stopped the stream of pressurized water and gathered it around her hands for a more devastating attack. Naruto did the same by sending magic into the enchanted blade and increasing the flames.

      Mira threw her hands out, “Evil Explosion!”

      Naruto swung his sword out, “Blazing Dragon Tail!”

      The two opposing elements clashed and created a massive cloud of rushing steam. The steam cover lingered for a moment as the two mages were lost out of sight by the result of their attacks. Makarov furrowed his eyes and tried his damnedest to find them in the steam.

      He yelled, “AW DAMMIT! WHAT NOW?!”

      Gildarts was right besides him, his eyes darting back and forth along the ground, “Stop yelling, Old Man! I can’t concentrate!” He was actually getting excited with their fight. He didn’t want to miss a second of it.

      Cana and Erza weren’t on their knees like the older mages but they were also looking over the edge.

      Laxus even opened his eyes again after he heard all the commotion they were causing.

      When the spectating Fairies finally saw the two combatants again, they were further down the trench. Still in sight, but out of hearing range.

      Naruto and Mira were both panting after coming out of the exchange. Naruto wiped some sweat off of his brow and looked over to the girl. He chuckled and gave a small smile, “Hey, what’s wrong Mira? It feels like you ain’t putting your all into this. Are you holding back on me, right?”

      Naruto expected Mirajane to throw an insult or joke back at him but he was surprised to see her furrow her eyes in anger at him. She yelled back, “What about you?”

      “What?”

      “I’m sparing my magic because I need as much of it as I can get! But even if you run out of magic, you’ve still got that wind stuff you can use on me!” Mira was glaring as she became irritated at the blond male, “So what the hell are you doing, huh?! I know you ain’t one of those pansies that would go easy on me because I’m a girl!”

      Naruto shook his head, “No, I—”

      “Then what?! Why aren’t you fighting seriously?! I know you’re stronger than this!” Mira’s demonic eyes glared at Naruto in slight contempt for purposefully holding back his abilities at such a crucial point in their exam, “So what the hell are you doing Naruto?! Fight me! NOW!”

      Naruto was shocked by her exclamation. He didn’t know what to say that would calm the Strauss girl’s heated argument. Could he actually say anything that wouldn’t be like throwing an insult in her face? She was probably right too. He knew how important this fight was. And it would be wrong if he didn’t put everything he had into winning this battle. But still…

      Naruto couldn’t bring himself to it.

      Mira saw the change in Naruto’s face and narrowed her eyes. She calmed herself down as her body started being covered by systematic white squares. When they faded away, she had deactivated her Satan Soul and was instead in her normal form.

      Naruto and the other spectators were surprised by her decision in the midst of the match. But before anyone could questions her choice, Mira looked at Naruto sternly, “Fine then. No more games. This is where we both get serious.”

      Her body was once again covered in Take-Over magic as her form was momentarily blocked out by a shining light. After a few seconds, her magic disappeared and left her in a different form…

      Something they had never seen before.

      Cana’s eyes widened when she saw the new form Mira had changed into. She asked, “Is-is that Mirajane?”

      “Yes.” Erza crossed her arms and kept her focus clearly on the two people below, “That’s what she used to get the map from me.”

      “What is it?”

      “Something she was never able to fully use before.” Gildarts added in without looking over to the younger girl, “It was a spell she had learnt but never actually used because it drained too much of her magic. But she’s been training for the last few months so she could fully control it.”

      Mira’s body no longer had the large scales that traveled up her arms, the large tail that came out behind her or the black wings that grew from her back. Instead, her body was covered in some type of blue body suit with a cape coming out the back. She had two large golden horns protruding out of her head and her feet were coated in flames. She opened her eyes and sent a powerful glare that made Naruto freeze in place for a moment.

      “Satan Soul: Sitri.”

      Before anything else could be said, Mira had disappeared and reappeared with her fist smashing through the Fire sword and planting itself in Naruto’s gut. His eyes widened and he gasped in pain before his body was sent flying through a rock. He was flying through the rubble before Mira came down and used her feet to plant him into the ground.

      She bent down and grabbed the handle of his black blade before pulling it out of its sheathe and flying out of his reach. Her Darkness magic gathered into her hand in an instant and she aimed it at her friend…

      “Soul Extinction!”

      The powerful magic attack impacted against Naruto and destroyed everything around it. Strong gusts of wind spread out from where the attack hit as Mira stood silently from the side. The spectators watched the black magic attack start to dissipate as the whiskered bond didn’t come bouncing back.

      Mira yelled, “There you go Blondie, now I’m showing you everything I’ve got! You have no reason to hold back anymore! And if you do for even a second, I’ll waste you like you are nothing!”

      The rubble from the falling rocks started to settle as Mira looked at the black sword in her hand and grunted. She looked back up to the dust cloud, “You’re not the only one that wants to get stronger! All of us were scared after Damnation! After Hashirama-ojisan died! After you got hurt! None of us are just gonna sit there and wait for everyone to come back anymore! So don’t you dare think you’re the only one that has to change here! I’m gonna make sure that whatever happened back then never happens again…”

      “So you should start doing the same!” Mira threw the priceless Kokuryū at the dust cloud after she finished her exclamation.

      And instantly, a hand shot out of the rubble and caught it by its handle. The rubble shifted across the dirt and Naruto slowly emerged from underneath, his clothes ripped up and bruises evident around his body. He slowly walked forward and fluidly returned his black blade to its sheathe. Before grasping the combination and sending it back to his Requip space.

      “You’re right Mira. I was fighting but I wasn’t putting everything I had into it. But here, of all times, we need to show everything we can do.” He got into a long stance and held his right elbow out at the white-haired girl. His body was slowly covered in Armor until his entire form was coated in a shimmering light.

      The wind started to pick up around him as he peeked over his arm at the Take-Over Mage, “So I’m coming at you with my all. Get ready.”

      Mirajane tensed up when she saw Naruto take that stance. She felt a strong magic emanating from his body as the wind started to pick up until it visibly started to swirl around his feet. She kept her glare on him for as long as possible…

      Until she felt an urge in the back of her head to jump away. She ducked to the side—

      “Storm Step.”

      *BOOOOOOOOMMMMMMMMM*

      Mira felt an almost bone-breaking vibration run through her entire body as the massive shockwave missed her by only a few inches. Naruto had disappeared from one point and instantly appeared behind her in another, leaving the ground he had kicked off of in nothing but a massive crater and a large trench following behind him.

      Mira looked at the result in complete disbelief. He had kicked off the ground as fast and powerful as he possibly could. And he used that Armor and Wind combination to increase the power and speed by exponential levels. The cloth around his elbow was ripped up and his shoes had been mostly shredded. That sound and shockwave…

      That was a sonic boom.

      Blondie just broke the fucking sound barrier.

      And he nearly rammed into her with it.

      Most of the Fairies looked at the blond’s new technique in amazement. Erza was speechless. This was the technique Naruto had been practicing for the last few months. The one he didn’t show anybody.

      Mira took a moment to smile before chuckling and looking at Naruto’s equally eager smile. Now… it was getting interesting.

      Naruto fell to his hands and kicked at the Sitri girl, sending a solid ball of wind in her direction. Mira jumped up and used her fire to maneuver through the air and at the low blond.

      He spun on his hands with his feet out and deflected Mira’s punches before they reached him. He lowered himself down again and jumped away before the Strauss girl overwhelmed him. Armor covered both his arms and he started throwing punches as fast as he could, “Knights’ Crusade!”

      Mira struggled to swim through the horde of heavy flying magical attacks. They weren’t quick but man could Blondie make a lot of them. And since they shattered the surrounding stone on impact, she opted to not let them touch her.

      She kicked at him and expanded the fire around her feet until they completely covered the lower levels of the canyon. Naruto jumped out of the fire’s path and used his chakra to stand on the side of a structure. He spun around just in time to catch Mira’s fist before it planted itself in his cheek.

      They started at each other before Mira asked, “Why’d you send your blade back?”

      Naruto smiled confidently and squeezed her fist, “Because I don’t want to always rely on it. Plus…” He gave her a big grin, “This is way more fun.”

      They started trading blows and running through the canyon. The spectating Fairies watched with complete focus as the two mages duked it out. They had been fighting for the better part of an hour now and the damage was starting to accumulate. This was starting to boil down to who hit harder and who would keep standing.

      Mira’s hands were covered by a blazing fire as Naruto’s shimmered with the light from his Armor. They were both panting as their stamina started to wear out. They knew this fight was going to come to an end soon enough.

      Naruto changed the form of his Armor into large claws and used them to swipe at Mira, barely missing her when she jumped back. But Naruto spun into another long stance and braced his shoulder for another impact. He gathered up the necessary power as Mira panicked and jumped up out of the way.

      “Storm Step!”

      His dash forward destroyed another column of rocks as Mira stayed airborne to evade his attack. Cana looked over to Gildarts, “H-hey Gildarts, was that the technique Naruto used to take your map?”

      The Ace thought for a moment before humming and shaking his head, “Nope, not that move.”

      Naruto hissed as he felt blood trickle down his shoulder and some cuts on the soles of his feet. That technique was awesome but it took a heavy toll on his body to move at that speed. His legs could only take 5 or 6 times a day before the pain was too much.

      He had already used two Storm Steps on Gildarts earlier and that was the second one he had used on Mirajane.

      But he could handle the stress on his body.

      He spotted Mira’s flying form amongst the falling rubble and jumped onto a large falling stone. He braced himself again, “Storm Step!”

      He launched himself off the midair rock, reducing it to pieces, and flew at Mira in a blur. She braced herself and raised the fires around her to their maximum output. The whiskered Mage impacted against her and after they both struggled to push the other one back, the two forces exploded.

      Naruto started to fall towards the earth and Mira tried to regain her senses after the blast. She shook her head before she flew down towards the falling Mage, preparing to attac—

      Mira’s eyes widened in surprise when saw what Naruto was doing.

      All of the other Fairies looked up at the fight in complete disbelief. Gildarts nodded his head at the sight, “Yeah. That’s what he used on me.”

      Naruto was crouching in the middle of the air with what looked like a vortex swirling under his feet. He was using his Wind to stand on the air.

      Shit.

      “Void Storm Step!”

      Naruto launched himself and barreled into Mirajane’s chest. They flew into the ground and separated from each other. They rolled around in the dirt until they stopped and were both panting heavily. They pushed themselves up onto their hands and knees before looking towards each other.

      Mira tensed her arms and started to cover her entire body in a white hot flame. Darkness started to form over the flames around her hands as the light and dark elements started to swirl together.

      Naruto matched her glare and started to gather Wind until it formed a large sphere around him.

      The two forces started to collide with each other as they grew and grew. The two opposing mages stood up…

      Naruto dashed forward with his Wind around him, “Grand Maelstrom Charge!”

      Mira threw her hands out, “Burning Soul Extinction!”

      *BOOOOOOOMMMMMMMMMMMM*

      The spectating Fairies had to cover their eyes after the scalding hot wind from the explosion nearly knocked them off their feet. The remaining rock structures around them had been blown away from the resulting blast. The wind and explosion finally started to fade away as a massive column of black smoke rose from below.

      Mira’s Satan Soul: Sitri form disappeared along with the rest of her magic. Her body was beaten and bruised with her vision going fuzzy with every passing moment. Her arms were burnt and singed and she struggled to stay up on her feet. She didn’t have any magic left but still she did not waver.

      While Mira struggled to catch her breath inside the smoke, a figure made its way to her through the black haze. Naruto slowly emerged in front of the exhausted Strauss girl. His clothes were burnt away and there was clear damage from the last attack over his entire body. He was panting and it didn’t look like he had much left to fight with…

      But he could still move.

      If he punched her, she would be down for the count. Hell, if he nudged her she would probably fall down. Mira looked up at him with heavy eyes, “C-come on… it’s your win…”

      Naruto looked down at his feet while clenching his fists. He stood there for a moment, contemplating his decision to strike the exhausted girl down and ending the exam. But… he just couldn’t.

      Mirajane couldn’t keep her balance up anymore and fell forward. Naruto caught her before she fell on the ground and helped her into a more restful position.

      Just then, they both heard a soft thud against the dirt and looked over to see their short master make his way over to them. Makarov sighed, “Okay, I think that’s enough for today.”

      He stood by their side and raised his hand, “I hereby call this year’s S-Class Exam to an official end!”

    
    

    
      Naruto was lying down on his bed as he felt the boat sail over the waves. The entire group of Fairies had made their way onto the boat after the exam was finished.

      They didn’t even know the result yet. Makarov had promised he would make the announcement when they arrived back at the guild.

      The exam had finished by sundown yesterday and they had been traveling on the boat all night. They were going to arrive at the port within the hour and then they would be back in Fairy Tail before nightfall.

      After the fight had ended, Naruto had gotten bandaged up and brought back to his room. In which he immediately fell on his bed and drifted off into blissful sleep. His body was aching like hell after brawling with Mira and using so many Storm Steps continuously. Naruto had only woken up about an hour ago and now he was just lying there resting.

      *Knock*Knock*

      The whiskered man heard a knock at his door and sat up on his bed. Nobody had come to his room all day. Who was it? Erza? Jiji?

      He announced, “It’s open.”

      The wooden door creaked open and standing on the other side was…

      Mirajane. Bandages all over the visible parts of her body and a small scowl directed at the resting blond. She nodded at him, “Hey.”

      “Hey.”

      The Strauss girl made her way into his room and plopped her butt on the edge of his bed, confusing Naruto before he shrugged and pulled himself up to give her more room. She rubbed the ache out of her shoulders before looking over to the blond, “How are you feeling? Cause I feel like I took on a freight train and lost.”

      Naruto shrugged and circled his shoulder around with a small smile, “Ah, it’s still hurts a little. But it’s bearable.”

      “Wait. Why the hell are you still hurt?” Mira started waving her arm around like she was holding something, “Aren’t you the guy with the ‘Fix-Me Up Sword’. Just a touch and boom, no more pain.”

      Naruto made an uncaring grunt before leaning back into his headboard, “Nah. If I always rely on the Sky sword, then I’ll probably feel useless if I ever come into a situation where it doesn’t work. Besides…” Naruto tapped his chest covered in bandages, “I don’t need to take it out for every little thing. Only serious injuries. Imagine if I used a sword like that just to fix every little cut or bruise I got.”

      “I’d call you a pussy.”

      Naruto gave her a little glare, “Geez, don’t even lead up into it, huh?” Mira scoffed and shrugged her shoulders, “And you’re the one who made me like this in the first place. Using that crazy demon thing on me! That shit was insane!”

      “Oh like you’re one to talk.” Mira made a stupid face, ‘Oh, look at me, I can run faster than sound! Oh, too high to reach it? That’s okay, I can fly now apparently!’ Mira glared at him, “I mean what the hell man?!”

      Naruto didn’t meet her eyes as he looked off to the side, “H-hey, it was just an idea that came to me. But it hurts like hell to use. And I can’t fly! I can just… you know… jump off the air.”

      “Oh like that’s any different!” She looked away with an obviously played out ‘twinkly eye’ expression and a more meek voice, ‘What was I supposed to do? The mean ol’Blondie pulled out a scary new technique I couldn’t fight against.’ She started wiping fake tears out of her eyes, “And when he barreled into me! Ah! How was my weak little girly body supposed to handle getting hit with a sonic boom like that? Oh, woe is me.”

      Naruto gave the white-haired goth a flat look after she finished her little act. He raised an eyebrow, “You know, when I use Void Storm Step, I don’t actually go nearly as fast as when I’m on the ground. Nothing to kick off of. So you don’t have any reason to complain like that.”

      He decided to address that part of her painful speech as he didn’t want to talk about the obvious glaring issue she added. Weak, girly body? Bitch changed into a demon. And she hit fucking hard. He should be the one crying.

      “Excuses! Just words you’re stringing together into a valid argument that no one will believe!”

      “Please leave. You’re making the recovery very difficult.”

      “Nah. Not yet.” Mira lost all semblance of a mistreated young woman as she embraced her rough attitude yet again. She crossed her legs, “I feel comfy. Don’t wanna just up and leave yet.”

      Naruto’s brow started to twitch in irritation at her aloof atitude, “This is my room! You have your own room! Go sleep in it!”

      Mira just gave an exhausted sigh and nodded her head, “Okay, okay, I understand, Grumpy. I’ll leave…” She opened her eyes and looked towards the door to the room. The one she knew a certain scarlet-haired knight was standing on the other side after she asked her to come here. She looked over to Naruto, “But on one condition.”

      Naruto’s scowl faded as he blinked in confusion. He tilted his head, “What is it?”

      Mira was silent for a moment. She contemplated what she was going to say and if it was really going to work. She looked directly at Naruto, “I want you…”

      “To tell me what really happened on the night Damnation attacked.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened in surprise. He wasn’t expecting that. Had she been thinking about that whole situation for awhile?

      Naruto closed his eyes and shook his head, “I don’t know what to tell ya. You guys should probably know the story by now. I can’t really—”

      “Bullshit!” Mira yelled before she pointed at his face in anger, “I knew you weren’t going to tell me right away but I didn’t think you’d be lying straight to my face! You ass!”

      Naruto was caught off guard by her heated exclamation. He just blinked as Mira lowered her hand and started growling angrily, “There’s some secret all of you guys are hiding from the rest of us and it’s pissing me off! I’ve thought about a bunch of different theories and ideas but I can never get a real answer! So quit stalling and tell me now!”

      Naruto tried to mediate the situation before it got out of hand, “Hey, calm down. There isn’t anything to hide.”

      Mira’s glare grew much more resentful after hearing him say that. She added, “We were all upset after Hashirama-ojisan died, but after you came back to the guild you sometimes had a far away look in your eye. Erza did too. And whenever Mahiro came back from her job she always came to you to see how you were doing.”

      Mira then placed her hand on her chest, “And ever since the attack you haven’t taken anything as seriously as you did our fight! And even then you only did it because I knocked some sense into you! Before all that happened, if I was exhausted like I was at the end of the fight you would have just knocked me down without any worry at all!”

      Naruto looked at her with a little pain in his eye and a flat tone, “Is that how you see me? Knocking beaten girls unconscious?”

      “I know something happened because you guys never want to talk about it! And even though we haven’t said anything, the rest of us in the guild have been worrying about all of you!” Mira stopped for a moment, calming down before the look in her eyes softened, “If nothing happened, why are you all so scared to talk to us?”

      Erza leaned against the wall by the door to Naruto’s room. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back in disappointment at her actions. She didn’t think everyone in the guild was worried about all of them like that. If Mira was telling the truth then Erza had been completely ignorant of all their feelings.

      She felt horrible for making everyone else feel so scared.

      “I…” Naruto pierced the silence as he struggled to find the words to ease Mirajane’s worry. He continued to think before he looked up at her with sadness in his eyes, “I can’t Mira. I’m sorry.”

      He just couldn’t bring himself to involve her in his twisted thoughts. He didn’t know why but it felt so hard to do the right thing.

      Mira closed her eyes for a moment after Naruto’s reply. She took in a deep breath…

      “A guild is a family you can always put your trust into. Whether there is a heavy weight on your shoulders or a heavy thought in your head, we’ll be here to help you bear it. So stop being a bitch and put some faith in me.”

      Erza lifted her head in surprise before she gave a small smile at Mirajane’s choice of words. Naruto looked at the goth girl in confusion, “Huh?”

      Mira had a little blush on her face as she continued talking, “A-after I came to the guild, I didn’t open up to anybody except Lisanna and Elfman. But then that stuck-up armor bitch came up to my table and accused me of stealing her cake. After I totally kicked her ass, she took me aside and said those exact same words to me. She didn’t seem to put much thought into her words because I had to tell her the same thing a few weeks later when she was feeling sad.”

      Mira coughed to dispel her blush and looked back at Naruto, “What it means is that despite what you might think, you’ve totally forgotten what the point of a guild is. To trust each other. To bring other people into your misery because they can help you through it. If you don’t want to tell everyone in the guild I understand, but you can’t keep it pent up like this forever. So… here’s the deal…”

      Mira looked over to the lounging blond, “Just for now… while we are in this room and on this ship… you and I will tell each other one truth we’ve been hiding from everyone else. And that will be it. We won’t bring it up again and we can both forget about it when we walk off this boat. No one else has to know…”

      Naruto and Mirajane were silent as they looked at each other in thought. It took a moment but Naruto slowly nodded his head. Mira nodded in return before looking down at her lap and taking a deep breath…

      “I’m… afraid I’m not strong enough to control my magic.”

      Mira held her hands together as she started to intertwine her fingers, “When I was growing up, I was the first one out of all of us that started learning magic from our parents. My mom and dad had a bunch of different Take-Over magics we could learn from. And I wanted to learn how to control the power of demons.”

      Mira gave a dry chuckle when she remembered the worried expressions on her parents’ faces when she chose the Satan Soul magic. She had a fond smile on her face when remembering her parents, “They told me that was the most powerful and difficult form of magic they had to choose from. But I didn’t care. I wanted to become strong so I could help them with their jobs and protect Elfman and Lisanna.”

      Her expression fell for a moment, “But… the first time I used Satan and Sitri, I was so… angry. I didn’t even know why. But I lost all reason and control. I even attacked my parents just because they were close to me. When a Take-Over Mage can’t control the form they’ve taken, they lose all semblance of what made them human. And it’s almost impossible to bring them back from their madness without crippling their mentality and magic power. My parents were able to talk me down, but not before I destroyed almost everything in sight. Because during that whole time, I wasn’t Mirajane anymore… I was just a demon.”

      “Now, every time I use my Satan Soul, I’m reminded of what it was like to be an absolute demon that tried to kill everything around me.” Mira opened her hands to peer down at her palms, “So ever since my parents died, I never tried to use Sitri since I didn’t think I could control it. And I always finish my missions as quickly as possible because I want to limit how much I use Satan Soul.”

      Naruto looked at the Strauss girl in understanding. Hell, he could sympathize with her. If losing control of Satan Soul was anything like when he was controlled by Danzō, he could understand why she would be worried.

      “But…” Naruto was brought out of his thoughts when Mira’s voice took on a steely resolve and she gave him a firm glare, “It doesn’t matter how scared I might feel or how powerful the demons might be. If my family needs me, I would dive into the flames and come back out a monster if it meant I could help them.”

      It was odd to see the stubborn and proud Mirajane reveal her underlying doubt in her abilities after all this time. But even after telling him what she thought about herself, she was determined to do whatever it took to keep growing. Even if that meant steering straight into her fears.

      Naruto was actually sort of envious of her resolve.

      After Mira had finished saying her piece, she looked at Naruto expectantly. He moved back after seeing her look and thought about what to do. He didn’t have to say. He wasn’t being forced. Mira would be furious at him for not saying anything but that was something that could probably fix over time. He could stay silent…

      But he didn’t want to.

      “The guys in charge of Damnation were never actually captured. While everyone else was fighting off the army… I killed Sorrento and his generals.”

      Mira was surprised to say the least. They were way off on the torture idea.

      “Hashi-Ji got killed saving my life from those guys and when I woke up, I was just overwhelmed with anger. I didn’t even try to stop myself. I gotten beaten, cut up, broken, bloody, and I didn’t care. All I wanted was to make those fuckers pay… and I did.”

      Naruto looked out the port side window at the waves crashing against the boat and sighed. He looked back at the gothic girl, “After it was all done, I was actually thinking that I was going to be kicked out of the guild. I thought I deserved it. I couldn’t bear the idea of coming back to the guild after what I had done. But Jiji accepted me here and made sure I could move past what happened. And I have, for the most part.”

      “But the reason I didn’t fight you all out or knock you down yesterday…” Naruto rubbed the back of his head before looking at Mira, “I’m worried about what would happen if I hurt any of you. That anger and ferocity I had when I lost control, that was all me. And I have to make sure I’m always in control of it. Or else I might hurt someone I care about.”

      He gave a tired sigh and shook his head. A sad smile came on his face as Mira seemed speechless, “You’re really strong Mira, I know that. And I didn’t mean to insult you if you thought differently. But I can’t afford to slip up anymore. I know that now.”

      Mira was silent after Naruto finished spilling the truth. She was completely caught off-guard by that confession. Was that what all the S-Class guys were keeping secret? Heh, no wonder they were so tip-lipped.

      “That’s some heavy shit. I wasn’t expecting that.” She looked over at Naruto as he waited to hear her piece, “You really mean all of that, don’t you?”

      Naruto nodded his head.

      Mira thought for a moment before she smiled and nodded her head, “Okay, then I understand.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. I don’t think we should always result to killing to solve a problem, but I also know what they did and what would have happened if they were still alive. I can’t tell you what was right or wrong, but I believe you had to make the choice you thought was best.” She gave Naruto a soft smile, “I’ll keep your secret Naruto. I promise.”

      Naruto was silent as Mira reassured she didn’t blame him or think any differently of him. He closed his eyes, breathing deeply to calm himself after telling her the truth. He gave her a thankful nod, “Thank you Mira.”

      Erza felt a sense of relief wash over her after hearing the two of them talk like this. Naruto could finally start opening up again to the rest of the guild after relying on Mira with his secret. And Mira could start relying on him as well.

      Erza pushed off the wall and was about to open the door when she heard Mirajane follow up.

      “And I promise you can still trust me even after I’m named the new S-Class!”

      Erza just sighed. Way to ruin the mood idiot.

      Naruto had an unamused look on his face before he scoffed and looked away, “Geez, and just when my opinion of you was about to change. Way to ruin the mood, idiot.”

      Erza nodded in agreement with his statement.

      “Don’t call me an idiot you prick!” Mira’s scowl grew and she glared at him, “And what the hell do you mean you were gonna change your opinion of me?! Is it already bad?!”

      Naruto smacked her hand away from his face, “Here I was thinking you were actually kinda cute for a moment but then you had to open your mouth and ruin it.”

      …

      Erza had a miffed look on her face after hearing that sentence. And Mira was blinking in confusion. Before she just laughed it off, “Oh, I get it. You’re talking about my overwhelming beauty that puts even the goddesses to shame, am I right?”

      Naruto leaned back after hearing her stroke her own ego and shook his head. “No, I mean you actually look like a pretty girl when you aren’t blowing yourself up like that. Maybe change the personality and you might be kind of tolerable.”

      With Naruto looking away, he didn’t notice the slight blush that came up on Mira’s face when he called her pretty. She couldn’t remember ever hearing a boy call her anything besides ‘scary’ or ‘freak’.

      Mira’s eyes momentarily shot over to the door. And devilish smirk stretched over her face as she decided to tease two idiots at once.

      “Oooohhhh~? You think I’m pretty, huh?” Mira started to climb up on bed and crawl her way over to Naruto.

      Mira made her way over his legs and was coming up to his chest. He looked at her in surprise as he leaned back, “Mira, what are you—”

      “Well if you want, I can show you just how much of a demon I can be.” She said in a sultry, teasing tone as her current position left Naruto with an uninterrupted sight of her large cleavage.

      He was sputtering with a pink blush on his face. He didn’t know what to do in this kind of situation. His mind kept drawing a blank as Mira’s face came closer and closer to his, “M-Mira, stay back—”

      “You know…” Mira huffed out in a heavy voice as she was becoming more and more seductive with each passing second, “You might hate it when I talk, but I can make other noises if I’m pushed to it. So why don’t you… and I—”

      *SLAM*

      The door swung open with enough force to crack the wall behind it. The two mages looked over to see the red-headed S-Class standing in the doorway with an unamused look on her face. Naruto looked at her in surprise, “E-Erza! I-it’s not what you think! M-Mira was—”

      “Pervert.” Mira joked as she looked at Erza with a knowing smile. The Scarlet girl just pouted at her as Mira sat back up, “Naughty girl Erza, watching us have fun like a dumb animal. Us civilized people with brains call that being a peeping tom.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?! You just started crawling up me and—”

      Before he could even finish his sentence, Mira leaned in and gave him a quick peck on the cheek. Naruto was completely dumb-founded as Erza gave the Take-Over Mage an angry scowl. Mira jumped off the bed and waved Naruto goodbye, “See ya Blondie. Our little talk was fun. Let’s do it again some time.”

      As Mira walked past Erza, she have her a quick wink with her tongue stuck out of her mouth. Mirajane left the two mages alone in the room before Erza slowly turned around to look at Naruto. He shook his head, “We weren’t-I mean I don’t think-I don’t know what was happening—”

      Erza just took a deep breath and walked over to his bed with a med-kit in hand. She sat on his bed, “Shut up you moron. It’s time to change your bandages anyway.”

      Naruto wearingly started to pull up his clothes so he could undo the old bandages for his best friend to change. He looked at her with some fear directed at her, “E-Erza, you aren’t mad, right?”

      “Of course not.” Erza pulled the bandages off the roll and started to help wrap them around Naruto’s body, “Why would I be mad?”

      “I don’t know. It just kinda seemed like you were mad at-AAHHHHHHHHH!” Naruto let out a blood curtailing scream as Erza prematurely pulled the bandages tight and wrapped Naruto’s arm in a twisted manner around his neck, “ERZA! TOO TIGHT! ITS TOO TIGHT! OW OW OW OW-AHHHHhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

      Erza didn’t know what his problem was. Bandages need to be applied tightly to the injured area, that was common knowledge. She didn’t know why he thought she was doing it wrong. Or why he was foaming at the mouth as he let out a dying strangled breath.

    
    

    
      “L-Lolo!”

      “Close! You’re almost there!” The handsome man said as he cheered the little toddler on, “It’s Loke! Loke! C’mon!”

      “Lolo!”

      The new member of Fairy Tail let out a long sigh in defeat. He gave a weak smile, “Well, I guess it’s a bit much to ask a two-year old to get it right away.”

      Natsu pushed Loke out of the way and lowered his face to the little girl’s level where she sat on top of the table, “Me next! Me next! Say Natsu! Natsu!”

      Koyuki struggled for a moment as she tried to form the right syllables, “Na-Nana!”

      Natsu looked at her in confusion before shaking his head, “No. I’m not Nana. I’m Natsu.”

      “Awww, don’t let it get to you Natsu.” Lisanna said as she grabbed Koyuki’s little hands and started to play with her as she giggled happily, “It’s hard for little kids this age to form new words right away.”

      “She’s right Nana, give the kid a break.” Gray added with a smug chuckle as he smacked Natsu in the back roughly, “Keep yelling at her and her first memory is gonna be of your ugly ass mug in front of her face.”

      “That or the image with your dick out walking around the guild.” Macao announced from his table as he and Wakaba laughed like hyena.

      Gray looked back at them, “The hell are you-GOD DAMMIT! ANYONE SEEN MY PANTS!” Gray yelled as he started running around the guild.

      Happy flew down besides Natsu and walked over to the little girl, “I think you guys just aren’t important enough for her to remember. See, she remembers me. Right Koyuki?”

      “Kitty!”

      “See, I told—” Happy was shut up when he was roughly pulled by his tail and enveloped into a spine-breaking hug by the excited toddler. Once again, she hugged him so tightly that his eyes popped out of his head like a stuffed animal and he made a squeaking sound.

      Lisanna gave a weak laugh at Happy’s pained expression while Elfman raised an eyebrow at the situation, “Is it me, or was he just kinda asking for that to happen?”

      “W-wow.” A young woman with shoulder length green hair said as she looked at the little toddler strangle the blue cat with a smile on her face. She looked up at Lisanna, “And Erza-San takes care of this little girl all by herself? That’s amazing!”

      Lisanna gave a dry chuckle, “N-no, Bisca. Naruto takes care of Koyuki too. They share the job of taking care of her together. We just have to take care of her while they are both gone.”

      “T-together!” Bisca had a blush on her face as her respect for the red-headed made continued to grow, “E-Erza-San is so grown up! H-having a child and taking care of her at such a young age.”

      “Okay. You still seem to be missing a crucial detail here.”

      “Leave it Lisanna.” Elfman said as he gave the other new guildmate a tired expression, “I don’t think she’s listening anymore.”

      “HEY! WE’RE BACK!”

      Everyone in the guild immediately shut up when the large doorway of the guild was full with all their members that went off to the S-Class exam. After a moment, everyone present in the guild came running up to the front of the guild to meet the old master for his announcement.

      “They’re back!”

      “Finally! We were getting worried!”

      “Woah! What the hell happened to Naruto and Mira?!”

      “They look like they just pulled themselves out of hell!”

      “NEE-CHAN!” Elfman barged forward and knocked everybody else in his way on their asses, “WHAT HAPPENED?! WHO DID THIS TO YOU?!”

      Mira silently pointed at Naruto.

      Everyone else in the guild looked at him in surprise. He looked at them with an annoyed scowl, “Oh fuck off! She blew me up!”

      “All right! All right! That’s enough from all of you!” Makarov climbed up the closest table and stretched out. He looked out at the members of his guild, “As you know, every year, we have members of our family pitted against each other in a test to see who is worthy of the title of S-Class. Personally, I believe each and every one of you has the potential to earn that title. But just like any other test, it is something you must work for and earn.”

      “During the test I come to evaluate your strength, skill, and competence under pressure. Along with any other factors I believe may come into play during your time as an advanced Mage. Some years, I can not bring myself to promote any of the participants.”

      Many of the Fairy mages nodded in understanding. There was a chance that this would be another Exam without a winner.

      “But that is not the case this year.” Makarov looked forward to all his children, “On the way back, I contemplated and decided on who I thought deserved this honor. And I have come to a decision.”

      Everyone went silent as Makarov drew out the tension with a prolonged silence.

      “The winner of the S-Class Exam…”

      Mirajane closed her eyes and accepted the fact that she didn’t even come close to winning the fight and believed that Naruto had won fairly. If that was the case, then she was just going to have to win some other year. Heh, that was fine.

      “Is a tie!” Makarov turned around and pointed to both of the bandaged mages, “I hereby promote both Naruto Uzumaki and Mirajane Strauss to the status of S-Class Mage! Congratulations!”

      Everyone was silent as the announcement sunk in. Mira was shocked as she didn’t know how to react to the fact she had just been promoted. This was everything she was training towards for the last year. What was she supposed to do…

      “COP-OUT!” Mira yelled as she slammed her fist on the table and caught everyone else off-guard with her yell. Mira fumed at the little man, “What the hell Master?! I totally lost to Naruto in the last part of the exam! He’s the only one who deserves to be promoted! What’s with this tie crap?!”

      Makarov regained his balance before looking at Mira tiredly, “Well, all I remember was that there was no clear winner after the last fight. So I had to decide the winner on different merits.”

      “Bullshit! You want a clear winner?!” Mira grabbed Naruto’s forearm and started pulling him towards the door, “C’mon Blondie! We’re settling this now!”

      “Huh?”

      “Are they gonna fight?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Hey!” Makarov slammed his Titan hands in front of the retreating mages and stopping them from reducing the town to rubble. He looked up at the mages and before he fixed his clothes, “I didn’t just do this on a whim you know. I truly believe you both deserve the title. You both proved your skills and fortitude during the exams. And during the fight, I noticed you both took great strides to improve yourselves since I last saw you fight. I take great pride in knowing you both have come such a long way since those two brats I let come under my roof.”

      Mira and Naruto were both silent for a moment before they looked between each other. Naruto looked back down at the short Wizard Saint, “You aren’t changing your mind, are you?”

      “Nope.” He walked past them and headed back towards his signature place on the counter top. He passed them with a smile, “I suggest you both accept it.”

      Mira and Naruto looked back towards the rest of the guild as they waited for some sign from the winners. Naruto smiled and shrugged his shoulders before grabbing Mira’s hand and raising it up in a victorious manner.

      “YEAH!”

      The guild cheered in joy as they bum rushed the two new S-Class mages. Naruto laughed as he surrounded by all of his guildmates, cheering for him and patting him on the back. Koyuki nearly jumped out of Lisanna’s arms so she could give Naruto a big hug around the neck. Natsu was already challenging him to a duel.

      Mira was receiving the same kind of praise as her little brother and sister enveloped her in a family hug. Mira’s uncertainty started to waver as everyone around her congratulated her on the achievement. Her eyes momentarily met Erza’s as her rival gave her a happy smile and a nod of acknowledgement.

      Mira just sighed before a big smile grew on her face.

      Aw, what the hell. It was time to celebrate.

    
    

    
      “*Yawn* Oh man, I can’t wait to get back home.” Naruto proclaimed as he stretched out his aching body while walking home with Erza a few steps in front of him. It was past midnight and everyone in the guild had been celebrating like crazy. He smiled as his feet kicked up the gathering snow that filled the streets, “I’m gonna sleep like a baby when I get home.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Erza hummed as she held Koyuki close to her after she had fallen asleep at the guild. The little Senju girl she saw like a baby sister was resting peacefully against her armor, warmed up by the comfy winter clothing she had to combat against the cold temperature. It was her turn to take care of the toddler so she was going to see Naruto off before heading back to Fairy Hills.

      Naruto felt some of his cheery attitude damper with Erza’s simple acknowledgement of his achievement today. He gave her a pout which she couldn’t currently see, “Hey, what’s with you? Are you mad a me still?”

      “Why would I be mad at you?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you’re still angry about what Mira said on the boat or something?”

      “Why would whatever that prissy-up little bimbo have to say make me angry?”

      “I don’t know! But it seems like you’re ignoring me!” Naruto started waving his arms around in protest, “C’mon Erza be a little happier! We celebrated when you got S-Class!”

      Erza stopped in place, making Naruto shut up and stop as well. She was silent for a moment before she sighed and looked back at him with a little smile, “Okay, I guess you’re right. We should celebrate.” She turned to face him, “Close your eyes.”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow at her odd request, “Why would I—”

      “Close. Or no celebration.”

      Naruto looked at her oddly before shrugging his shoulders and following her demand. He closed his eyes and waited for whatever it was that was supposed to happen. After a moment, he was going to open them again and—

      Something touched his lips. Something warm and soft. His eyes shot open in surprise and he looked down to see Erza kissing him. She had her eyes closed as she stood up on her toes to get a better level for the kiss.

      Naruto’s eyes stayed widened for a moment before they slowly closed and he just enjoyed the moment. It was a simple, chaste kiss on the lips but… it felt so warm. Her lips felt so good.

      A few more seconds and Erza took her lips off of his. He slowly opened his eyes to see Erza giving him a proud and happy smile for his hard work, “Congratulations Naruto.”

      Erza just walked away, heading down a different path so she could go back home. She left Naruto completely dumbfounded in his spot in the street as more and more snowflakes fell around him. He stayed stagnant for a moment before a smile grew on his face.

      He was loving being an S-Class Mage already.

    
    

    
      Done

      In celebration of the Fairy Tail anime returning, I’m gonna do my best to update as much as I can this month. I’ve made that promise before so you can use your own judgement on whether I’ll actually make it.

      This was the main reason why I didn’t have Naruto participate in the S-Class Exam with Erza. I wanted there to be a scenario where he could connect and become closer with someone else in the guild. Erza will always be the closest person to him in his heart but being in a guild means trusting others with your pain. And I decided to do that with Mira. I also realized that I haven’t given much light on everyone else in the guild.

      A bit late now but I’m gonna have to start picking that up once I’m done with this preceding saga.

      Anyway, I hope you enjoyed this chapter and I hope you enjoy the next.

      Plus, I’m gonna be right there for the return of Fairy Tail!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    22. Hunting Down The Beast

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 22: Hunting Down The Beast

      I have my line-up for the season; Irregular at Magic School, Brynhilder, Kawai Complex, Comic Artist, If Her Flag Breaks, No Game no Life, Black Bullet, Is the Order a Rabbit, Dragonar, Date A Live and to round it all up, Fairy Tail!

      Na na na na na na na na Oh na na na na na Hey Hey!

    
    

    
      April X782

      Erza and Levy looked up from the picture book they were reading to the little Senju girl as their attention was stolen by the smirking goth. Erza asked the Strauss girl in confusion, “You’re going on another S-Class request?”

      “That’s right! And I’m taking Elfman and Lisanna with me! Hahaha!” Mira bellowed with her arms crossed under her chest as she aimed a smug look at Erza, “Team Mirajane is taking the frontline!”

      Levy gave a weak chuckle, “O-oh wow, I completely forgot there were teams.”

      “There’s always teams! And mine’s winning!” Mira looked towards the red-headed S-Class at the table, “How does that sound Erza?”

      “Heh.” Erza gave a condescending scoff as she reopened the picture book in Levy’s hands and held it for the young Senju girl to read, “You can do what you want Mirajane. Today’s my day off and I have better things to do with it than argue with you. Isn’t that right Koyuki?”

      “Ya!”

      Mira furrowed her eyes at the woman that just brushed off her challenge like that. Mira kept her scowl on for a moment before her eyes caught the little Senju girl and she formed an evil idea. She leaned over the table to get the little girl’s attention with a pleasant smile, “Hey Koyuki, who’s team are you on? Mira’s the strongest right? Mira! Mira!”

      “Mira! Mira!” Koyuki replied with a giggle as she followed along with the older Strauss girl.

      Erza glared at Mira as she chuckled lowly, “Looks like she’s got my back.”

      “Don’t just use Koyuki like a tool, you bitch!” Erza swiped her hand at Mira as she leaned out of her reach and stuck her tongue out at her. The two mages glared and started heatedly cursing at each other.

      Levy sighed. These two were a part of the small group that made up the guild’s best mages. Actually… all of their S-Class mages acted like this. They set the bar really low in comparison to other guilds attidutde.

      On the other side of the hall, Gray looked at the large hulking member of their age group that prepared to head off for his next mission. He stared at the larger man in disbelief, “Seriously? You get to go on an S-Class job?” He shook his head with a look that said he couldn’t believe this was happening, “Geez, I need to start sucking up to Mira.”

      Elfman crossed his arms and firmly glared at the ivory-haired Ice-Make Mage, “You can’t just expect to earn the right for a job like that just by sucking up! Only real men can head into the dark unknown like this without any fear!”

      “Pfft, a dead man maybe.” Cana deadpanned before she took a sip of the booze in her mug. She cherished the taste before looking back at her friend, “Don’t get yourself killed man. One wrong move and Mira might not be able to save you.”

      “She doesn’t need to save me! A true man can take care of himself!” Elfman yelled with confidence and burning spirit evident in his voice. The two quieter members of the guild couldn’t bring themselves to argue with him when his manly soul was burning this brightly.

      “Elfman!” The tall Strauss brother looked back to see his older sister calling him over. She motioned with her hand, “C’mon, it’s time to go. We’ve gotta pick up Lisanna before we head out.”

      “OSU!” The manly Take-Over Mage yelled before he dashed out of the guild hall in anticipation of their first S-Class job as a family. Mira waved a few of their guildmates goodbye before following after her brother. All they had to do was pick up the youngest sister and they were on their way…

      Wait.

      Where was Lisanna anyway?

    
    

    
      The youngest sibling of the Strauss family was happily walking on the border of the South Gate Park as she felt a warm breeze rush over her. She opened her eyes again and looked over to the bulky tree in the middle of the park.

      And at the certain duo that sat at the base of it.

      She had a soft smile on her face as she started making her way down the hill and over to their position. As she got closer to them, she could hear the last bit of their argument heating up.

      “IT WAS MY FISH! MINE! YOU HAD NO RIGHT TO EAT IT!” Happy cried with little passionate tears coming into the corners of his eyes.

      “I HAD EVERY RIGHT TO EAT IT! I PAID FOR THE DAMN THING!” Natsu yelled back with a vein throbbing in his temple. The two best friends had been having this argument for the last several hours. And they were still keeping the same level of intensity they had when they started.

      “YOU KNOW HOW MUCH I WANTED TO EAT IT! IT WAS SITTING RIGHT THERE ON THE PLATE! TRAITOR! YOU SUCK NATSU!”

      “OH PLEASE! YOU EAT-LIKE-300 POUNDS OF FISH A DAY!”

      “AND I ENJOY EVERY POUND I EAT!” Happy’s eyes started to water again before he turned away and cried into his paws, “Wahhhh! I’ve lost a friend for life!”

      “Pfft. Drama queen.” Natsu venomously spit out as he crossed his arms and turned away from the melodramatic cat. If the little blue cat wasn’t gonna listen to him then he wasn’t gonna try to mend the bridge.

      “Geez, are you two still fighting?” The dragon and cat looked over to see their mutual white-haired friend walking over with a giggle in her voice. She kneeled down between them and laughed as they both huffed and looked away from each other, “Can’t you just kiss and make up?”

      “I WOULD NEVER KISS HIM(X2)!” The two former best friends yelled as they pointed at each other before seething and turning away again.

      “Seems like you two are still on the same wavelength.”

      “Wahhhhhh~!” Happy cried and jumped into Lisanna embrace as he looked up at her with watery eyes, “Lisanna~, how could Natsu be so mean to me? I was saving that fish and-and-and he just took it! And he fried it too! That’s the worst part!”

      “That’s the worst part?”

      “I hadn’t eaten all day. And it was just lying there in the open. I thought I could just take a quick bite before he came back.”

      “LIES! NOTHING BUT LIES!” Happy accused before burying himself back into Lisanna’s chest. The Strauus girl just patted his back and gave him some words of comfort.

      Lisanna looked back up at Natsu with a little pout, “Come on Natsu, you can’t just steal his fish like that. You have to be more responsible when you’re his caretaker.”

      Natsu’s jaw fell agape as he stared at his friend in disbelief. He felt cheated, “I can’t believe you would pick his side over mine. He over reacts like this over every damn thing!” Natsu huffed and crossed his arms in irritation at his lack of support, “I ain’t got anybody on my side.”

      “Oh come on Natsu, you know how sensitive Happy can be about his fish.” Lisanna giggled a little when Natsu looked even more fed up with the two of them teaming up against him. She titled her head, “How would you feel if he ate some fire you had put away on the side for later?”

      “I’d never let him eat my fire! That’s my favorite dammit!”

      Lisanna laughed before she looked down ga the blue cat, “Well Happy, if you want to get back at Natsu, you might have to eat some of his fire.”

      “I-I can’t eat fire, LIsanna!” Happy announced with fear in his eyes, ‘Cats have very sensitive tongues and I’m sure I wouldn’t like the taste!’ He said with a bit of pride in his voice before he thought of a follow-up, “Not to mention I’m pretty sure it would horribly burn my insides and cripple my sense of taste forever.”

      “That’s right, so don’t even think about eating my fire!”

      “Well if that’s the choice you’ve made, I guess all that’s left for you two to do is forgive and make-up.”

      The two boys looked at her in confusion before looking between each other. And then back at Lisanna while shaking their head, “No. I don’t think that’s possible at this point.”

      “Look…” Lisanna placed Happy down besides Natsu and pointed at them sternly, “You two are best friends. And best friends aren’t allowed to be mad at each other for long. It’s just impossible.”

      Natsu and Happy grumbled and peered at each other through the corner of their eyes.

      “Listen up.” She grabbed their chins and forced them to look at her as she continued to try and make peace between them, “I know how things work between you two. One of you does something to make the other one mad. Then you both pout, argue, insult each other and try to ignore the other. Then you guys make a gesture of peace, you make-up and become friends again. Rinse and repeat.”

      Happy and Natsu both had shocked looks on their faces before sweat-drops ran down their necks. Happy said in a dry tone, “She knows us way too well.”

      “Definitely.”

      “I know because you two can never stay mad at each other. That’s the benefit of being best friends.” She said with a smile when Natsu and Happy looked between each other and struggled to argue with her point. She pushed herself back up to her feet, “Look, I expect both of you to make-up by the time I get back.”

      That caught the Dragon-Slayer’s and flying cat’s interests as they looked up at her, “When you get back? Where are you going?”

      “I’m going on an S-Class job with Mira-Nee and Elf-niichan.”

      “WHAT?!” Natsu yelled as he jumped back up to his feet and looked at her in complete shock, “YOU’RE GOING ON AN S-CLASS JOB WITH MIRA AND ELFMAN?! NO FAIR! I WANNA COME!”

      “Sorry Natsu!” The group of three looked back to see Mirajane and Elfman standing a few meters away from them. Elfman yelled again, “But it’s just us this time! We’re off to go prove the manliness of our family’s power!”

      Happy chuckled weakly, “But 2/3rds of your group are girls. How can they be manly?”

      “That’s not fair!” Natsu whined as he looked at Lisanna, “I wanna take an S-Class job too!”

      Lisanna looked at him, “Well why don’t you ask Erza to take you on one? Or Naruto? I’m sure if you tried you could convince them—”

      “NO WAY!” Natsu started to grumble under his breath with an angry tone, “I couldn’t handle trying to ask them something like that. Erza would probably start lecturing me about responsibility and upholding the good name of the guild while on the job. And Naruto… he’d have the biggest, smug-ass smile on his face as he’d demand me to kiss his boots or something.”

      “E-ehehehe, w-well that does sound like something they’d do.” Lisanna gave a weak laugh before she started turning away, “Well, I’ll see you later.”

      “Lisanna!” She looked back to see Natsu with a worried look on his face, ‘Be careful, all right?’ He said it with a strange seriousness in his, “Make sure you don’t get into anything over your head.”

      Lisanna blinked in surprise for a moment before a happy smile showed on her face. It was always comforting to know he worried and cared about her safety. She pointed her finger towards the sky and gave him a reassuring smile, “Don’t worry. I promise we’ll be okay.”

      Natsu looked at her for a moment before he smiled and copied her gesture.

      “C’mon Lisanna! We’re burning daylight!” Mirajane yelled with her hands cupped over her mouth, “If Natsu’s holding you back just kick him in the nuts and we can get moving!”

      “I know Mira-Nee! I’m coming! And don’t talk about those kind of things in public!” Lisanna yelled back as she made her way over to her siblings waiting spot. The three of them started heading towards the towns gate to head off to their job.

      Natsu and Happy were left alone in the park. They looked at each other and then back forward. Natsu inquired, “Hey.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do you forgive me yet?”

      “Hmmm… not yet.”

      “Okay.”

      …

      “How about if we go buy some fish at the market and eat them back home?”

      “Natsu!” Happy cried happily as he wrapped his little paws around Natsu’s face and rubbed his cheek against the Dragon-Slayer’s. He cheered, “I’m not angry anymore!”

      “Hehe, I knew you wouldn’t be!” Natsu and Happy both grinned at each other before dashing towards the market place, “C’mon! First one there picks the grub!”

      “Aye sir!”

    
    

    
      The middle-aged shopkeeper wrote down the details of his next shipment form on the counter-top as his client waited patiently. Parker placed the pen down and held the form out for her to take, “Here you go young lady, that’s the last of it. All 12 crates of supplies are signed for delivery. All that’s left is to transport them.”

      “Great. But…” The young woman looked the owner over, believing he might not be the best one to carry all these heavy crates to her wagon. She looked at him in concern, “D-do you need help moving them? They’re all very heavy and I’d feel bad making you do all the work.”

      “Oh nonsense. I couldn’t ask you to help move your own purchase. That isn’t how I do my business. On the other hand, I don’t actually like lifting them myself. Fortunately…” The usually apathetic man smiled at the young lady and reassured her there were no problems, ‘I’ve got a helper monkey to do all the hard work around here.’ He turned towards the storage place behind him, “Monkey boy~! C’mon out~! Time to do your job~!”

      An unamused whiskered man walked out of the storage space and glared at the older man in anger. He spat out, “Go fuck yourself old man.”

      “Maybe later.” He waved his hand towards the crates in a stuck-up fashion, “Go help this young lady move these crates. They’re very heavy.”

      Naruto grumbled angrily as he pulled up his sleeves and grabbed the wooden crates from underneath. He lifted them up with a huff and started making his way towards the exit, “This is no way for an S-Class Mage to be treated.”

      “Yeah well this ain’t an S-Class job. And you took this job personally.” He pointed outside, “Now quit your bitchin’ and get moving!”

      Naruto seethed before he looked over and glared at the storage merchant, “One of these days old man—”

      “Well if it ain’t today then stop wasting my time!”

      “Dammit Parker-jisan, stop interrupting me and let me get a threat out!”

      “Shut up and get moving brat!”

      “Ahhhhhhh!” Naruto ran outside with the crate in hand as he couldn’t get a word in edgewise with the store owner.

      The young business owner looked between the shopkeeper and worker awkwardly. She looked to Parker, “U-um, was-was that your son?”

      Parker looked at her stupidly, “What? No way is that stupid kid my son.” He rubbed the back of his neck, “Naw, he’s just some Mage brat who took my request to work here. He always does.”

      “O-oh. Because you two seem pretty close.”

      Parker looked back at the exit where he saw Naruto begrudgingly throw the crate on the wagon. He closed his eyes and chuckled…

      “If you say so.”

    
    

    
      “You’re here for the S-Class job, right?” The old mayor said from behind the desk in his office. He looked up at the small group of mages, “The one to take out ‘The Beast’, correct?”

      “That’s right.” The leader of the little group of three, a white-haired girl in revealing gothic clothes said with a smile on her face. She grinned and tapped her fist against her chest, “You’ve got the Strauss Siblings of Fairy Tail on your side today sir. You couldn’t wish for any better luck then that.”

      “Yes, I do hope you’ll be able to help us.” The mayor took out a small handkerchief and wiped some nervous sweat over his brow, ‘That Beast has been causing nothing but problems in town for months now. It eats the live stock. Destroys our buildings. Our civilians have even been hospitalized if they travel too deeply into the forest.’ He clasped his hands and bowed his head towards the Strauss family, “Please, stop that monster.”

      Lisanna nodded her head towards the town’s mayor, “Don’t worry sir. You can count on us.”

      “UWOOOHHHHHH!” Elfman yelled as he grew more and more excited with the prospect of the request, “FIGHTING OFF MONSTERS AND SAVING THE INNOCENT! THERE IS NOTHING MORE MANLY THAN THAT!” Elfman dashed out the door of the mayor’s office.

      “WE’RE NOT ALL MEN YOU IDIOT!” Mira yelled back as she started making chase after her excitable little brother, “AND WHAT’S WITH ALL THE MANLY CRAP LATELY ANYWAY?! YOU WANNA TELL US SOMETHING YOU’VE BEEN HIDING?!”

      Lisanna nervously laughed at her older siblings’ antics before bowing to the mayor and following after them. After they had left city hall, they made their way to a small bar in town and were planning their strategy for taking out The Beast.

      “Okay.” Mirajane said with all seriousness as she looked at the map set down on their table. She pointed to the farthest point of the forest to the east, “From what we’ve gathered around town, this is where The Beast is nesting. Deep inside the cave formation. And we probably wouldn’t be able to bring out the ‘King of Beasts’ with just charging in.”

      Elfman sat back into his chair as it creaked underneath his weight, “So what should we do?”

      Lisanna thought for a moment before she pointed towards a small pathway between two rock formations. She looked up at her siblings, “What about here? This place looks too small for The Beast to move through.”

      Mira and Elfman looked between each other before they looked to their little sister again, “Yeah? So what?”

      “Well…” Lisanna started to trifle through her bag and pulled out several Lacrima to show her siblings, “What if we lure it into a cramped place so it can’t move? And then we can set off these Explosive Lacrima to dislodge the rocks above it to make an avalanche and trap it. That way we don’t kill it and we minimize the danger and damage as much as possible.”

      Mira and Elfman blinked systematically while looking at their youngest sister. “Lisanna… that’s…”

      “A really good idea.”

      Lisanna beamed a proud smile at her brother and sister, “I have my moments.”

      Mira looked at the map again, “The Beast is nocturnal, so we have until sunset to plan our move.” She leaned her face against her hand and narrowed her eyes in thought, “So… what should we do?”

      “We need to lead the monster out of its cave. Maybe…” Elfman crossed his arms and tried to contemplate an appropriate course of action to bring the monster out of its den. He slammed his fist into his palm, “Bait!”

      “Bait?”

      Elfman nodded his head, “Nothing better to lure out a raging monster than a moving, taunting target.”

      Lisanna and Mirajane looked at each other in silence.

      “It’s dangerous…”

      “But it could work.”

      Elfman grinned and pushed himself out of his seat, “Of course it will!” He flexed his right arm proudly and grasped his bicep, “And I’ll lure The Beast out with a manly challenge before we strike it down!”

      Lisanna felt a hitch in her throat when she saw her older brother say that with such pride. Normally, she would cheer her brother on and on with any crazy proclamation and promise he made to prove his strength. But this time…

      Lisanna looked up at her brother in worry, “Elf-niichan, maybe it would be best if you-um—”

      “No Elfman. You aren’t going to lure The Beast out.” Mira plainly stated as she looked up to her little brother, “I’ll handle that job.”

      Elfman blinked in surprise before he shook his head, “No! No way! It was my idea! I should be the one on the front line!”

      “It’s too dangerous for you to be the bait!” Mira argued back as she met Elfman’s strong look with one of her own.

      “Nee-chan! I have to do this!”

      “No you don’t!” Mira stood out of her seat and looked her only brother directly in the eyes, “You don’t have to prove anything to anyone Elfman! And you don’t have to risk your life to prove you’re strong!”

      The bar was silent for a moment as everyone looked at the table with the Fairy siblings. Lisanna looked around nervously at all the spectators they had earned from their little yelling match. But she ignored all the strangers so she could look up at her family.

      Elfman had a surprised look on his face after hearing Mira’s exclamation. Mira gave her brother a sorry look as her tone shifted, “Elfman, I know how much you want to prove you are strong without your magic. You’ve always done that. Even when we were kids and we were learning under Mom and Dad. But if you can’t use a Full-Body Take-Over… I don’t want you to be in any kind of danger.”

      Elfman struggled to find an argument with her point but he couldn’t think of one. The strong look in his eyes started to fall and he sent an unpleasant look down at his right arm. He spoke of manly spirit and the guts to do anything you want to if you just push yourself. But even with all that big talk, he was still falling behind in comparison to his sisters.

      It was his biggest shame. He was only learning a mid-tier level of Take-Over magic, same level as Lisanna and a weaker set of skills than Mirajane. Yet those two had already activated and mastered their styles and forms. And he couldn’t even make it past his right arm.

      It was pathetic.

      Elfman felt a hand rest on his shoulder as he looked up to see Mira giving him a soft smile. She gently helped him sit back down in his chair before she gave him a soft pat, “I’m the big sister here you moron. You’ve gotta let me risk my life stupidly if I wanna catch up to all your attempts.” Elfman’s dejected look swapped out for a small, solemn smile at his sister’s little joke.

      “Yeah.” Lisanna added in as she leaned over the table and grasped Elfman’s large hand in hers. She smiled up at him, “Everything’ll be fine. We’ll show that Beast what the best Take-Over mages in Fairy Tail can do.”

      Elfman felt a sense of relief fill him after seeing his sisters cheer him back up. He pumped his arm to hype himself up, “OSU! Let’s show that monster what real men are like!”

      “Once again, we aren’t men Elfman. Mostly in part of the fact we’ve got boobs and we are missing a dick.”

      “M-Mira-Nee, you really need to filter what you say in public.” Lisanna whined as her face had a small pink hue of embarrassment from all the strange stares everyone was giving them. She leaned closer to her older sister, “When that little voice in your head tells you what to say, you might want to listen to it.”

      “Nope.”

      “A real man says what’s on his mind!”

      “Oh my god, what did I just say?”

      The three Staruss siblings continued their little argument as the tension from their preparing mission faded and they relaxed in each other’s presence.

    
    

    
      Parker started to count through his money and chart down the profits for the day. While he was crunching his numbers, his pseudo-employee came into the front room and picked up another crate to bring into the back storage space. Naruto picked the crate up with a grunt before looking over to the older man, “I’ve only got a few more of these to go. Once I’m done I think I’m gonna head back home.”

      “All right. Good work today kid.” Parker complimented the young man’s effort as he started to gather the papers back into one pile, “You really put your back into it today.”

      “Enough to get some decent pay?”

      “Nope.”

      “Figures.” Naruto begrudgingly shrugged his shoulders before continuing with his work. He wasn’t actually expecting to get a raise but it sorta sucks the old bastard shot him down so quickly.

      While they each did their part to close up shop, Parker decided to start a topic with the boy as he was moving the cargo. He leaned over the counter, “So, what’s it like being an S-Class Mage now, huh? Must be easier to get jobs now that you aren’t stealing them from the guild.”

      Naruto sighed and gave the man a pointed look, “Geez, is no one gonna move past that? That was-like-3 years ago. Get over it already.” Naruto picked up another crate, ‘It’s fun. The jobs are a whole lot easier in comparison to the one I stole a few years back but they’re still challenging. I fight monsters, I save people, and every now and then I get to kick the asses of a few Dark Guild members.’ He chuckled darkly towards the old man, “I like that part the best.”

      Parker actually had a good laugh at the boy’s pride in talking about beating up criminals. He touched a pile of papers at his side, “I bet. I’m reading more and more articles of a crazy blond psycho from Fairy Tail who completely wrecks anyone who gets in his way.”

      He had a shifty look in his eyes as he tried to avoid the older man’s gaze. He chuckled nervously, “T-that could totally be someone else. Using Fairy Tail’s name for benefit has become sorta popular recently.” He looked over to Parker, “And I’m not the only blond in the guild! Do you know Laxus? Crazy blond bastard could be either of us at this point!”

      Parker lifted up one of the newspapers, “It says ‘Beware the Wrath of Fairy Tail’s Hunter! New S-Class Mage Continues to Stir Trouble for Illegal Guilds.’” He looked over the details of the paper, “It seems like something you’d do. They’re even using that little nickname you got for yourself.”

      “Oh yeah, I almost forgot about that thing.” Naruto came back out from the back and scratched his head, “Who called me that anyway? Were they trying to make me sound terrifying?”

      “They probably did it to match your nasty attitude.” Naruto sent an angry scowl at the shopkeeper as the man just chuckled and ignored his venomous glare. He flipped another paper open and had a more pleasant look on his face, “Good to see Erza-chan’s picking up the slack though. Definitely earned the title of ‘Queen of Fairies’ if you ask me.”

      Naruto had a small smile on his face as he walked over to the last crate. He picked it up, “Yeah, well that’s Erza. Expect nothing less.” The whiskered Fairy Mage picked up the last crate and head for th—

      “So how’s things been between you and Erza-chan? You make ‘kissy-kissy’ yet?”

      *Thud*

      Naruto was caught off-guard by the question and dropped the crate of merchandise on the floor. They were both silent for a moment…

      “If that breaks, you’re paying for it.”

      “Wh-what the hell old man?! Where did that come from?!” Naruto yelled as he ran up to the counter and grabbed it while glaring at his pseudo-guardian, “Don’t just bring up something random like that!”

      “It isn’t random.” Parker said as he dug into his ear with a lazy look on his face, ‘Last time she came with Koyuki-chan, I asked her the same question. She pushed the topic off and tried to start something else. But when I looked over to her, her face was a little red.’ He gave the young blond a cheeky smile, “Did something happen?”

      “Nothing happened! I don’t know what you’re—”

      Naruto froze in spot as something popped back into his head. After he had earned the S-Class title and they had celebrated at the guild, him and Erza were walking back home. And then she made them stop in the middle of the street and…

      Naruto’s face turned red before he turned away and tried to hide it from the teasing old man.

      Parker looked at the young man strangely before he decided to drop the topic. He fixed some stuff behind the counter, “Whatever. Anyway, you two have a kid now, so you have to be more responsible, okay?”

      Naruto jumped back up in anger, “We don’t have a kid! Why does everyone always say it like that?!”

      “Because it’s funny to watch you two squirm.”

      Naruto just gave the man a weak look before he let out a defeated sigh. He sank to the floor and stayed like that for a moment before he felt a rough hand placed on his shoulder.

      He looked up to see Parker with a rough smile before he pulled him back up to his feet. The middle-aged shopkeeper just looked the boy over for a moment. He had grown to about the same height as him, nothing like the little boy he had taken in off a raft six years ago. The chubby-faced little brat he had taken into his home had grown into a man with a strong, unyielding look in his eyes. For better or for worse, he had changed so much in the time Parker had known him.

      It reminded him of his own son before he died.

      Parker just silently patted the boy’s shoulder, “I’m proud of you Naruto. I want you to know that.”

      Naruto was quiet for a moment as he was surprised by the kind tone in the usually stoic and apathetic man’s voice. He stayed silent for a moment before he looked at the older man, “W-what the heck? Are you going crazy old man?”

      “Nah, I ain’t crazy.” Then Parker ruffled the blond’s spiky hair and grinned at him, “I’m just happy I got to see how much you’ve grown up. I still can’t believe that little shitty brat I picked up off a raft became the shitty little brat I see today.” He chuckled after giving him that weak compliment.

      Naruto was stunned for a moment before a pink hue grew on his face and he looked away from the man. He knocked the man’s hand off his head, “S-shut up Parker-jisan. Hearing you talk always pisses me off.”

      The older man just laughed as Naruto glared at him and started slapping his hands away.

    
    

    
      The sun had finally set.

      It was time for them to make their move.

      Mira was sitting crossed legged in front of the massive cave as she mindlessly played with the sand. She looked up at the black, starless sky and took in a deep breah. She exhaled before looking up at the cave with a little smirk.

      “Okay. Let’s start.”

      Mira stood up and looked above the cave. She saw her little brother standing on top of the cave as he looked down at for the sign to begin their plan. She nodded at him before he nodded back.

      Elfman started trekking back until he was at a center point. He grasped his right shoulder and formed his Beast Arm: Black Bull until his arm had completely changed. He kneeled down and placed his fist against the rock.

      “HA!”

      He repeatedly punched the roof of the cave as it rumbled under his strikes. He continued to shake the foundation of the cave in an attempt to either destroy the cave or wakeTthe Beast out of its nap. Elfman continued to punch it as hard as he could—

      The whole area shook as the ground rumbled from a massive weight settling on the ground. Mira narrowed her eyes, “I knew it’d be too easy to crush it under rocks.”

      Hulking into the natural luminescence of the moon, Mira’s eyes caught sight of a large pair of bird talons pushing themselves out of the cave. Two massive, scaly arms swung out and grabbed the edges of the cave’s open entrance to assist pulling it out. Elfman slid down the curve of the large cave and ran around the risen level of land to get a better view of the massive monster with horns protruding from its head. Finally, the last thing they noticed was the horrifying face of the creature, massive teeth to shred through everything it bites and a long black mane starting at its head and going down its back.

      This was The Beast. The King of all Monsters.

      The gargantuan monster threw its head back, “GRRRRRAAHHHH!”

      Mira and Elfman covered their ears as The Beast let out its mighty roar. The entire surrounding area shook violently as the vibrations from the roar would almost deafen anyone who didn’t prepare themselves. The Beast’s primal yell tapered off and the horrifying monster’s gaze landed on the white-haired goth standing in front of it.

      Mira lowered her hands from her ears and scowled at The Beast, “Geez, you’re one loud motherfucker. Ugly too.” Her hands fell to her side as her whole body was enveloped in a bright light and systematic squares. When they disappeared, she had transformed into her Satan Soul form. She cracked her knuckles and smirked at The Beast, “Let’s go big guy.”

      The Beast pounced forward and Mira jumped back out of the spot where it’s fist crashed into the ground, extending her wings and floating until she reached closer to face level. The Beast once again swung its bulging arms out in a wide arc to catch the flying demon but to no avail.

      Mira smiled and decided to toy with the massive monster a little. She flew around its arms and barreled straight into its side until it doubled over. It threw out another punch on instinct but Mira just caught the strike with ease. She then grabbed the large fist with both of hands and spun with a mighty pull to throw The Beast around the clearing.

      The Beast pulled itself back up before letting out a loud roar at the flying Strauss girl. It charged forward at an unexpected speed and Mira had to concentrate on dodging out of its way. But when Mira turned her back to it for a moment, The Beast grabbed her tail and caused her to yelp in pain. She looked back in shock before she was pulled down and spun over the hulking monstrosity’s head. She was tossed into the forest and she crashed through a series of trees.

      “Nee-chan!” Elfman screamed worriedly as he started running over to her position. Mira pulled herself out of the broken wood, no worse for wear as she shook her head. She ran her hand through her hair and pulled it out of her eyes as she looked at her target. She gave a dark chuckle and smirked…

      “Pretty good. But time to finish this up.”

      Mira flew through the woods and landed a passing strike against The Beast. She knocked it down on its back and waited for it to pull itself back up again. The Beast had an vicious, animalistic look in its empty eyes as they locked onto Mira. She gestured for the monster to follow her as she flew closer to the ground and further down the rocky path.

      “GRRRRRAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The Beast chased after the Fairy Mage, running on all fours as it’s only thought at this point was to crush the girl between its hands. Mira weaved around the rocks and through any obstacles in her way as The Beast just barreled through them with its superior momentum. She kept escaping out of The Beast’s reach as they started approaching a narrow passage between two large rock points.

      Atop the two points, Lisanna finished setting up the Explosive Lacrima for their trap. She looked up from her post and saw the top of The Beast’s head over the trees. She planted the rest of the Lacrima before jumping off the side of the ledge. She held out her arms as they morphed with her Take-Over magic, “Animal Soul: Wings!”

      Lisanna’s arms changed into a pair of wings as she soared towards the top of the trees. She landed on a branch and deactivated her magic as she waited patiently for their plan to contiune.

      Mira flew over the ground and approached her destination. She looked over her shoulder to catch a momentary glance of The Beast charging after her. She narrowed her eyes before looking back forward and constricting her wings to get a little more speed to her glide.

      The Beast continued to chase after the woman wildly as it let out a heavy growl. It watched as the demon girl flew between the two cliffs and prepared to crush her while charging through the straight path. It ro—

      The Beast immediately dug its hands and talons into the ground as it skidded through the ground. Mira stopped her escape as she looked back at the monster in surprise at its sudden halt. Lisanna and Elfman watched in confusion from their respective positions as The Beast raised its nose into the air.

      It let out a low hum as it continued to sniff the night air. It caught the scent of something akin to explosive powder and stone/crystal resting above it. The Beast snarled before jumping forward and punched the base of the rock structure so hard that the entire formation shook. It was so violent, the Explosive Lacrima positioned on top jostled out of place and started falling through the air. Before they lit up…

      *BOOM*

      With all the shaking, the Explosive Lacrima detonated prematurely and lit the entire rock formation in a massive chain of explosions and smoke. The two rocky points broke apart and fell into the narrow pass. Lisanna and Elfman looked on in horror, “NEE-CHAN/MIRA-NEE!”

      Mira clicked her teeth at the failure of their plan before speeding through the rest of the passage and away from the falling rocks. Mira heard something behind her and looked back to see The Beast jumping up on the cliff and running on its edge to keep up with her. Mira flew faster to try and exit the passage before the monster could cut her off and attack.

      The Beast leaped off the rock and fell down towards Mira’s intended exit. Mira sped up, barely evading The Beast and its full-body fall but still in range of the wind pressure. Mira was blown back by the force of its fall and she slid over the rocks. She pushed herself back up and glared at The Beast as it settled into the ground and glared at the girl.

      It charged forward on all fours, “GRRRAAAHHHHHH!”

      Mira pushed off the ground and flew at the charging monstrosity, “AAAHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The two forces collided and caused a loud shockwave to emanated through the forest. It was so loud that Lisanna had to cover her ears after she had descended the tree and stood back on ground. Lisanna stumbled over to the edge of the cliff and watched in fear as her big sister battled The Beast. She covered her mouth, “Oh no.”

      “Lisanna!” The youngest sister turned around to see Elfman jog over to her before he started panting. He looked at the infighting his eldest sister was engaged in and took a step forward, “W-what happened? I heard The Beast yell, then the Lacrima exploded before it even got into position! Did you—”

      Lisanna shook her head, “N-no, I didn’t set them off! They blew up because they were shaken out of the set points!” Lisanna looked back to the fight, “The Beast just-I-I don’t know! It looked like it was sniffing the air! I think it knew where the Lacrima were placed!”

      “Damn!” Elfman looked at the massive monster in anger, ‘That thing has an amazing sense of smell. And it’s smarter than we thought.’ Elfman started stepping forward to the edge with the idea of joining his sister in battle, “We’re gonna have to—”

      Lisanna grabbed her brother’s arm, stopping his trudge forward and making him look back. But he was confused when he saw Lisanna look the other way, “Lisanna? What’s—”

      “Do you hear that?”

      Elfman shut up and listened to the noise around them that wasn’t blocked out by the fighting. He heard the sounds of dozens of hooves and paws pound against the surface. Lisanna and Elfman waited anxiously as the sounds grew louder and louder.

      From out of the trees, hundreds of animals stampeded through the area and headed in one direction. Elfman grabbed Lisanna and dove off the cliff before they were trampled by the wild-life animals. The legion of animals charged through the bushes, knocking down trees and uprooting the earth beneath them as they all headed to one goal.

      Elfman and Lisanna groaned as they pulled themselves back up and looked at the animals as they left. Elfman gingerly touched his shoulder as he was confused by the sudden appearance of the animals. He looked to his little sister, “What the hell was that?”

      Lisanna shook her head, “I-I don’t know.” She thought for a moment, “They all looked so frightened… so adamant to—”

      Lisanna’s eyes widened in horror and her breath hitched, “Oh no.”

      “What?”

      “That stampede!” Lisanna pointed towards its destination, “It’s heading for the town!”

      Elfman’s looked at her in shock, “What?! Why are they heading towards the town?! They have no reason to!”

      Lisanna looked over to The Beast, “It called them! It realized it was under attack and ordered all of the animals surrounding it to attack the town!” Lisanna looked back to the retreating horde of animals, “It must have thought that the people in town were the ones to call us to hurt it! It’s striking back!”

      “Damn! Damn! Damn! Damn!” Elfman cursed as he gripped his hands tightly and gnashed his teeth. He closed his eyes before breathing in and exhaling slowly. He looked over to his sister, “Lisanna, get to the town. Evacuate the people. Get them out of the way before the animals wreck everything.”

      Lisanna looked at Elfman in worry, “What about you?”

      Elfman held out his right arm as it changed into its Beast Arm: Iron Bull and clenched his fist. He started making his way over to his older sister, “I’m gonna help Nee-chan.”

      “Elf-niichan you can’t! If you—”

      “Don’t argue! Just go!” He yelled while throwing out his hand for her to stay quiet and leave.

      Lisanna stayed put for a moment as she struggled with the options. She looked away in shame before running towards the town and changing her arms into wings. She flew off after the pack of animals as Elfman ran towards The Beast.

      “HA!”

      Mira exclaimed as she uppercutted The Beast, making it stumble back from the force. They were both beaten and brusied, blood dripping down their mouths after severely beating each other. Mira hit hard, but The Beast’s scales and body were extremely durable. She had been wailing on the damn thing for about five minutes and all she had to show for it was broken teeth and some shattered scales. She need to make more substantial damage.

      “HA!”

      Elfman punched the back of The Beast’s perched legs and stunned it. Long enough for Mira to find an opening and charge into its jaw again and knock it off its foundation. The Beast landed on its back as Mira looked down to see her brother standing where The Beast once stood.

      “Elfman! What the hell are you doing?!”

      Elfman looked up at her, “I came to help! The plan failed so we need to stop this thing our own way!”

      Mirajane looked around the area, “Where’s Lisanna?!”

      “She went to go warn the townspeople to run away before the stampede destroys everything!” Elfman punched his own palm, “Let’s take this thing down!”

      Mira didn’t have any room to argue at this point so she just nodded and flew towards The Beast as it pulled itself up. Elfman dug his hand into the ground and pulled out a large boulder. He ran forward before chucking it at The Beast’s head with all his might.

      The stone landed against The Beast’s face and caused it to stumble back in pain. Mira flew in and started to punch it over and over again, yelling as she felt each and every one of her punches make a crunch into its face.

      “GRRRRRRRRRAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!”

      The Beast struck Mira away and roared in primal anger at its beaten state. Elfman charged forward and tackled The Beast’s leg, knocking it off its balance and almost tipping it over…

      Before it slammed its leg and kicked Elfman back in anger. Elfman was hurt by the heavy kick before he looked up to see The Beast raising its arm and forming a fist. Elfman raised his arm to his right side to guard the attack before it crippled him. But the swing still hit him so hard that his Iron Bull dug into his face and ripped up the tissue beneath his eye.

      Elfman was sent flying through the air and violently crashed into the stone surrounding them before he flopped on the ground. His magic deactivated and he laid motionless on the ground, eyes wide open and blood dripped down the right side of his face from the horrible gash going from his right eye down his cheek.

      “ELFMAN!”

      The Beast looked over to Mirajane and pounced on her, trying to crush her with its arms but finding resistance in Mira holding them. She struggled to push the heavy limbs back as her feet started to dig into the ground because of the massive weight. Mira couldn’t push back any further in this position. She was at a disadvantage. She was running out of options. Mira glared up at The Beast…

      She was going to have to use Sitri. She was running out of magic but maybe using her trump card could give her the upper hand long enough to defeat the monster. But in order for her to change, she had to come out of her Satan form. Mira tried to push back…

      “GAH!”

      Elfman circled his arms around The Beast’s legs and tried to pull it away from his sister. He struggled to stand on his feet and everything was blurry from pain but…

      He couldn’t abandon her now.

      Mira stared at him in shock, “Elfman! Get away from here! You can’t fight anymore!”

      “N-no!” Elfman continued to try and pull The Beast’s leg away from his sister long enough to give her an opening but to no avail. He couldn’t find the strength to fight anymore. He panted, “I-I can’t leave you… I won’t… n-not when you need me here.”

      “You can’t do anything here! You’re too hurt! Please!”

      “I-I’ll protect you… both of you… t-that’s the job Mom and Dad left me with… I won’t—”

      Elfman looked up with blurry eyes to see that The Beast didn’t even notice he had grabbed onto it. He wasn’t even worthy of being acknowledged by this damn monster. All it had on its mind was to try and kill his sister. And he couldn’t do anything.

      Elfman looked up in horror before his head fell and his eyes were covered by his hair. He gripped The Beast’s leg even tighter as his whole body started to glow, “Y-you bastard…”

      Mira opened her eyes long enough to see Elfman being bathed in a bright light. She panicked, “Elfman no! Control yourself!”

      “You-you think you can just hurt my sister… and I won’t be able to stop you?!”

      “Don’t—”

      “GET YOUR FUCKING HANDS OF MY SISTER YOU BASTAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR—”

      Elfman’s screamed changed from its angry tone to a feral, beastly roar. The Beast stopped applying weight as it saw a bright light coming off the ground near its leg. It turned around to see a small figure of pure light taking several steps back away from it. Before it started to grow in size until it was exactly the same height as The Beast.

      The light faded away and standing opposite of the monster was an exact duplicate of it. Same massive size. Same body type. Same everything. The only difference was that the copy had an ivory mane instead if an ebony one. And underneath the duplicate’s right eye was a fresh gash that still dripped with blood.

      Mira looked on in horror as her brother had taken the form of The Beast. But the real Beast did not bend to his whim or follow his instructions. It was still the same. Which meant…

      Elfman didn’t control it.

      She shook her head with horror evident in her eyes, “Oh god no.”

      The original Beast sniffed the air around Elfman’s Take-Over form as it recognized the same smell from its body coming off from this reflection. It started to huff and growl as the white-haired Beast just stood completely still. They were motionless for a moment…

      Until Elfman’s Beast struck the other one across the face. It let out a loud roar as it continued to land blow after blow against the original. After several punches, the original grabbed the strike before it could land and countered with its own punches.

      Mira watched as the two Beasts continued to trade blows. She was shocked to see both of them revert to just pure feral, instinctive bashing. Her brother wasn’t even trying to apprehend the monster anymore, concerned only with beating it back.

      “GRRRRRRRAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!”

      The white-haired Beast momentarily gained the upper-hand with a powerful punch that knocked The Beast off its feet. Once the original Beast fell on its back, Elfman grabbed a massive boulder he had spotted off to the side and pulled it out of the ground. He held it overhead before slamming it down on The Beast’s face.

      And again. And again. Over and over until the rock started to crack apart from the stress and fall apart into rubble. In place, Elfman switched out to just repeatedly punching The Beast in the skull and add to the already horrendous wounds it had garnered from the continuous beatings. Elfman kept smashing The Beast’s head until a squelching noise rang out through the area.

      Mirajane watched in horror as Elfman’s arms started to become coated in blood. The original Beast’s body jumped up a few times with each punch before it laid on the floor lifeless. But Elfman just gave into his animal instincts and continued smashing until there was nothing but a mushy puddle. It was just overkill at this point.

      Mira’s voice hitched, “E-Elfman—”

      “GRAAAH!”

      “E-Elfman, stop—”

      “GRRRRRAAAAHHHHH—”

      “ELFMAN IT’S DEAD!”

      The Take-Over Beast stopped pounding its fists into the bloody corpse and started panting heavily. It lifted its hulking body up off the deceased ‘King of Monsters’ as drops of blood fell from its hands. The scene was tense after the brutal execution as Mira took a step towards her brother. She looked up at his large back and worriedly asked, “Elfman?…If you can hear me, please—”

      The Take-Over Beast swung out its fist and broke Mira’s right arm, catching her by surprise as she tried to pierce the fog that was once his mind. She was sent flying through the trees and broke through several of them before she finally slowed down.

      Mira gasped in pain as she looked down at her side. Her arm was broken like a twig, feeling and seeing where the fracture occurred and protruded against her skin. She spit up some blood before looking back up at the monster that was once her beloved little brother. The New Beast threw its head back—

      “GGGGGGGGRRRRRRRRRRAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHH!”

    
    

    
      Naruto leaned back into his spot on the train and raised his feet to take up the rest of the space on the seat. There was barely anyone else in this car, he might as well take the luxury and relax. He put his arms behind his head and smiled as he enjoyed the restful position.

      He loved peaceful moments like this. He was all pumped and ready for action and adventure when it came to going out on jobs but when there wasn’t anything to do he loved to just relax like this. Sometimes when he was home he’d lie on the couch and take a nap after all the excitement at the guild.

      Hell, sometimes Koyuki begged him to pick her up so she could sleep besides him. He thought that was just adorable. She always wanted to be right besides him whenever they were together. Reedus even captured a few moments of them peacefully napping together in his paintings.

      Sometimes all the responsibilities of taking care of her piled up and became more troublesome. But those moments when she smiled up at him, happily cheered when he did something cool or when she giggled at her own little amusement made up for all the difficulties.

      He was happy to have the little Senju girl as a baby sister.

      Erza thought exactly the same. She spoiled the little brunette whenever she got the chance to with whatever she could. Candy. Sweets. Piggyback rides. You name it. She just adored Koyuki. And Koyuki adored Erza.

      He had a little smile on his face as a mental image of everyone in the guild celebrating manifested. Those were the moments he cherished most in the guild. He couldn’t wait to get back home.

      He settled into his seat as he prepared to drift off into his thoughts.

      A female in the same car gasped, “Look at that.”

      “Oh my god.”

      “What happened?”

      Naruto opened one eye for a moment to see what they were all concerned about and spared a glance out the window. Before he sat up and stared out the window in shock.

      A small town a few hundred meters away had a column of black smoke rising from it. There was a small horde of animals near the forest close to the train that appeared to be resting after a long run. And right in front of the train were several sets of civilians waving at it to stop.

      The train came to a screeching halt, knocking all the passengers off there balance and having to grab something to hold them up. Every car opened up as the people near the train started coming onto the train.

      One person looked at the people coming aboard, “What are you doing?!”

      “W-we’re sorry! We didn’t mean to halt your train but our town was suddenly charged by a horde of animals!”

      A man followed into the car, “Our homes were destroyed and everything’s going up in flames!”

      “Oh no!” Someone yelled in horror, “Was anybody hurt?!”

      “No, thank god!” One of them said as they started waving towards their former town, “Luckily we had a Mage from Fairy Tail come and warn us beforehand!”

      Naruto perked up at that and smiled. Someone from the guild was taking care of this. Then it won’t be a problem if—

      “But I don’t know where the rest of them went! There were three of them but two of them are missing! We asked them to fight a monster that was causing everyone trouble but—”

      *CRACK*

      Everyone in the car was silenced as they jumped back in shock with the sound of shattering glass. They looked over to see one of the windows broken and glass spread out over the floor.

      They looked back through the window to see the retreating back on a blond man in black. Sprinting faster than any normal human could even dream as he charged towards the burning town. He gritted his teeth as he had to get to the problem before it was too late.

    
    

    
      Lisanna flapped her wings as she flew over the tops of the trees. She had followed Elfman’s orders and had told the townspeople to evacuate before it was too late. None of them believed her at first but when the sight of charging animals came into view they became far more cooperative.

      But even though both Mirajane and Elfman were fighting against The Beast, Lisanna couldn’t help this nagging sensation in the back of her head that something was wrong.

      She saw a large dust cloud explode from the ground and Lisanna knew that’s where she needed to be. She flew over the ground to see Mirajane changing back into her base form as The Beast slowly started marching over to her. She was holding her arm at a bad angle so Lisanna immediately knew she was hurt.

      She landed on the ground and turned back to normal as she ran over to her sister. She kneeled in front of Mirajane as she positioned her body to cover her injured sister in case something went wrong, “Mira-Nee! What happened?! Wh-why is your arm—”

      “Lisanna!” Mira said in a deathly serious tone as she looked up and panted while glaring at The Beast, “You need to get out of here and hide. This just became far more dangerous than we thought.”

      Lisanna shook her head, “I won’t! I can’t leave you with The Beast!” She looked around, “All we have to do is get Elf-niichan and run and we—”

      “The Beast is dead.”

      Lisanna stopped talking and looked back her sister in confusion, “I-it’s dead?” She slowly looked back up at the massive monster that was slowly trudging over to them. She made a loud gulp, “Then… what is that?”

      “It’s Elfman.” Mira wheezed out as she tried to keep her vision clear, “He used a Full-Body Take-Over against The Beast and lost control. He killed it and now… he’s rampaging.”

      “That’s Elf-niichan?!” Lisanna yelled as she looked up at The New Beast in horror. On closer inspection, Lisanna noticed that this Beast didn’t have the jet black mane as the original but instead a familiar white mane around its face and down its back. She realized that it really was her brother. And after realizing that, a sense of fear and dread grew inside her.

      She looked back to Mira, “W-what do we do?”

      “I have to stop him.” Mira used her good arm to push herself off her knee to stand back up, “I’m gonna use Sitri to knock him back to his senses and-AH!” Mira fell back to her knees as the pain in her arm sent a shock through her body.

      “You can’t!” Lisanna grabbed Mira’s shoulder to try and keep her steady, “You’re hurt and you’re tired from all the fighting. A-and if we try to force him out of this, it could hurt him! He might never be able to use magic again—”

      “And that’s worse than being a monster?!” Mira exclaimed at her little sister, revealing a look of desperation and uncertainty in her eyes as she could not think of a way to solve this situation. She shook her head, ‘If we don’t do anything soon, whatever is left of Elfman will be completely swallowed away! All that will be left is The Beast!’ Mira’s voice caught for a second as she looked down, “I-I can’t—”

      The two sisters were silent as The New Beast finally arrived in front of them and stopped moving. Lisanna looked over her shoulder at the massive creature her brother had become. She closed her eyes before standing back up, getting Mira’s attention as she looked up at her.

      “I’ll talk Elf-niichan down.”

      Mira’s eyes widened and she reached out to Lisanna as she walked away, “No! Lisanna you can’t! Elfman might already be too far gone! It’s too dangerous!”

      “Nonsense.” Lisanna said nervously as she walked up to her brother and tried to calm her nerves, “Mom and Dad used to help us if we couldn’t control our magic. It wasn’t too hard.”

      “We aren’t Mom and Dad! They had years of practice with stuff like this!” Lisanna stopped moving and Elfman’s Beast form looked down at her as Mira could only watch, “Lisanna!”

      “Elf-niichan…” Lisanna said in a soft tone as she gave her brother an honest smile, ‘I can’t believe you finally got to use your Full-Body magic. I’m so proud of you, I knew you could do it.’ She fiddled with her hands a little as she tried to think of what to say, “You probably had to use it because you wanted to protect Mira-Nee, right? Hehe, that’s just like something you would do.”

      Lisanna wiped a tear from her eyes as she looked up at her rampaging brother, “I’m sorry I couldn’t help fight, Elf-niichan. Maybe… if I was stronger… you wouldn’t have had to risk your life to stop The Beast.” Her voice broke and started to waver as she let out a quick sob at her failure to help her siblings, “I’m sorry. T-this is my fault. I’m so sorry Elf-niichan.”

      Mira watched as everything was silent besides Lisanna’s voice calming down Eflman’s Beast. Lisanna swallowed her fear and shook her head, “But it’s okay now… you did it Elf-niichan. You saved us.” She smiled up at him as The New Beast let out some soft hums, “I know you can come out of this. Because your my Big Brother. You can do anything.”

      Lisanna opened her arms wide for a hug and looked up at Elfman, “So c’mon. Come back home. Let’s all go back to the guild together. Okay?”

      Everything was silent. Lisanna kept her arms open as Elfman’s Beast form didn’t make a single move. Mirajane looked on in surprise as Lisanna had succeeded. She had stopped Elfman. She brought him back. Mira felt a sense of hope grow in her chest…

      Until the Beast swung through with his arm and sent a limp Lisanna flying over the trees and out of sight in an instant.

      Despair overwhelmed Mirajane. Her heart sunk deep into her chest like a block of lead. Her eyes constricted as she watched her precious little sister being sent through the air like a rag doll. Tears welled up in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks as she cried out—

      “LISSSANNNNAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

    
    

    
      She couldn’t feel anything.

      No pain. No relief. No weightlessness or bright light.

      The last thing she remembered was Elf-niichan had changed into The Beast and smacked her across the mountain like a broken toy.

      Was that it?

      Was… was she dead?

      “Sh… u… na!”

      What was that?

      “Li… it… e!”

      Was someone talking to her?

      “Lisan…’t die on…”

      She… could hear something.

      “Lisanna! Open your eyes dammit, c’mon! I’m not losing you too!”

      Lisanna’s eyelids started to weakly peel open as all she could see was a single blur of color. Her eyesight started to focus again as she started noticing shapes and the surroundings. And finally, the amorphous blob that was crouching besides her started to come into full detail…

      Lisanna barely moved her head as she looked over to the anxious blond, “N… Naru… to?”

      Naruto looked up from where he was using the Sky sword to heal her wounds and smiled in relief when he heard her say his name. He leaned forward and held her cheek as he looked into her weak eyes, “Lisanna! Oh thank god you’re okay! Look at me alright! You’re gonna be fine! Your ribs are broken but I’ve taken care of the worst of it! You need to rest, okay?!”

      Lisanna blinked slowly before she gave him a single nod. Naruto nodded back before concentrating on fixing the younger girl’s side. He was running through town before he caught sight of the youngest Strauss sibling flying through the air. He didn’t have any time to think as he leapt up and caught her before she could land. She had a horrible gash in the left side of her torso and some broken bones but he was able to fix most of it.

      Naruto knew that there was still trouble and he wanted nothing more than to go help. But right now he knew that Lisanna needed his help the most. The last time someone was lying in front of him with horrible wounds, he couldn’t heal them no matter how hard he tried.

      This time, he didn’t care if the sword took all of his magic. He was going to help his friend through this.

      Lisanna was still in shock from the severe trauma and wounds but she willed herself to talk, “M-Mira-Nee… Elf-n-niichan…”

      “I know Lisanna! I’ll go help Mira and Elfman when I’m done here!” Naruto said as he looked back down at the task at hand, “Right now I have to—”

      Lisanna’s hand limply landed on his as he looked up to see her eyes start to water. She pleaded, “Please…”

      Naruto looked down at the healing sword and thought about what to do. She was stable at this point, all he was doing now was trying to relieve the pain and heal her wounds a little faster. But if she was so badly injured and still believed her siblings were in worse danger than her…

      Naruto grabbed Lisanna’s hand and placed the Sky sword in it before lying it softly on her chest. He leaned over to her, “Can you still channel your magic?”

      She gave a weak hum to confirm.

      He pointed at her hand, “Channel your magic through the sword. It will start to glow green and help with your wounds.” He stood back up but still in the girl’s sight, “I’ll be right back, I promise.”

      Naruto tentatively took some steps back while still keeping an eye on the poor girl. When he saw that the sword started glowing green, he turned around and dashed back towards the town.

    
    

    
      Mirajane stumbled out of the forest and towards the burning town as she held her broken arm. She shuffled her feet a little longer before her legs gave out and she fell on her knees. From behind her, she could hear the sound of The New Beast chasing after her.

      But she couldn’t react. She couldn’t do anything. She couldn’t even activate her magic anymore. Her entire system was in shock. There were still tears coming down her face.

      Lisanna was dead. She had watched her little sister get killed right before her eyes. She was doing her damnedest to save their brother and bring him back but the Beast Take-Over was just too strong. And now Lisanna was somewhere else, alone, covered in blood and writhing in pain as her life faded from her eyes.

      And Elfman… he had to be gone now. Trapped in the farthest recesses of his own mind as his entire body was controlled by the King of Monsters. He had become nothing more than a mindless animal that followed their basic instincts only. He was even forced to kill his little sister. Her brother was no more.

      And it was all her fault.

      Mira looked up at the night sky in despair as she couldn’t bring herself to run anymore.

      This was her idea. She suggested they all come on this job together. She made her little brother and sister come on a job they weren’t ready for yet. Elfman was gone. Lisanna was dead. And it was all her fault. She had trained for years… fought to the last ounce of strength… promised so many people that she would keep protecting what she cherished…

      And now it was all gone.

      She was all alone.

      The New Beast emerged from the forest and started running at the fallen Strauss. Mira didn’t react in time as The New Beast’s fist came down on her—

      “HA!”

      Naruto came flying in and landed a devastating punch into The Beast’s jaw, breaking a few of its teeth and knocking it away from a shocked Mira. Naruto skidded against the ground before he chambered his fist and dashed forward again.

      He planted his Armor covered fist into The Beast’s gut and planted his feet into the ground, “Flying Gauntlet!”

      The Beast was sent flying backwards as the concentrated magic attacked moved through its body. Naruto stood strong as he watched the monster bounce off the ground and away from them. He turned around to see Mira looking up at him with empty eyes. Some sense came back into her mind, “N-Naru—”

      “No time!” He picked her up in a bridal carry before sprinting away from the recovering monster. He ran through the burning town and into the other forest across from it. He ran a little longer until he knew he was a safe distance away.

      He placed Mira’s feet back on the ground as he looked over to the burning village. He exhaled in relief and gave a soft chuckle, “Okay, I think we’re safe. That thing shouldn’t come chasing after us if we’re—”

      Before he could finish, Mira dug her face into his chest and gripped his shirt with her good hand. He looked down at her, “Mira?”

      “I-I couldn’t do anything Naruto. They were right besides me… I could have done something but-but…” She looked up at her blond friend as her pain and sadness filled her eyes and tears spilled down her face, ‘They’re gone! I couldn’t save them! I tried so hard but it didn’t mean anything!’ She screamed and sobbed as she couldn’t control herself anymore, “Lisanna’s dead! She-she—”

      Naruto held Mira’s cheeks so she looked up at him and said in a strong voice, “Lisanna isn’t dead.”

      Mira’s eyes widened as she tried to understand what he meant. She sobbed a little, “W-what—”

      “M… Mira… Nee…”

      Mirajane immediately turned around to see Lisanna pulling herself up against a tree to see her older sister. She faintly said in relief, “L-Lisanna?” Mira lost all control as she covered her mouth, her eyes welled up with tears again before she ran forward and enveloped her sister in a hug with one arm.

      Mira pulled back and looked over Lisanna, “B-but how—”

      “Naruto… he…”

      “Lisanna is still hurt.” Naruto said as he kneeled by her side and took the Sky sword out of Lisanna’s feeble hands. He handed it over to Mira and looked her in the eye, “Mira, I know you’re in pain but Lisanna still needs treatment. You have to use this sword and help her, okay?”

      Mira looked at the sword placed in her hand before she narrowed her eyes and gripped it tightly. She turned and placed the sword against her little sister’s chest and sent a wave of magic through its handle.

      Naruto stood back up before unsheathing his Kokuryū and gripping the handle tightly in anger, “I’ll go take care of that monster.” He started making his way towards the town, “If that thing thinks it can hurt my friends then—”

      “Naruto don’t!” Mira yelled as she got his attention before it was too late. She looked down in shame and stated, “That monster… it’s Elfman.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened in shock as he looked back towards town where he could see the massive monster’s form reaching over the houses. He looked back at the S-Class Mage, “That thing?! That’s Elfman?! What happened?!”

      “Elfman tried to Take-Over a monster we were sent here to scare away. But it was too powerful for him to control and now he’s going on a rampage. He can’t control himself. I know it might seem too late but…” Mira’s shoulder shook as she looked up at him with pleading eyes, “Naruto, he’s my brother. Please…”

      Naruto looked between the two girls and the former brother of the Strauss family currently roaring like an animal. He looked down at the blade in his hand before he sheathed it and sent it to his Requip space for good measure. He cracked his knuckles and lessened his neck, “Stay here… I’ll bring him back.”

      Mira jumped up in surprise and looked at the blond’s back, “Naruto, please! To bring him back at this point, you would have to try and talk him back to sanity! And even Lisanna couldn’t do that! You have to capture him so we can—”

      “Mira.” He interrupted her plead as he kept looking forward at the town. He stated over his shoulder, “You can trust me, remember?”

      It was just a simple statement. But what it brought back to, their conversation on the boat and their promise to always rely on each other, slated her fears and placed a reassurance in her heart. She nodded her head before Naruto disappeared in a burst of speed.

    
    

    
      The Hunter of Fairy Tail landed back in town as he stood several meters away from the beastly Elfman. He clicked his tongue and furrowed his eyes in annoyance, “I said all that, but what the hell am I gonna do now?”

      Elfman hadn’t noticed his presence yet so he had a moment to think. He shrugged his shoulder, “Might as well start with the basics.” He cupped his hands around his mouth, “Elfman! Are you in there?! It’s me, Naruto! Wake up man! This has gone on long enough!”

      Elfman turned around in place, spotting Naruto and furrowing his eyes. He dug his hands under the ground and pulled out a giant slab of rock that he threw at the blond with deadly force. Naruto reacted, “Should’ve guessed that!”

      He dove out of the way and kept his distance as Elfman continued to throw more rocks at him. Naruto ran through the burning wrecks that were once homes as he tried to think of another method to stop his guildmate.

      Naruto’s hand glowed and the Earth dragon cleaver appeared in its place. He jumped over some wreckage and into the air as he headed towards the monster. He yelled and slammed the sword into the ground, causing two large slabs of rock to pop out of the dirt and pin Elfman in his spot.

      Naruto jumped and landed on the rock pin before grabbing the horn on Elfman’s head and yelling, “Elfman! Dammit, wake up! You need to come back and—”

      “GRAAAHH!”

      Elfman broke out of his restraints and swung his free arm at Naruto as he jumped back for safety. He shattered the rest of the rock holding him down and roared at the blond that clicked his tongue. Naruto angrily scoffed, “Okay, should’ve known it wasn’t gonna be that easy.”

      Naruto’s sword changed into a darker, more horrifying design. The Shadow sword started to emanate a black energy as he gripped it and sprinted towards the wild Elfman, “Let’s try this!”

      Elfman gave a wide punch in an attempt to knock the whiskered Mage off his feet but the blond just slid under his fist and between his legs. He swung the sword in a circle while leaving a wave of Shadow magic to restrain Elfman’s legs, “Black Shroud!”

      The crazed Strauss brother tried to grab the blond when he jumped back up on the other side but found his movement halted by the swarming black entity. He tried to pull it off his legs but to no prevail.

      Naruto swung the Shadow blade over the rampaging Elfman and covered him in another Black Shroud. The magic stilled and everything besides Elfman’s head was covered in a sheet of Shadow magic. The Take-Over Mage roared as he tried to pull himself off the ground and attack the blond Fairy Mage standing besides him.

      “All right, you’re gonna stay here while me and the girls try to figure out how to help you.” Naruto sent his sword back into his Requip while running a hand through his hair. How the hell did everything come to this? Mira and Lisanna were beaten worse than he had ever seen. And Elfman had nearly lost himself to The Beast. And how the hell were they gonna bring him out of this? Maybe if they could bring him back to Magnolia, Jiji could find some way to bring him back.

      Crap, this was going from bad to—

      “GRRRAAHHHHH!”

      Naruto turned around to see Elfman bash his horned head over and over into the ground. He kept injuring himself as the shroud started to break and reveal parts of his scaly body. Naruto stepped back in surprise as Elfman continued to roar and struggle his way to freedom. His body was already damaged from fighting the original Beast, Mirajane in her Satan form and taking a surprise haymaker from Naruto, yet he still pushed himself. That’s when Naruto realized that he didn’t care about his physical state anymore.

      He had become an animal. Only concerned with killing that which threatened his survival.

      Elfman broke out of his shadowy restraints and let out a roar that shook everything around them. He got into a predatory stance as his cold eyes locked onto Naruto.

      Naruto had an angry scowl as he ditched his swords and clenched his fists. He didn’t want to resort to actual fighting but it looked like he wasn’t gonna restrain the rampaging Take-Over Mage in any other way besides total knockout. Elfman made a mad dash towards Naruto as his Wind chakra swirled around his fist.

      He punched and sent an unbelievably quick and compressed ball of air at the charging monster’s shoulder. And again at the ankle. Hand. Forehead. Talon. With a loud yell, Naruto sent wave after wave of Storm Fists at the uncontrollable Elfman as he couldn’t do anything but try and protect himself from the blond man’s attacks. These attacks specialized more on speed than power but when he sent a barrage of them that blocked everything else in sight he was expecting results.

      Elfman struggled to stand against the dozens of attacks as the ground around him was obliterated by the wind attacks. Naruto kept punching until his arms started to slow down and he could no longer see Elfman within the cloud. He stood up straight and listened for any sign that the Strauss monster was still conscious.

      “Grah.”

      Naruto heard a weak growl come from the center of the dust cloud and a grim look came upon his face. He had hoped that all those attack would help knock him down… but apparently his durable scales could still hold against some really strong attacks.

      Naruto furrowed his eyes and decided he had to end this now. He was gonna tackle him into the ground and hold him there until he could knock him out. He got into a long stance and braced his shoulder for impact. His Armor surrounded him and Wind picked up under his feet. He pounced forward at the speed of sound, “Storm Step!”

      Naruto cratered the ground he kicked off of and soared at the dust cloud. He prepared to tackle Elfman’s beaten form—

      But Elfman charged out of the dust cloud first and rammed Naruto’s oncoming form with his bulky shoulder. Naruto’s head crashed against Elfman’s durable shoulder and the two opposing forces blew off each other. Naruto came in at an unbelievable speed but with Elfman’s current weight and form, he evened out the opposing momentum.

      Elfman’s shoulder had a horrible wound on the joint where Naruto had slammed himself against. It was severely cracked and there was blood spurting out from the fresh wound. And Naruto flew back in the air with a pained look on his face. He felt like his head was just spilt open against a giant rock as he felt blood seep down his scalp. He prepared to land—

      But felt his legs get crushed together and held in a strong grip. He looked down to see Elfman had grabbed him out of mid-air and held him overhead before slamming him into the ground. Again and again and again. Naruto grunted in pain every time he was slammed into the rocks and dirt.

      After a minute, Elfman lifted up the bloody blond as he was no longer responsive to his attacks. Elfman adjusted him so that he was pinned between both of his hands. Elfman squeezed the whiskered Mage between his hands and roared as he was sure he had killed the last remaining threat to his existence.

      “You… happy now, dumbass?”

      Elfman’s roar was interrupted by the weak, wheezy question asked by the blond with blood trickling down his face. He let out a weak chuckle as he pulled his head up to look at Elfman, “Congratulations, you did what monsters do. Rampage and destroy. But hey, at least you were able to keep with the Fairy Tail guarantee and cause a little collateral damage. Great job. And look, you finally got that Full-Body Take-Over you always wanted. I hope your proud because let me tell you something…” Naruto slowly raised his hand to grab Elfman’s horn.

      “YOU’RE FUCKING PATHETIC!”

      Naruto yelled as he slammed his forehead against Elfman’s and locked his angry scowl with the Strauss boy’s empty white eyes. He exclaimed, “IS THIS WHAT YOU WANTED ELFMAN?! TO BECOME A MINDLESS MONSTER AND TRY TO KILL YOUR OWN SISTERS?! BECAUSE IF YOU DID, MISSION FUCKING ACCOMPLISHED!” He pulled down the massive Beast’s head so he could glare even deeper into his empty eyes, “MIRA AND LISANNA ARE SO SCARED RIGHT NOW THEY AREN’T EVEN SURE YOU CAN COME BACK! BUT THEY DIDN’T GIVE UP ON YOU! AND THIS IS HOW YOU WANT TO PROTECT THEM?! RAMPAGING THROUGH THE TOWN LIKE AN ANIMAL?!”

      Naruto coughed up a little blood after all the yelling and struggled to talk again. But after a moment he looked back at Elfman, “Didn’t you want to be the man of the family? Someone that could protect your sisters after losing your parents? Mira took on the responsibility all by herself because she didn’t want either of you to be afraid. And Lisanna always does her best because she wants to prove herself to you and Mirajane. But is this what you’re gonna do? Give up and lose to a damn animal? Just like that? That isn’t how a real man fights dammit!”

      “You better come back to us you stupid bastard. Because you can’t leave your sisters alone like this just yet.” He shook his head in pain, “No way in hell.”

      It was silent between the corrupted Take-Over Mage and the bloody blond as Naruto’s words hung in the air for a moment. Naruto let go of Elfman’s horns as he didn’t feel his ribs being stressed upon by the two hands crushing him.

      Small pupils reappeared in Elfman’s white eyes as for a moment, some clarity formed in the fog. Elfman stuttered, “N… Naruto?”

      The grip weakened and Naruto fell back down to his feet. Elfman took several steps back as his large form was covered in a bright light. The form of The Beast crumbled away and in its place was a wounded, bloody Elfman. After the last of the Take-Over magic left his body, he stumbled back and held the gash under his right eye.

      He groaned in pain before looking up and staring at everything in sight. The town was abandoned and left to burn in a fire. The ground around them was destroyed and uprooted. And his fellow Fairy Mage was using his knees to support himself as he was panting.

      Elfman pulled his hand off his face and looked at the blood that stained his shaky form. His mouth opened and closed as he tried to find the right words to say. Before looking at Naruto in horror…

      “What… what did I do?”

    
    

    
      “Hey Happy, do you wanna take a job today?”

      The little blue cat looked over to his closest friend as he floated by his head, “Huh? What brought that on?”

      Natsu shrugged his shoulders while his hands were behind his head. He let out a bored grunt, “I don’t know. I haven’t taken a job yet this week and I’m kinda bored.” He pulled his arms down and grinned, “I need some excitement!”

      “Well why didn’t we take a job yesterday then?” Happy questioned as he touched his cheek with his paw.

      Natsu just looked away, “I just didn’t really feel like it at the time.”

      “Oh~, I get it.” Happy said in a cheeky fashion as his smiled twirled in a nosy fashion, ‘You didn’t wanna go yesterday cause your were worried about Lisanna, right?’ He chuckled before giving an annoying grin at the Dragon-Slayer, “You like her~.”

      “I do not!” Natsu yelled as he tried to grab Happy who effortlessly flew between the gaps of his arms. He growled angrily before chasing after the blue cat, “Come back here you little bastard! You’ve got a beating come for ya!”

      “Hahaha! You like her! You like her! You-GAH!” Happy was tackled to the ground as the two friends rolled against the pavement. They finally stopped and Natsu had Happy in a headlock.

      He smirked, “Punishment time!” He started giving the little animal a noogey and laughing maniacally the whole time.

      Happy squirmed in discomfort, “NO! NOOOOOOO! THIS IS CRUEL AND UNUSUAL! HELP! SOMEONE!”

      “Ahahahaha! No one can help you now! I—”

      Natsu stopped in the middle of his rough-housing and looked up to the entrance of the guild. He spotted most of their guildmates crowding around the front of the hall. He and Happy looked between each other in confusion as they pushed themselves back up and started making their way in.

      Natsu heard a bunch of them whispering between themselves as he tried to make his way through the mob. He weaved and nudged some of them out of the way until he came out the other end.

      Sitting at the table was Levy, Cana, Bisca and Koyuki as they all sat around Lisanna. The youngest Take-Over Mage had bandages wrapped all over her chest and up her neck, arms and legs. She had a large bandaid on her cheek and crutches lying right besides her to help her stand up.

      Sitting away from everyone else was a similarly bandaged up Elfman. He had a patch around the right side of his face and he looked completely distraught. Some of the other members had tried to get a response out of him but he was just so… defeated.

      Lisanna noticed another presence and looked up to see the horrified faces of Natsu and Happy looking straight at her. She was silent for a moment before she gave them a weak smile, “Hey, did you two make up like I said?”

      Natsu took a step forward as Happy flew up and stood on the table to better address her. He looked up at the white-haired girl, “Lisanna, what happened?”

      Lisanna’s eyes grew from weak to dark and faded as she hung her head. They started to water and she shook her head, “Something… bad.”

      Natsu saw as everyone else was worried about the girl but wanted to give her some space. But he took a step forward and kneeled by her side, grabbing her shoulder to get her attention. Lisanna looked over to Natsu and saw a soft look in his eyes as he tried to console the sad girl.

      Lisanna felt tears gather in her eyes and she leaned her head against his shoulder before quietly sobbing. Natsu could do nothing else but wrap her in a hug and just let her cry. So that’s exactly what he did.

    
    

    
      Mira, Erza and Makarov were all sitting in the back room as the bandaged up S-Class gave her report on the request. Her right arm was in a cast and sling to keep all movement to a minimum as Mira looked down at her lap. Erza had a sad look on her face as she looked at the distressed Mira lean back in her chair. Makarov sighed and ran his hand through his beard. He looked at the young Stauss girl, “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      Mira gave a solemn nod as she fiddled with her chair arm, “Yeah, if Naruto didn’t get there in time to help then…” She just shook her head, “I don’t know what would’ve happened.”

      Erza stood off the desk she was leaning in and walked over to Mira’s side, “How are the others taking this?”

      “Lisanna’s still a little frightened. She had a near-death experience trying to save Elfman. And I think she blames herself for what happened because she couldn’t help us. And Elfman…” Mira slouched in her chair and covered her face with her hand. She pulled back, “He hasn’t said a single word since we left. I don’t know what’s going through his mind.”

      Erza saw the conflict in Mira’s eyes and held the gothic girl’s shoulder tenderly. Mira looked up at her as Erza kneeled down besides her, “I’m sorry Mira. I really am.”

      Mira looked at the hand on her shoulder and gently grasped it with her own. She gave the red-head a thankful look, “Thanks Erza.”

      Erza gave a small smile in return. Makarov stood up on the desk and before jumping back on the floor, “Well, you can come and ask if you need anything. Take some time to work this out and you can come back to take a job when you feel you are ready.” Makarov reassured the young lady with a kind smile.

      “Actually Master…” Mira looked at the little Mage for a moment before shaking her head, “I think… I’m gonna take a break from job requests for a while.”

      Erza and Makarov looked between each other in confusion. They looked back over to the Strauss girl as Makarov inquired, “Are you sure Mira? You can take a break for as long as you want but I didn’t think—”

      “I’m sure.” Mira interrupted as she looked down at her guild master with a firm nod. She couldn’t tell them that since the accident, she couldn’t even activate her Satan Soul powers anymore because she still wanted to keep an image. But the idea of going back out on jobs so soon after what happened… it just scared her.

      Makarov saw the doubt in her eyes and understood what she was trying to say. He nodded, “Of course. I understand.”

      Mira gave him a grateful look and closed her eyes for a moment of peace.

      The door slammed open and Gray charged in, “Jii-San!”

      Makarov looked over to the Ice-Make Mage, “What is it?”

      “It’s Elfman! He’s-he’s gone!”

      Mira jumped out of her chair, “What?!”

      “We looked away for a minute and he was just gone! He isn’t anywhere in the guild! We don’t know where he is!”

      Mira worried about her little brother and scowled her face, “You idiot.” She sprinted past Gray and through the guild as she made her way into town.

    
    

    
      Elfman calmly walked through town as he tried to avoid any unnecessary attention from anybody. Of course, he was walking through a busy street with a bandage and bandaid over the stitches under his right eye so there were a few stares. But a least he had his outfit on so he nobody could see the bandages over his body.

      Elfman stopped in the middle of his walk and looked back in the direction of his guild. It was currently out of sight due to all the buildings in its way but that didn’t matter. Elfman wasn’t going to come back.

      He was too ashamed to take a step inside that guild.

      He was too ashamed to even go home.

      Hell, he couldn’t even look in his sisters’ general direction anymore without imagining what he did to them. To him it was all just one big blur. He couldn’t remember a single detail of what he had done or why he did it. But all that mattered was that it happened.

      He broke Mirajane’s arm and beat her around while she tried to control him from hurting himself. He had nearly killed Lisanna when she tried to communicate to him through all of his madness. And he had hurt Naruto while the powerful S-Class stopped him from completely losing himself before it was too late.

      He just wanted to disappear. He never wanted to cause trouble for his sisters and everyone else ever again. Maybe, if he just faded out of sight… all of their problems would go away as well. Elfman rounded a corner as he made his way to the town’s exit.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      Elfman stopped and looked up at the lamp post to see Naruto hanging upside down and looking at him. He pulled his feet from the metal and landed in front of Elfman before turning around and crossing his arms, “I don’t think a guy that just went through what you did should be up and moving just yet.”

      “What about you?” Elfman noted the bandages over Naruto’s forehead and around his jaw after the fighting he had done.

      Naruto shrugged, “Nah, this ain’t the first time by brain’s been bounced around in my head. I’m used to it.” He looked at Elfman, “Where’re you going?”

      “Just walking out.”

      “Really?” Naruto looked behind him towards the town’s gate, “Because to me, it looks like you’re trying to leave town.”

      Elfman looked at the blond before averting his eye, “Well maybe that’s for the best.”

      “Are you just going to leave Elfman?” Naruto asked in a cold fashion as he looked at Elfman dissapointedly, “Just like that?”

      “If it makes it easier for them then yes, I will.” Elfman tried to move past the blond but he just raised his arm in the larger man’s way. Elfman looked down at Naruto as he looked up.

      “I’m not letting you get past me.”

      Elfman took a deep breath, “Naruto, move.”

      “No.”

      “Please.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Just let me get past!” Elfman tried to force his way past Naruto’s arm. But just when the thing holding him back moved, Elfman felt a fist dig into the center of his chest. He gagged before falling on his knees and coughing, clutching his chest as he felt all the air escape his lungs.

      Elfman struggled to pull himself up and looked at the black boots that stood in front of him. He couldn’t find the strength to pull his head back any further and just laid his head on the pavement. He shook, “What am I supposed to do?”

      He pounded his fist against the concrete and struggled, “I’ve never seen them so… scared. Not even after our parents die did they ever look so frightened to see someone before.” He stayed quiet for a moment and shook his head, ‘I don’t know what to do. When I look at them, I’m just so… scared! I think about what I did to them and how I almost ruined everything! For what?! So I can get ‘stronger’?! So I can ‘prove myself’?! My ‘pride’?!’ He yelled, “I’m pathetic! I’m a joke!”

      “I don’t know what to do.” Elfman sobbed as some tears dripped onto the sidewalk, “I can’t think straight anymore. Every time I close my eyes, I think about what I did. I-I don’t—” he broke down and lost his voice for a moment as the image of Lisanna and Mira dead at his hands flashed in his head. He sputtered, “What do I do Naruto? I don’t know what to do.”

      He wasn’t really expecting an answer from the blond, but he needed to say this. He wanted someone else to know he really was trying to think of something to do. But every time he did, he came up short.

      Naruto grabbed Elfman by the collar, jerked his head up and lifted the Take-Over Mage so his watery, surprised eyes looked into his. Naruto glared at Elfman, “You stand up… and you make it right.”

      Elfman’s eyes were wide as Naruto kept his focus, “I’ve been in your position before Elfman. I’ve questioned myself. Doubted myself. I’ve done stuff I couldn’t move past. And I’ve even considered bailing out before. Because it hurt too much to come back and see everyone so happy when you feel so out of place.” Naruto’s eyes momentarily softened as he looked at the younger man in understanding, “I didn’t know what to do. I never did. I’m just too afraid. But you know what…”

      “You can’t let it control you.”

      Naruto lowered his arms so Elfman was lying back on his knees and loosened his grip on his collar. Naruto let his hands fall to his side, “I couldn’t live with myself knowing I made a mistake without trying to confront the people I hurt. I thought I could run away… but it isn’t that easy Elfman. You have to live with your mistake and your past because they will always follow you. But you can accept what happened… and try to make up for it.” Naruto walked forward until he was standing besides the distraught Strauss man and grabbed his shoulder, “I know it might hurt… but it’s time to face your mistakes buddy. That’s what a real man would do.”

      The air was still as everything was silent between the two mages.

      “Elfman! Elfman, where are you?!” Mira came running past the corner in search of her brother. And she stopped when she saw Naruto standing next to her brother as he had fallen to the ground. She looked between them before landing on the blond, “What happened?”

      Lisanna came around the corner next as she had heard Mirajane stop calling for their missing sibling. She looked at the scene in front of her and didn’t know what to say.

      Naruto just silently walked away from the crestfallen man and over to Mira and Lisanna’s side. He motioned his head to the male Strauss before walking around the corner. Lisanna and Mira looked between each other and then over to Elfman. Mira took a step forward, “Elfman?…”

      “I’m sorry.” Elfman finally said as his shoulders sank. “I’m sorry for everything Nee-chan, Lisanna. I-I thought I could help you. I thought I was strong enough to handle The Beast and my magic but… I wasn’t. And it wasn’t bad enough that I screwed up the mission… I…” Elfman sobbed a little and tried to catch his voice again, “I hurt you both doing it. I almost killed you both because of my pride. And I can’t ever make up for that. But I’m sorry. I’m…”

      Elfman felt something hit the back of his head and he grabbed it in pain before looking behind him. Lisanna was holding one of her crutches like a bat as Mira looked at her little sister in surprise. Lisanna started to beat him with it, “L-Lisanna—”

      “Idiot! Dumbass! Moron! Jerk! Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!” Lisanna yelled loudly as she kept hitting her brother with the crutch and he tried to protect himself. After a few more whacks, Lisanna fell to her knees as well and had her eyes covered by her hair. She sniffed, “I-I—”

      “I thought we lost you!” Lisanna cried as she looked up at Elfman with tears spilling from her eyes. She grabbed his shirt, ‘You fought Mira-Nee a-and I thought you were gone! I was so scared! I thought we were never gonna see you again!’ She looked up at Elfman with pleading eyes and shook her head, “Please-please Elf-niichan, don’t do that again! Don’t scare us like that!”

      Before he could answer, Mira enveloped them both in a tight hug and buried her face in their shoulders. They looked at her in surprise as her shoulder started to shake, “You’re both idiots. Stupid, stupid idiots. Risking your lives… almost dying… I-I thought I lost both of you.” She pulled her head back to reveal the tears going down her cheeks, “I thought I was alone! And I’ve never felt so afraid before! Please… don’t do that to me again! If I lost you two-then I’d—”

      Elfman and Lisanna couldn’t hold back their tears and held their oldest sister in a tight hug. All three siblings screamed and cried as they embraced each other after their horrible nightmare had passed.

      Naruto leaned against the wall around the corner as he smiled while the three of them cried. It was hard, but at least they weren’t bottling it up anymore. He could tell. He was an expert when it came to that field. He pushed himself off the wall and decided to walk back to the guild to tell everyone they were fine.

      But of course they were fine. They were together.

      They were still a family.

      ########Omake: Their Accomplishments, Our Goals########

      “Ugh!” Naruto grunted as he sat at the table and slammed his head into the wood. Gray and Cana were the only other people at the table so they looked between themselves in confusion.

      Gray sat besides the tired blond and leaned over to him, “Naruto? Are you okay man? You seem… kinda out of it.”

      “I’m tired. So tired.” He pulled his head back and rested on his chin while looking over to his friend, “The last mission I took required me to stay up all night to watch for robbers. I’m so drained I can’t bring myself to do anything else!”

      “Well here.” Cana slid a mug of booze over to his side and lifted her own, “This always does the trick for me. Give it a try.”

      Naruto and Gray sent a dry look between each other before Naruto pushed the mug away from him. He shook his head, “No thanks. I’ve seen what that does to you, Gildarts and Jiji. It ain’t pretty.”

      “Yeah. Plus…” Gray looked at Naruto, “I don’t wanna know how you would be when you are drunk. You’re kinda crazy as is so adding booze to that equation would…”

      “Be bad, right?”

      “Yeah.” Naruto and Gray nodded between themselves as Cana just scoffed and picked the full mug up. She looked at them in disappointment before chugging the whole thing in a minute.

      Naruto just folded his arms and rested his head, “I think I’m gonna *yawn* take a nap. Reenergize.”

      Gray shrugged his shoulder before going back to his meal, “Whatever man. Good night.”

      Naruto enjoyed those few moments of blissful peace until—

      “Hey guys! Look at this!” Levy’s voice got everyone to look at her as she pulled out today’s paper. She placed it on the table and pointed to the main article, “Look! Look!”

      Everybody except Naruto started crowding around and looking at the paper. Lisanna asked, “What is it?”

      “They just appointed a new member into the Wizard Saints! It’s all over the news!”

      “Who is it?”

      “Someone from Lamia Scale!” Levy read the name so she didn’t screw up, “‘Iron Rock’ Jura Neekis.”

      Naruto’s ears perked up at the name.

      “Jura Neekis?” Erza crossed her arms as she thought of the name before nodding, “Oh yes, I’ve heard of him. He’s apparently supposed to be an extremely powerful and competent Mage. And very respectable too.”

      Mira raised an eyebrow before smirking, “I bet I could take him.”

      “No you couldn’t.”

      “A new Wizard Saint? You mean like the same thing Jii-chan is?” Natsu asked as Levy nodded in agreement. Natsu perked up, “Oh man, I wanna fight him!”

      “Calm down you idiot, that guy would probably kick your ass in an instant.”

      “Well, I’ll never know until I try!”

      “Geez, when you think Wizard Saint, you think of some old fart that’s had the title for years. But this guy got it so quick. That’s cool.” Cana took a swig of her drink, “What is he, like Gildarts’ age? Or Mahiro’s?”

      “Um… it says here he’s…” Levy looked through the details before grimacing and letting out a little chuckle, “25.”

      “What?!” They all exclaimed as they looked at the provided picture. Gray pointed at it in disbelief, “But he’s bald! What 25-year old dude is bald?!”

      Makarov watched all his kids argued about the article until Naruto walked up and placed an S-Class request in front of him. Makarov looked down at it and whistled, “That looks like a tough one Naruto. You sure you wanna take it after just coming back—”

      “Smug bastard.”

      Makarov blinked in confusion when he heard the blond mumble that. He tilted his head, “Huh?”

      “I bet right now that bald jerk is laughing it up in his guild. Enjoying the fact that he pulled one over on me.” Naruto had a vicious grin on his face while he cracked his knuckles, “Well enjoy it while it lasts Jura. I’m gonna show you who the real best is.”

      Naruto pulled the request and sprinted out of the guild, “I’ll show you what’s what, Magic Head!”

      Everyone watched him as he laughed and ran down the street. Everyone blinked in surprise as they heard him cackle like a maniac and scare everyone else in his way.

      “What was that about?”

    
    

    
      Done

      I only have two more chapters until we reach canon. And that’s only because I have two more things I need to address before we can bring in everyone’s favorite Celestial Spirit Mage.

      I’m nervous about the next chapter. Because I want it to be great.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye
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      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 23: Together With You
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      June X782

      Erza sat comfortably at the guild’s bar as she waited for her order to be prepared. She smiled a little when she saw the guild’s new barmaid struggle with the ingredients and grumble when she fumbled with the filters. Erza giggled a little before looking over the counter, “Do you need some help?”

      “No! No, it’s fine!” Mira said as she popped out from behind the counter with some coffee grim on her cheek and in her long hair. She finished pouring the coffee through the filter and set the heat, ‘Okay, we’re good now.’ The new barmaid exhaled and fixed up her messy hair before looking at the red-head who kept watching her with a smile. Mirajane just smiled back and asked, “What is it? Why are you laughing?”

      “Nothing. No reason.” Erza defended with her hands up in a sign of peace. She placed them back on the counter and looked the now retired S-Class Mage in the eye, “I just never could have imagined you wanting to serve people food and drinks like this. It seems so…” Erza thought about the right choice of words while Mira waited for her to finish. Erza just shrugged her shoulders, “Not-Mira.”

      “Not-Mira?” Mira asked before both women started laughing at the direction the conversation was going. Mira fixed her hair with a cheerful smile, “I didn’t know I came with my own category.”

      “Sorry.”

      “No no it’s fine.” Mira looked herself over before just smiling, “I like doing stuff like this. It’s easy. I don’t feel a heavy burden on my back like I did before when I tried to control everything. It’s not so bad.”

      “Hehe, I bet.” Erza had to admit, Mira did seem content. All the years she had known the Strauss girl, she always saw Mira with a smirk or smile on her face. But after the incident with The Beast, Mirajane couldn’t activate her Satan Soul Take-Over magic anymore no matter how hard she tried.

      She had grown frustrated and angry with herself and tried as hard as she could to force her magic to work. From what Master told them, Mira created a mental block around her abilities to conceal them from use. The trauma from almost losing her remaining family and feeling weak buried itself deep within her psyche.

      She could still use her Transformation and Water magic but those weren’t really suited for the dangers of S-Class jobs. With her options fading and no clear answer in sight, Mira came to a decision…

      She retired from being an active Mage.

      Everyone tried to talk her out of it but Mirajane was adamant on stepping down from her position. She didn’t show it but she was actually very upset with having to give up the only lifestyle she had ever known. But without a suitable magic to make up for her loss in power, she was just going to be a liability for Elfman and Lisanna. And instead of making them worry about her, she decided to take a job working here in the guild.

      Admittedly it was… rough at first, to say the least. Mira got the orders wrong. She always yelled at whoever told her to hurry up. And after the incident that will forever be known as ‘The Beer, The Peanut, and The Flaming Steak Debacle’, Mirajane now had to write down all the orders she was given until she could memorize them better.

      Poor Loke still had to drink his food through a straw.

      But after a while, Mira started to fit in with the image of the Fairy Tail barmaiden. Everyone liked the delicious food she cooked. People from all over town visited the guild to see the beautiful new ‘Face of Fairy Tail’. And, to those that knew her well…

      She had a genuine, simple smile on her face when she worked.

      It probably also helped a little that since she couldn’t access her Satan Soul magic her personality didn’t have to compensate for the harsh toll it took to control the power of demons anymore. Erza could freely admit that she didn’t see the white-haired woman as the crude, foul-mouthed bitch she thought she knew just a few months earlier.

      Mirajane leaned against the counter for a moment and looked at everyone else playing at a different table with a fond smile. Erza followed and looked back as she watched Koyuki look down at everyone from Elfman’s shoulder. She cheered happily as Elfman boasted about giving the growing girl the best, most manly spot in the entire guild.

      Erza couldn’t be certain but she thought he used the term to describe everything he thought was extrodinary.

      While Koyuki happily cheered for Elfman to keep carrying her, Natsu bragged that Happy could make her go higher. While Happy cried and said he didn’t want to carry her up because the little Senju girl always hugged him tight enough to liquefy his organs, Lisanna tried to calm his understandable fear.

      Everyone sat around the table and laughed at their antics. Mira in particular was looking at her brother and sister as they lightheartedly brought smiles to everyone else. Since the incident, both Lisanna and Elfman had been doing their best to pick up the slack since she wasn’t going to be a part of the team anymore.

      Elfman started to let his hair grow out more and took jobs by himself now since he wanted to gain more experience. He still couldn’t use his Full-Body Take-Over after everything that happened but he didn’t let that hang over him anymore. What did he say when he was surrounded on all sides with nothing more then his arms to help him fight?

      “A MAN DOESN’T LET ANYTHING HOLD HIM BACK! IF YOU THINK THIS WILL BE ENOUGH TO STOP ME, I’D LIKE TO SEE YOU TRY!”

      He got the nickname ‘Beast Arm Elfman’ for more than just his magic.

      And Lisanna had started to think more strategically with multiple ideas planned out in case one of them goes wrong. It was actually quite useful to have someone like her on a team. Natsu and Happy could attest to that. It also helped that she had started to take first-aid lessons from the local clinic. From small stuff like little cuts and scratches all the way to how to properly deal with a concussion.

      Considering this was Fairy Tail, the latter came into play more often than not.

      Erza’s eyes caught the simple jeans and t-shirt combo Lisanna was wearing. Before she turned back around and looked at where Lisanna’s old choice of clothes had ended up. Erza smiled at Mira’s new wardrobe choice, “I still can’t believe this is the first time I’m seeing you in something other than those old black clothes.”

      Mira looked down at the maroon dress with the long skirt that had been given to her by Lisanna and tilted her head. She grabbed the ends of the skirt and looked herself over before shrugging her shoulders, “Eh. Lisanna suggested that I get a change of appearance now that I’ve got a new job.” She let go of the edges but kept her smile, “I’ll miss my old clothes but hey…”

      “I’m now Mirajane Strauss, Best Barmaid of Fairy Tail.”

      Mira proclaimed proudly before she heard the coffee pot ring. She walked over and poured the hot drink into a cup for her friend. She placed it in front of Erza, “Violà! One brew of Coffee Milk. Enjoy.”

      “Thanks…” Erza said as her tone lasted for a minute before she looked up at Mira with a bashful smile, “But I ordered tea with a bit of honey.”

      Mira’s smile instantly fell before she slowly looked down at the drink she had wasted her time making. She looked off to the side with a scowl, “Dammit.” She shook her head in a displeased manner and mumbled, ‘Stupid coffee machine. I can work a stove. I can work an oven. But coffee’s the thing that screws me up.’ Mira shook her head before standing straight again, “I’ll take that back if you want.”

      “No it’s fine.” Erza said as she grasped the handle of the cup, “I could actually go for some coffee before I head back out.” Erza raised the c—

      She cringed and slowly lowered the cup before gently touching her right bicep. Mira saw the momentary pain on Erza face and inquired, “Hey, what’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

      Erza spared a look at Mira before she shook her head, “No, I’m fine.” She lifted the metal plate out of the way to show a bandage wrapped around her upper arm. She gave Mira an indifferent shrug, “It’s just a little cut. Something I got on my last job. It’s nothing to worry about.”

      Mira gave the stubborn red-head a wary glance as she silently looked her over. The former S-Class Mage took note of several patches of bandages and bandaids still visible through the openings of Erza’s armor. She looked at the Requip Mage as she started sipping her coffee, “Didn’t you just come back from an S-Class job? Your third one in the last few days?”

      “It’s fine. I just got a little careless. It won’t happen again.”

      “Maybe you should take a break. There’s no shame in taking a week off.”

      Erza shook her head, “I’ll be fine Mira. There’s a lot of work to be done and I feel like I can do it all.” Erza placed the cup down on her plate before standing out of her seat and smiling at the barmaid, “Thanks for your concern Mira.”

      Mira nodded and smiled back. And her smile slowly but surely started to stretch into a coy, sly smirk. Erza was a little taken aback from the look on her face and leaned away, “Why-why are you smiling? It’s never good when you smile like that. Bad things happen to people when you smile like that.”

      “Why don’t you take a break after you finish your next job?” Erza looked over to the staircase leading up to the second floor and saw Naruto walking down with a smirk on his face. He jumped down the last few steps and walked over to the red-head before pulling out a request paper, “Tada!”

      Erza leaned back to get a better look of the request and read the lines. Local bandits. Terrorized civilians. 15K Jewel reward. About a day’s travel back and forth. Simple enough.

      Erza looked to the side to see Mira looking between them expectantly and raised an eyebrow. She looked around the form and at the blond, “Okay… why this job?”

      Naruto smiled and pulled the form back from Erza’s personal space. He held it up, “Because… you and me are taking this job together.”

      Erza blinked in surprise, “Wh… huh?”

    
    

    
      ( “Attention… the next train shall be arriving in ten minutes. We apologize for the delay due to weather conditions at neighboring stations and hope this incident will not hinder your traveling plans. Repeat… the next train will arrive in ten minutes.”)

      Naruto and Erza sat besides each other on the bench in the station. Unlike her usual jobs Erza didn’t have her mountain of clothes and cake to bring with her. She was only told to bring the necessities and Naruto would keep them in his Requip space for her. Hers was cluttered with weapons, armor, and anything else she always kept with her. While his usually only stored a few weapons and any essential stuff he might need.

      Right now the two of them were sitting a little bit away from each other. It was silent and… kinda awkward. Now that they had a moment to think about it, they hadn’t been alone with each other in a long time. They were usually with everyone else in the guild or at least had Koyuki with them to grab their attention. The last time the two of them were really alone…

      Was after the S-Class Exam. When they kissed.

      Erza sighed and looked over at Naruto, “Okay, I have to ask you something.” Naruto turned to her as she inquired, “What brought this on? It seems kind of outta the blue.”

      “What?” Naruto droned before he made a smug look and started tooting his own horn, ‘I could see you were feeling swamped from a mile away. So I steeped up!’ He puffed out his chest and looked at her through the corner of his eye, “You impressed? Huh? Huh?”

      Erza… just had a dry look on her face. She wasn’t accusing him. She wasn’t denying him. She was just staring at him with an unnerving look in her eye.

      Naruto started to deflate and sat back in the bench, “Okay, so it was Mira’s idea. But we both noticed you have been working a lot lately. So she came up with the idea of an easy job and a little break afterwards.” Naruto just shrugged, “And I wanted to help.”

      Erza chuckled and smiled before shaking her head in defeat. She crossed her legs, “I guess I can’t argue with that.” She looked over to her friend, “So what’s in store for our downtime?”

      Naruto was silent for a moment before looking forward in thought. His mouth slowly opened before he looked back at her with a stunned expression, “I… didn’t think of anything.”

      “Seriously?”

      “We only came up with this idea yesterday. Hehe, Mira’s gonna be so pissed.” Naruto slouched in his spot while Erza just laughed at the circumstances. He looked to her, “What would you wanna do?”

      Erza thought for a moment and hummed, “Maybe we could get something to eat?” She smirked, “Maybe some ramen and cake?”

      Naruto eagerly sat up at that suggestion, “Really? Do you mean that? Because that sounds great. I mean I don’t actually think ramen and cake go together but now I want to try ramen and cake together.”

      “Okay then, when we’re done with the job we’ll go out and get some ramen and cake.” Erza smiled, “It’s a date.”

      Naruto nodded and they both came to a silent agreement. Then it became silent between them again as they left it hanging in the air. They both sat back into the bench and waited for a moment as they only needed another five minutes for the train to arrive.

      Naruto felt something gnawing at the back of his head and had to get it out. He looked over to her, “I need to ask you something.” Erza turned to face him directly, “It’s about something that happened the day of Damnation’s attack.”

      Erza was actually surprised by the topic. They didn’t usually bring that up because of everything that happened.

      Naruto looked down at his hands, “Before everything happened… you came to me before I left for a job and asked if I wanted to be a part of a team with you. And I said yes. That was more than a year ago…” He looked over at her, “What happened?”

      Erza blinked for a moment before looking to the side in consideration. She waited for a moment and thought back to the request she made in the middle of the street a year earlier. They were both so happy and excited about the idea of finally working together on a team. But this was the first job they had taken together since then. What had changed since then and now?

      Erza looked up at Naruto, “Everything.”

      Naruto had to admit… she was right. Damnation and the consequences of everything that happened. Losing Hashi-Ji. The Council and the fall-out. Mahiro taking the job to protect him. And their promise to look after Koyuki in her place.

      They really weren’t the same people they were a year earlier.

      Naruto was silent for a moment before he chuckled a little. He looked over to his best friend, “Imagine how much carnage we would’ve caused if we were on a team. We’d probably bankrupt the guild.”

      “Master would always yell at us.”

      “We’d never hear the end of the complaints from the Council.”

      “Everyone else in the guild would never let us live it down.”

      “And it would have been so much fun.” Both of them smiled before looking over to where the train started whistling and the the civilians started making their way on-board. Naruto and Erza pushed themselves up and prepared to make their on. He looked over to her, “You ready?”

      “Yeah. Let’s go.”

    
    

    
      The abandoned building on top of the hill was the hideout for the local thugs of Aster town. The home of a bunch of degenerates and delinquents that got their kicks out of harassing the townspeople. Currently, the entire building was full of drunken morons laughing like hyenas as they enjoyed the spoils of their most recent rob.

      One of them took a swig of his drink before looking outside at the gray clouds settling overhead. He whistled before yelling to everyone, “Hey! Looks like shit outside! Think we got a storm coming!”

      “So?! Why do we care?”

      “Can this shit-hole even stand in a storm?”

      “Probably not. It shakes when there’s a light breeze.”

      “Then let’s just grab the supplies from town!”

      “We’ve got it!” A group of three said as they started making their way to the door with a confident stride. One of them looked back, “We’ll get some wood or something. Better yet, we’ll just get one of the workers to come give us some complimentary handiwork!”

      “Hahaha! Hey, make sure you get some beer too! Aniki says he’s running low!”

      “Yeah, don’t worry! We—”

      *BAM*

      The door blew off its hinges and completely beaned the group of three in the face. They flew back and skidded against the ground before falling on their backs, dumb looks on their faces and bloody noses to boot.

      Everyone in the shabby building looked at them in shock before looking over to the now broken doorway. On one side of the frame was a red-headed woman in armor with a stern expression aimed at each and every one of them. Her long red hair had two strands over her shoulder and a long bang covering her right eye. Besides her was a smirking blond in a black outfit and a long dark cloak. His arms were crossed in front of him as he looked at them like he was expecting them to attack.

      The red-head took the first step forward and looked around at everyone in sight. She swiped her arm out, “We are mages from Fairy Tail! We were hired by the locals to put an end to your actions!” She yelled, “Stand down now and we can end this peacefully!”

      Everyone was silent for a moment after her proclamation. They all looked between each other… before they fumbled to pull out bats, swords, and any other random heavy object they could use to hit them with.

      Erza sighed disappointedly as she shook her head. She looked over to Naruto, “I really thought they were gonna stand down.”

      “Really?” Naruto blinked as he looked at her in surprise. He looked over to where all of the punks were picking up their weapons, “Cause this is exactly how I thought it was gonna end up. It usually does for me. I’m honestly surprised you walked in with negotiation on the mind.”

      “Oh well.” Erza summoned a bat out of her Requip and spun it in hand as some of them started charging towards her, “I guess we do this the hard way!” She ducked under a wide swing to her chest and dove around to slam the bat against two of her attackers cheeks, sending them flying back unconscious.

      “Pfft, more like the fun way.” Naruto joked before he mindlessly raised his left hand and caught the sword of the guy sneaking up on him. Naruto looked back at the man and smiled before tensing his fingers and snapping the blade in half. His smile turned into a smirk before he effortlessly sent a quick, weak side-kick into his attacker’s gut, sending him flying back into a table.

      Erza punched a man in the face before leaning back from a pipe swung at her head. She spun and kicked another man away before grabbing the hilt of a sword that was about to cut her. She pulled the sword out of the attacker’s hands before using the hilt to strike him in-between the eyes. She then tossed it over her shoulder so swiftly that it imbedded itself in the wall as she jumped off one man’s face and kicked another one down.

      The thugs started to realize they were completely outmatched by the duo from the Fairy Tail guild. They looked between each other, “This sucks! They’re way to good!”

      “What do we do?!”

      “I-I don’t know! Pay ’em off!”

      “Do we even have enough to do that?!

      “Well how much would they pay to bring us in?! 10 Million?! 20 Million?!”

      Naruto took a moment from head-locking one of the thugs to look over to the little group. He shook his head, “No. The village only paid us about 15 Thousand to stop you guys.”

      The fighting came to a grinding halt as all of the thugs looked at the blond in disbelief. They stuttered, “S-seriously?”

      “Yep.”

      “Just… 15 Thousand?”

      “15 Thousand.”

      “Wow… that’s… really disheartening.”

      “Well you can’t expect to earn a big bounty if you don’t work for it!” Erza stopped her total curb-stomping of the weaker men and she looked at them with a firm glare. She yelled, ‘If you wish to gain respect and recognition, you have to work for it! Sweat for it! Bleed for it! No one can ever just expect something to come to them without working hard for it!’ She pointed her bat at a group of them, “If you wish to prove yourselves, then stand up and charge!”

      Everyone was silent for a moment after Erza finished her rousing speech. It was so quiet you could almost hear a cricket chirping…

      “She’s right!”

      One of the guys had manly tears streaming down his face, “We were too foolish to think we would be recognized just for harassing some old people down in the village!”

      “Idiots! Complete idiots are we!”

      One of the guys who was previously knocked out lifted himself up on shaky arms, “T-Thank you for showing us how incompetent we have been Madam!”

      “A goddess has shown us the way!”

      “A Queen!”

      “Can we call you Ane-sama?!”

      “It would be our pleasure!”

      Simultaneously, most of the weak-willed men bowed their heads towards the woman that was previously kicking their asses, “Thank you Ane-sama!”

      Naruto felt sweat drip down his neck before looking at Erza dryly, “Erza, please don’t motivate the guys we’re trying to beat up.”

      She shook her head in dissapointment, “Sorry, I got a little carried away.”

      “Ane-sama?” Everyone looked over to where a door opened and a large man stepped out from behind. He was almost a foot taller than everyone else in the place, with a large bear tattoo on his face and his shirt ripped up to show off his large muscles. He cracked his knuckles and glared at all of his subordinates, “You know you guys only have one boss, right?”

      “Aniki!”

      “We’re sorry Aniki! We faltered for a moment!”

      “These guys just barged into our base and started wrecking everything up! Please help Aniki!”

      The boss of the group looked over to the blond man of the duo. Naruto looked up at him as the punk under his armpit squirmed his way out and ran away. The big man made his way over to the whiskered Mage and glared down at him, “So, it was you who’s been causing my boys trouble, huh?”

      Naruto eagerly nodded his head, “Yep, and I’m here to kick all your asses. Sorry about the inconvenience.”

      The large man furrowed his eyes and growled, “You know, I don’t like smart asses.”

      “Then you are gonna hate me.”

      The large thug didn’t wait another moment before he swung his fist at the blond. Naruto just leaned back out of the way and let the man stumble after losing his balance. The man sent a quick look to the blond who smirked and shook his eyebrows. The boss started throwing punch after punch in a futile attempt to strike him across the face. But Naruto kept stepping back just a hair’s width out of range and his smile didn’t falter for a minute.

      The boss decided to catch him off-guard with a quick kick but Naruto just raised his foot and stopped it in place. The boss hissed and started bouncing in place as he rubbed his leg in pain. What the hell was that? The little blond bastard barely even raised his leg and it was like kicking a lead pipe!

      He gingerly placed his foot back on the ground before pointing at the blond, “H-hahaha! I guess they don’t call you a Fairy for nothing! Too scared to take a punch from me, am I right?!” He nervously laughed as he tried to boast, “You’re smarter then you look!”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow at the man’s challenge. He sighed and walked forward until he was standing just more than a foot away from him. Everyone watched as he challenged the larger man, “Okay, I’ll give you a hit. One free hit. Then will you stop whining?”

      The boss looked at the young man in shock. Before a vein started throbbing in his head. This little bastard was making fun of him? Saying he would take a punch from him? He was like a brick wall and this little guy was skinnier than a twig! Well if he wanted it so badly, then—

      “HA!” The boss didn’t spare a moment and he punched Naruto across the cheek. He used every ounce of strength he could muster to put this little man in his place. He took a moment after punching him…

      “OWWWWWW! OW! OW! OW!” The large thug screamed as he tried to shake the horrible stinging feeling out of his hand. Shit! It was like punching a wall made of steel! What was that little guy eating?!

      Erza walked over to Naruto as he just stood their indifferently after hurting the large man’s fist with his cheek. She looked him over, “You okay?”

      “Yeah I’m fine. You?”

      “No complaint.” She gestured to the man currently blowing on his hand, “Do you mind if I take over?”

      Naruto opened with his hand, “By all means.”

      Erza walked forward until she was standing right besides the huge man. He looked up from where he was trying to massage his hand and looked over the woman. He painfully scoffed, “What now? Is the bitch gonna try and resolve this—”

      “HA!”

      Erza kicked him in the chin and sent him flying back until he crashed through a table. He laid there unconscious as all of his followers looked at the armor clad woman in shock. She looked around at them expectantly and shrugged her shoulders, “Anyone else?”

      They all instantly dropped their weapons and raised their hands in peace. They weren’t gonna try arguing with her after that.

      Naruto smiled and clapped his hands, “Hey, they’re learning!”

    
    

    
      Erza lightly scolded the men, “Now luckily none of you have caused the citizens too much trouble. You’ll be in lock up for just a few weeks. Use that time to revise your choices and come back out better men. All right?”

      “YES, ANE-SAMA!” The dozens of thugs yelled as they saluted the red-head even when their hands were handcuffed together.

      The boss of the group, now with a large bandage over her chin, leaned down towards the young woman, “Ane-sama, I’m sorry I used such a derogatory term with you before. I don’t know what came over me.”

      “It’s fine. It happens to the best of us.” Erza said as she lightly tapped his shoulder with a kind nod. She looked at them before she started walking away, “I hope you all learn from this experience!”

      “OF COURSE, ANE-SAMA!”

      The thugs were lead by the authorities to the local jail as Erza looked at the town congratulating Naruto for his help. She smiled and watched as they started offering him money, food and whatever else they had to offer. She watched as everyone in town crowded around the center of the clearing…

      Except for one old woman. Who stood off to the side and kept her eye on Erza like she just saw a ghost. Erza was a little unnerved by the look she was getting so she just decided to walk up to the rest of the crowd.

      “Thank you young man! Oh, I knew we could count on a Mage from Fairy Tail to solve our problem!” One man said as he shook Naruto’s hand rapidly.

      Naruto laughed and scratched the back of his head, “Aw shucks, it was nothing. We just did what you asked us to.”

      “Please, let us make it up to you! M-maybe we can increase the reward for your hard work!”

      Naruto’s ears pricked up at that suggestion as he grinned. He laughed, “Well if you insist—”

      Erza punched the back of his head as she interrupted the greedy deal. She shook her head, “Thank you for the kind offer, but we couldn’t possibly take anymore from you then you had already specified in the request. Right, Naruto?”

      Naruto rubbed the pain away, “Yeah. Sorry.”

      “Well please, make yourselves at home until you feel like leaving.”

      Naruto and Erza both nodded at the old man as he walked away. They looked around at the small town and saw it had many stores, restaurants, and other shops open. Naruto looked at Erza, “Hey, do you think we can eat here? Maybe they have what we were looking for.”

      “Maybe. It would be very convenient to eat now. That way we can do something else.” Erza had a little sparkle in her eyes as she spotted all the stores, “I’m interested in seeing what they have for sale.”

      “Great! Let’s look around and—”

      “U-um, excuse me?” They were interrupted by a group of several young men about their age with something behind their backs. They all looked rather nervous and flustered.

      Naruto turned to them, “Yeah?”

      “A-are you really a part of the Fairy Tail guild?”

      “Yes I am.”

      “So, d-do you know-like-all the other people in the guild?”

      “Yeah…” Naruto was a bit apprehensive since these guys sent weird chills down his back. He hesitantly asked, “Why?”

      “Well… we were wondering if-um…” After a moment, they all pulled something out from behind their backs. It was a bright, colorful magazine with bold font and a certain beautiful white-haired girl on the cover giving a cute smile.

      It was Mira.

      “Do you know Mirajane-San?! The poster-girl of Fairy Tail! The goddess of the new age! The newest rookie in the Sorcerer’s Magazine centerfold!”

      Oh. These guys were Mira’s fans.

      Now that he thought about it, he remembered that last month some guys from the magazine popped came to get a few interviews with the guild. They had questions for everyone in the guild and took a few pictures. And then they spotted Mira behind the counter.

      They grew interested in her and asked if she wanted to be the cover girl that week. Mira thought about it for awhile but decided there was no harm and did a few poses. She was just going to appear on the cover and use an innocent picture of her standing to be in the centerfold. It was no big deal…

      Until it broke the previous selling record.

      Apparently Mira’s new occupation as the barmaid drew the attention of every desperate man and woman that bought the magazine. She was subtle yet she attracted their eyes and garnered their focus. The sexy barmaid of Fairy Tail was the biggest topic with readers. Within a day Weekly Sorcerer was getting fan letters demanding she appear again.

      Since then, Mira had been approached by several companies and businesses to be their call girl. Elfman tried to protect his sister from prying eyes… but a massive, powerful Mage could only take so much before he was trampled.

      And to support Mira with her new career, most men in the guild bought her issue. Naruto included. Of course… they weren’t actually going to tell anyone else in the guild they bought it. They didn’t have the courage to admit they bought a magazine with half-naked girls to everyone else they knew.

      Naruto made sure to hide his magazines very thoroughly. In a plastic folder in a box under his bed. He didn’t wanna risk it.

      Naruto nodded his head, “Yeah. I know Mira.”

      They all squealed like excited girls. They started surrounding Naruto, “Do you have her contact information?!”

      “Maybe her address so we can send her gifts?!”

      “What’s she like in person?! I bet she’s like a delicate princess who doesn’t know how regular people do everyday activities!”

      “No! No, I bet she’s a bossy type who would step on you and call you filthy~!”

      “I bet she likes to dress up and call everybody master! She seems like the respectful type! And she does follows every command she’s given because that’s how a maid behaves!”

      Naruto was a little freaked out by these… avid fans. They kept making weirder and weirder guesses about what Mira’s personality was like. Probably each with their own preference to how they like their women. And they were asking him how she really acted. Sure she was getting nicer lately but his mind automatically went back to the girl he had known for several years. He didn’t have the heart to tell them what he knew about her…

      On the other hand, it would be really fun to see what happened.

      “Gentlemen…” Naruto interrupted as he threw his arms over two of their shoulders before leading the small group away. He chuckled, “Do I have a little story for you. Let me tell you… about this demon girl I knew.”

      Erza sighed as she watched Naruto lead the group of teens away. He was about to crush so many hopes and dreams. She laughed as she looked around town for a place for them to eat. There had to be somewhere around here that served ramen. Naruto probably wouldn’t be satisfied with just pasta or noodles. And she wanted cake. Maybe—

      “Erika-chan?”

      Erza immediately froze as she heard the old, withered voice call out that name. She slowly turned around to see the old woman she had spotted outside the group earlier standing behind her. She looked up at Erza with hope in her eyes, “Erika-chan, is that—”

      She immediately stopped when she got a better look at Erza’s face. The hope in her eyes faded and she had a despondent look take its place. She droned, “I’m sorry young lady. I confused you for the wrong person.”

      Erza watched as the short woman started to walk away. Erza felt her mind turn again as she desperately didn’t want to let the old woman out of her sight. She reached out, “W-wait—”

      “Erza-San.” The old man from before walked over to get her attention, “On the matter of your payment—”

      “Please go talk to the blond man I came with!” Erza interrupted as she pushed past the man and chased after the short, wizened woman. She caught up and grabbed the elderly woman’s shoulder, “E-excuse me!”

      The woman looked back at Erza, “Yes?”

      “Just-just now you called me someone, right? Erika? Is that what you said?”

      The woman had a sad look on her face before nodding her head. She spoke, “Yes… I’m sorry child, it’s just… you look remarkably like this young woman I knew some time ago. She—”

      “Erika Sōto, right?” Erza interjected as the elderly woman looked up at her in amazement. Erza put her hand to her chest, “I look like a woman named Erika Sōto… that’s who you thought I was, right?”

      The old woman blinked in surprise, “H-how did you know?”

      Erza swallowed her anxiety and steeled herself, “Erika Sōto was my mother.”

      The woman’s eyes widened for a moment before she covered her mouth with her hands. Her eyes started to water, “I remember… Erika-chan and Kazuya-kun, they had a little girl… a baby they never left out of their sights…”

      “Yes! Yes, that’s me!” Erza fell to one knee to better address the elderly woman as she smiled, “I’m Erza.”

      “Erza-chan.” The old woman said as her wrinkly hands held Erza’s cheeks. She took a moment to look the young Mage over as little tears formed in her eyes, “You’re the spitting image of Erika-chan. Oh god, I feel like I’ve stepped into the past.”

      Erza couldn’t believe what was happening. The woman in front of her somehow knew her parents. She didn’t know what to do so she gently grasped the hand over her cheek.

      The old woman choked out, “How are your parents? I haven’t seen them in so long.”

      Erza’s smiled faltered as she looked down and shook her head. She looked at the woman, “I’m sorry, but my parents passed away a very long time ago. When I was still just a child.”

      “Oh… you poor thing.” She wheezed as she grabbed Erza’s shoulder and gave her a sympathetic look, ‘I am so sorry. Your parents were kind and sweet people. I remember how they always smiled and helped everyone else in town whenever they could.’ She smiled fondly while reminiscing about the young couple, “They were so kind. I hope they can rest in peace.”

      Erza had a smile on her face as she heard the woman talk so fondly about her parents. She always read from her father’s journal whenever she felt like she needed guidance or wanted to think about what they were like. But hearing how they were such good people from someone who actually knew them made her heart swell up in pride.

      She held the old woman’s hand, “I’m sorry, but may I ask, how did you know my parents?”

      “Oh…” The woman placed her hands in front of her, “I was one of their neighbors. I lived right across from them. Erika-chan always helped me around the house if I asked for her help. And Kazuya-kun helped cook meals for me whenever I was feeling weak. Your father was an excellent cook. Your mother… hehe, not so much.”

      Erza chuckled when she heard the old woman joke about her mother’s cooking skills. Before her eyes widened and she looked around at the town. She looked at the old woman, “The town, the one you all lived in, is this it?”

      She looked at Erza before slowly shaking her head. She looked at the red-head sadly, “I’m sorry child, but that town was attacked many years ago. By a horrible group of men. They burnt down many of the homes and kidnapped most of the people living in them.” She shook her head, “There was almost nothing left.”

      Erza eyes widened in horror. She looked down in shock, “Oh.”

      “Yes. They were a bunch of men kidnapping the young men, women, and children from off the streets. They kept saying they were going to use them to resurrect someone.” The old woman struggled to remember the name said so often on that awful night. She thought for a moment before realizing, “A man named Zeref.”

      Erza’s downcast visage changed as it slowly formed into one of shallow anger. All these years… all this time… and those monsters from the tower were still screwing everything up. Erza wished she could teach them all a lesson again, but this time, she was experienced in causing pain. But… there was nothing left to hate. Just a damn bad memory.

      The elderly woman shook her head, “It was such a tragedy. There weren’t many of us left after the night was over. Some men and women came out of hiding from them all night. They didn’t take many of the elderly so I was tossed out with the garbage. And some children managed to hide away while others were being taken.” She shook her head sadly, “I still remember one little girl… crying and saying that her big brother hid her in a trash can as he sacrificed himself. It was… just terrible.”

      Erza felt some of her anger subside as she took a calming breath. She looked at the women with empathy, “I’m so sorry for what happened to your village. I wish… I could have seen it for myself.”

      The old woman was silent for a moment before looking into Erza’s eyes, “If you really want to… you still can.”

      “What?”

      “There isn’t very much, but the town might still be standing after all this time.” The old woman pointed in the direction of a small mountain range, “Just a few hours beyond those mountains are all that remains of that old town. That’s why I came here… so I would never be too far away from what happened.”

      Erza looked in the direction the old woman pointed and felt conflicted. She bent down again, “Ma’am, can you please tell me everything you know.”

      The woman hesitated and shook her head, “Erza-chan, you shouldn’t go. Going back there… seeing what’s left of everything that used to be there… it’s too painful.”

      “You might be right. But even so…” Erza showed a strong resolve to the one in her eyes, ‘I need to see what’s still there.’ She looked at the old woman with a plead, “Please.”

      The old woman showed a bit of fear in her eyes before she slowly nodded her head. The look in her eyes… the strength to stand strong even when there was something scary in front of her… she truly was her parents’ daughter.

      Naruto smiled as he accepted the cash reward for his and Erza’s hard work. He looked through the money before he heard the sound of shifting metal coming up behind him. He looked back to see Erza stand right besides him. He smiled and waved the money, “Lookie. We got some cash. And everyone even gave me some of their recommendations for places to eat. C’mon, let’s go get something before—

      “Naruto.” Erza said rather weakly as she had her eyes hidden from view by her hair. She walked forward until she stood in front of him. She almost whispered, “Can we hold off on dinner for awhile? I… I need your help in going somewhere.”

      Naruto felt something was off with the way she said that. She looked at her, “Erza? What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “Nothing… just…” She reached out and held onto his sleeve for some support as she couldn’t look him in the eye just yet. She said again, “Please… I need you to come with me… please.”

      Naruto was silent as he didn’t know what to say. They were both quiet until Erza lifted her head and looked at him with uncertainty and worry in her mismatched eyes. Naruto’s hesitance instantly disappeared as he nodded his head…

      “Of course.”

    
    

    
      They had been walking in silence for hours now. When Naruto asked where they were going, Erza responded that they were heading for her hometown. He was surprised and shocked by that answer but couldn’t get anymore information out of her.

      The wind was starting to pick up and the sky looked like it was getting worse. But that didn’t matter to them. They had a mission in mind.

      After making their way into a dirt road and passing a few hills, the two Fairy mages finally arrived at their destination. They looked at it in quiet shock as they had no words to describe it.

      This was the peaceful town of Rosemary.

      Or at least… what was left of it.

      As far as the eye could see, everything in sight was scorched. Almost all of the houses were burnt from a blazing fire while most of them had fallen from the stress of all these years. Even the welcome sign to the town was nothing more then soggy black wood covered in moss.

      “Oh… my god.” Naruto said as he started making his way through the town’s streets. He and Erza looked around at what was left after the Zeref cult had its way with the town. It was horrifying. Naruto was scared and depressed just looking at this place that once housed more than a hundred people…

      And one of these was Erza’s home.

      He looked at her, “Erza—”

      “Let’s split up.” Erza said as she started walking at a brisk pace while looking over the houses. She entered one that was still standing, “One of them must be…” She stopped just shy of saying what she need to before making her way in, “Let’s go.”

      Naruto knew how important this was for her. So he didn’t argue and just started making his way through any houses that were still miraculously standing after all this time.

      Naruto had to carefully make his way through the destroyed homes to make sure they didn’t collapse any more then they already had. He coughed and struggled to breathe when he searched through a building and dust filled his lungs. But even so he still didn’t stop.

      Naruto made his way through one house in particular. What was left of the plate on the front said Mika— before it was scorched out. Naruto searched but found almost nothing left of whoever once lived here. The pictures had turned to ash in the fire. All of the rooms were scorched beyond all recognition. The whiskered Mage couldn’t help think that this was spelling out good fortune for Erza’s hopes.

      “Naruto!”

      Naruto perked up and made his way out of the house. He looked over to see Erza standing at the door of the house right next to this one. He walked over to her and looked at the house she was standing at. It looked exactly the same as every other house they had been searching through for the last 30 minutes. But she was looking at it like…

      He looked at her, “Do you think?”

      Erza looked at him in uncertainty before she gulped and gently pushed the door open.

      The two mages made their way in and looked around. They made their way through the front room, past a pair of worn out couches and chairs. The dinner table had fallen apart after most likely a decade of neglect. There was shattered glass and broken metal everywhere they looked. Erza started making her way into the back hallway as Naruto looked around the living room some more.

      *Crack*

      He stepped back when he realized he stepped in some glass. And then leaned back when he noticed something hiding under a layer of dust and broken wood.

      Erza slowly walked through the back hall as there was nothing she could notice or recognize. She slowly walked though the broken home and made her way to a door that was slightly cracked open. She slowly pushed it open…

      It was a child’s room. A toddler’s room. There were broken toys and burnt up books all over the floor. Erza slowly made her way over to a small bed on one side of the room. It was broken and the entire thing was covered in dust and ash… but there was one thing she did notice…

      A little, faded red blanket that laid atop the old bed. Erza reached down and pulled it out before wiping some of the dirt off and holding it between her fingers. She squeezed it softly and closed her eyes.

      An image played in her head. The picture of a chubby little red-headed baby sitting on the floor playing with toys as she giggled happily. The door opened and a couple slowly walked in as Erza looked up at them with a smile. The woman sat behind the baby girl and cuddled her closely as the man sat across from her and played along. Both smiling at their baby girl as she laughed at the attention she was getting.

      This was her room.

      This was her house.

      There wasn’t much left of it. And it would be impossible for anyone to call it a real home anymore. But this was where she grew up.

      Erza opened her eyes again and looked at the little blanket she always kept with her as a child. She held it to her forehead and smiled before placing it back on the bed. She slowly started walking out of the room as she looked around at where she grew up. She closed the door and started walking away.

      She came back into the front room and saw Naruto fiddling with something. He looked up at her as she took a calming breath. She nodded her head, “This is it. It’s fine now. I can’t find anything else that’s stands out so… we can head out.”

      Naruto was silent before he pulled something out from behind his back. He looked at it before holding it out, “Here’s something.”

      Erza looked at the object in his hand before taking it. She looked at it for a moment without saying anything. It was old, faded, and slightly burnt at the edges.

      In the picture, there was a beautiful woman with vibrant red hair in a stunning white sundress, smiling happily at the camera. In her arms was a confused little girl with similar red hair and two solid brown eyes. She was reaching out at the camera like it was some kind of toy. And on the other side of them was a handsome man with black hair, catching both of them in a big hug and grinning as widely as he could.

      Erza was silent for a moment as she looked at the picture. Naruto scratched the back of his head as he looked at her, “I not totally sure but… I think… that looks like one really happy family.”

      It was silent between them for a moment before Erza took a step forward and placed her forehead against his shoulder. She didn’t cry. She didn’t weep. She didn’t sob. She only leaned against him for support at that moment.

      Naruto just enveloped her in a hug. She didn’t say anything but Naruto just knew how hard this must be for her. No matter how strong or fearless she may appear in front of others, she was still only human. And she had helped him so much through his trials over the years…

      He just hugged Erza and let her know she wasn’t alone.

    
    

    
      The clouds and wind started to pick up as the sunlight started to fade. It was almost nighttime and they still needed to find a place to sleep. After walking down the path and away from Rosemary for a few hours they spotted a resting spot for tourists around the area. They started making their way towards the little inn.

      They continued walking as Naruto looked over at Erza after everything that had happened earlier. He asked, “Are you all right?”

      Erza was brought out of her stupor and looked over at him. She nodded before looking down again, “Yeah… I’m just… heh, I guess overwhelmed would probably be the most appropriate term.”

      Erza sent a momentary glance towards the direction they had just come from before shaking her head, “All of that, it almost felt…” She tried to find the right term for everything that happened, “I don’t know… it felt like a fantasy.”

      Naruto looked at her in confusion, “What do you mean?”

      Erza looked up at the sky as she continued walking forward, “Well… it’s just strange. Finally realizing that I came from somewhere else before the tower. Before Ojii-San looked out for me and I woke up in that cell. I was… someone different.”

      Naruto looked at the far away gaze in her eye as she thought about the life she had before she met everyone else. She looked over at him, “I’m sorry we didn’t get to have that dinner.”

      “Don’t be.” Naruto immediately retorted as he gave her a small smile. He pointed back at the town that was no longer in their sights, “That was too important to turn away from. I’m just glad I got to be there with you. That’s all that matters.”

      She stayed silent for a moment before giving him a grateful smile. They were both quiet after a peaceful atmosphere settled. Erza caught a glimpse of his side before she looked up at him…

      “Have you ever thought about what your parents might have been like?”

      Naruto was caught off-guard by her question before he thought about it. After a moment, “Well… yeah, of course I’ve thought about it. Sometimes when I don’t have anything else to do… my mind just kinda wanders and I think… who were they? What were they like? What happened to them that… left me in Danzō‘s ’care’? And… if they wanted me…”

      There was a solemn air around Naruto as he spoke his mind. Erza couldn’t help but feel sorry for his situation. She had struggled with trying to find her parents and wanting to meet them the entire time she was growing up. And when Naruto came to Fairy Tail and told her about what had happened to them, all she could do then was imagine and fantasize about what their life was like. Now that she had caught of glimpse of their life, she was saddened but content with what she knew. But Naruto…

      His home was too far away. His parents were most likely dead. He wouldn’t be able to receive the same kind of closure she did. That… that was hell.

      “But it doesn’t matter.” Naruto finally said as Erza looked over to him. His eyes showed a strange calmness as he smiled, “I don’t need to know where I came from. Just where I am right now. And I’m here, with Fairy Tail. With you and everybody else. And that’s all that matters to me now.”

      Erza saw the resolve in his eyes and had a faint smile. There it was. That strength of heart anyone could come to admire. She nodded her head, “Yeah, that seems like something you’d say.”

      Naruto took a few steps faster until he stood in front of her. He looked at her earnestly and placed a hand against his chest, “Erza, I’ll always protect you. I promise.” He shook his head, “I won’t let what happened in Rosemary ever happen again. Until I can’t do anything else, I’ll fight until every bone is broken to protect you.”

      He meant it to. She could tell by the look in his eyes. He would risk his very life if it meant he could protect someone he cherished. Fighting tooth and nail until he could barely stand anymore. A few years ago, she would have felt honored that he would do something like that for her…

      But now…

      “Why is that your answer to everything?”

      Naruto blinked in confusion when he heard her say that in a cold monotone. Erza looked up at him and shook her head, “Risking your life… getting hurt to protect us… how could I feel happy with that? How would that solve anything?”

      “What?”

      Erza walked past him, “How is it going to be any different if I have to watch you suffer?”

      Naruto watched as Erza completely left him behind and made her way towards the inn. He was left dumbfounded as he watched her walk away and into the building.

      And rain finally started to pour from the clouds overhead.

    
    

    
      Erza sat against the headboard of the bed in the room she had rented for the night. She was in her pink Heart Kreuz pajamas as she had made herself comfortable in the rented room. The only source of light in the room was a lamp besides her on the bedside drawer. And she was currently using it to get a better look at her new photo.

      She had been staring at it for an hour after looking through her father’s old journal one more time. She always had the picture of her mother and father at their wedding, smiling happily on the greatest day of their lives. But now she had definitive proof that they were her parents and they loved her. It was… sad and happy at the same time.

      Erza placed her family photo in her father’s journal before closing it shut. She sent Kazuya’s journal back into her Requip space and leaned into the headboard with a sigh. She looked up at the ceiling as her mind started to wander while the sound of rain blended into the background.

      She felt bad about leaving Naruto alone like that. She didn’t want to leave their conversation up in the air like that but she was just so upset at the time she didn’t want to talk with him. But after sitting here and taking the chance to calm down she realized that Naruto didn’t deserve any of that. Tomorrow, when they left the inn and headed back home, she was going to say she was sorry.

      But she couldn’t do anything now so she just sat back and pulled out another book from her Requip space. She was going to read for a little bit before she clocked out and slept.

      *Knock*Knock* “Erza? Are you in there?”

      Erza lowered her book and looked towards her door where she heard Naruto’s voice. There was some more knocking, “Erza please tell me this is your room because this is the fifth one I’ve tried already. Everyone else in the inn is getting mad at me for waking them up.”

      Erza got up and walked over to her door to pull it open. Naruto was standing on the other side, protected from the rain by the small patio that ran around the entire building. They were quiet for a moment as they looked at each other.

      “Hey.”

      “Hello.”

      “We need to talk.” Naruto said, “You’re mad at me, aren’t you? You’re mad because of what I said earlier.”

      Erza shook her head, “No Naruto, it’s fine.” She pulled some hair out of her face as she kept talking, “I was just… a little on edge after everything that happened today. I’m sorry if I took that out on you. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Naruto took a moment to look at Erza as she said that and furrowed his eyes. He shook his head, “Yes you did. And you’re still mad.”

      “No I’m not—”

      “Yes you are, I see it in your eyes!” He tried to talk with her, “Listen, you can tell me what’s bothering you.”

      “I’m fine, Naruto! Honestly. Can we just drop it. Please.”

      The pouring rain started to pick up ferocity as it started spreading through the patio and hitting Naruto’s back. But he didn’t care. He was silent for a moment before shaking his head, “No.”

      Erza stayed quiet as she glared at him firmly. She asked, “Well what do you wanna do?”

      “I wanna talk to you. Because I know you have something you need to say.”

      “I don’t have anything to talk about Naruto! Just go back to bed and I’ll see you in the morning!”

      “I’m not going anywhere!”

      “Well I’m not letting you in!” Erza said crossly as she was tired of his stubborn attitude. She glared heatedly and placed a hand on her hip, “So what are you gonna do?”

      Naruto matched her heated glare before he stepped back a little and crossed his arms. He went further into the splash zone of the monsoon happening behind him but he wasn’t bothered by it. He would wait as long as he had to until she decided to talk.

      Erza grew furious at his hardheaded behavior and growled a little. She stepped out of her room and slammed the door behind her, “Fine! You want to talk?” She stepped forward until she started getting pelleted with rain as well and kept eye contact with him, “Let’s talk!”

      Naruto started, “What did you mean earlier? About ‘that being my answer to everything?’ What did you mean?”

      “I’m was talking about how you are always ready to risk your life for everything! It feels like every time I see you, you’re covered in bandages and almost dying! I’m terrified!” She trembled a little in anger as she thought back to all the times she saw him like that, “When you came back with Lisanna, Eflman, and Mira, you were all covered in wounds, I couldn’t take it! If you keep risking your life, I’ll never know if the last time I saw you will be the last time ever! It scares me!”

      “You?! What about me?!” Naruto yelled back, “The reason I want you to take a break is because you’ve been going on a bunch of dangerous jobs and working yourself ragged! You’re reaching your breaking point!”

      “Of course I’m working so much! I need to try and get stronger!” She looked him in the eyes, “What’s going to happen when you get too hurt and can’t do anything anymore?! I need to get stronger so that I can protect you!”

      “You don’t have to! The reason I’ve been getting stronger is so I can keep fighting—”

      “And what if you go too far?!” Erza yelled as she remembered the horrible day that Damnation attacked. She screamed, “I was there, dammit! I held you while you were bleeding out! I felt your body going cold as I tried to save you! I thought that was the end! That’s why I couldn’t bring myself to be a team with you again! Because I was too frightened to feel you die in my arms if I wasn’t strong enough!”

      After she yelled that, Naruto looked at her in surprise as she was trying to catch her breath. The rain continued to pelt their forms as Naruto gritted his teeth, “You don’t understand…”

      Naruto put a hand to his chest, “The reason I put everything I can into whatever I do is because otherwise I’m not good enough! I took magic from you! I only learnt how to use chakra a few years ago! Being a stubborn bastard is all I’ve ever had! I’m sorry for what I made you go through but it’s the only thing I can do! I don’t want anything to happen just because I didn’t try hard enough! We were all separated from the tower because I couldn’t stop Jellal! Hashi-Ji died because I was caught off-guard! When I don’t put everything on the line, then we all suffer!”

      “You—” Erza struggled with her anger at his attitude as she threw her hands down, “You don’t value your own life! You think you can just throw it away and everyone will be fine with it?! We wouldn’t be able to cope if we lost you! Koyuki wouldn’t stop crying if she lost more family! I-I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I lost you! Not again!”

      “WHY ARE YOU SO WORRIED ABOUT ME?!”

      “BECAUSE I LOVE YOU, YOU IDIOT!”

      Naruto was stunned at Erza’s confession as she stood there and looked up at him with sad eyes. The only noise was the sound of heavy rain hitting everywhere around them…

      And then the sound of a lightning bolt hitting the ground a few meters away.

      ))))########Titania########((((

      Erza and Naruto ran back into Erza’s room and shut the door after the lightning struck close to them. They were soaked from head to toe and breathing heavily after the crashing thunder jump-started their hearts. Erza pushed off the door and let some water drip off her face before looking over to the panting blond, “Ma-Maybe next time, we shouldn’t be talking in the middle of a storm. Kind of obvious in hindsight, actually.”

      “Agreed.” Naruto wheezed before he stood up and shook his body to throw off the water clinging to him. He pulled the edge of his black shirt and started to wring it out.

      “Hey, animal, you want to try drying off in a way that doesn’t soak the floor?” Erza stated as she grabbed two towels from a chair in the room and threw one towards him. She used hers to dry her arms and hair.

      “Well sorry, I don’t keep towels in my Requip. I’ll put that on the list.” Naruto and Erza both sat on opposite sides of her bed looking away from each other as they dried themselves off. Naruto wiped his face before he brought it down and looked at it.

      “Hey?”

      Erza stopped and looked over her shoulder, “Yeah?”

      “Did you mean what you said? About…” Naruto couldn’t look over to her, “Being in… love with me?”

      Erza cringed a little when she realized what she had said in the heat of the moment just outside. She blushed until her face turned the same color as her hair and she wished she could punch herself right now. She let the towel rest on her head and placed her hands on the bed…

      “Yeah. I meant it.”

      Naruto felt some heat come to his face with her blatant admittance. That explained why she kissed him. Did she really like him back then? When did it start? He felt… really, really, really happy at the moment… but confused as well.

      The tension was heavy and arkward between the two young adults as they heard the rain and thunder outside. He asked, “How did you-I mean what did I-um… why me?”

      Erza just smiled and shook her head while she leaned back a little, “I just sorta noticed it one day a few years ago. I saw you in the guild, laughing and playing with Natsu and Gray and, well, I was happy to see you smile. When you came back from jobs, I was glad to see you were okay. When you left I felt lonely that you weren’t around. But I really knew when you came back from that job you stole. When I realized that you could have died and I never would have seen you again. That’s when I realized…” Erza had a fond smile on her face, “I liked you.”

      “After that, everything you did kind of added to it. I admired how hard you worked. How you smiled and laughed at everything. How you trusted me to help you. That kindness and love you show when you’re with Koyuki. The strong will and bravado you showed to everyone in the guild. It all built up over time and I realized it…”

      “I love you Naruto.”

      Naruto felt his heart beat faster when he heard her say it again. She felt this way about him for that long? Damn. He felt like scum right now.

      “You don’t have to do anything Naruto, but please just promise me you won’t be so reckless. If we lost you or if you got too wounded, everyone in the guild would be upset. Koyuki loves you so much and I don’t want to see you suffer anymore. So please, just think about what you mean to all of us before jumping into anything.”

      Naruto stayed silent and he just nodded his head. He had to at least keep that promise. If he made anyone in the guild cry because of his foolishness, then that would be no better than hurting them himself. He sighed and let his eyes wander for a moment.

      When he spotted a book sitting on the bedside drawer.

      Erza just rubbed the towel on her head a little longer before she looked out the window at the storm. She sighed, “The storm is still pretty bad so you can stay here a little longer until it lightens up. We’ll head back home tomorrow morning, okay?”

      She didn’t get an answer back. She didn’t even receive a hum or grunt of approval.

      She spoke louder, “Naruto? Are you listening to me?”

      “E… Erza?”

      Erza looked over her shoulder at where Naruto stuttered her name.

      He had a surprised look on his face and a blush on his cheeks. He turned the page of her book, “What the hell kinda stories are you reading, pervert?”

      Erza cringed and felt her face burn a little bit hotter when she saw him look through her guilty pleasure. She dove across the bed in an attempt to pry it from his hands, “G-give that back! That’s not what you think!”

      Naruto held her back with a hand on her shoulder, “Hold on. The Vicar just summoned the Wench into his Study. She’s undoing her blouse…”

      Erza looked up at him in annoyance and jabbed him in the ribs. He winced as she threw jab after jab at his exposed side.

      He grunted before glaring down at her and pushing the towel down harder on her head. She gasped, “H-hey, what are you—”

      “Don’t jab me like that! That’s annoying you—” Erza pulled back while Naruto’s hand pulled the towel.

      Erza sat back for a moment as their eyes met. All the tension and anxiety that had settled between them after all their talking had disappeared as they looked at each other.

      Water was still dripping down certain parts of their face. Their hair was still matted and stuck to them like curtains. Erza’s body was close and facing towards Naruto as he was open after turning towards her.

      And their clothes were clinging to them after being soaked in rain.

      Naruto tried to look away but he couldn’t. A lot of the girls he knew in the guild could be call gorgeous and Erza was no different. He always thought she looked cute and pretty just from what he saw of her at the guild. And now he was looking at her soft, delicate features as they glistened in a sheet of rain water. Right here and now Naruto fully realized something…

      Erza was possibly the most beautiful woman he had ever known.

      Naruto somehow brought himself out of the trance and looked at the book in his hand. He closed it and held it out to her, “Here.”

      Erza shook herself back to clarity and looked down at the book. She grabbed the other end, “Y-yeah. Thanks.”

      They didn’t look at each other again as Erza kept her eyes on the book. She said, “Naruto, when the storm settles, do you—”

      Naruto leaned in and kissed her. It was only for a moment, a quick peck, before he leaned back and realized what he just did. Erza looked up at him in surprise.

      Before she lurched forward and caught him in another one.

      This one lasted much longer. It lingered. They closed their eyes as their lips melded together. Erza let go of the book and wrapped her arms around his neck for a better angle. But she made their balance change and Naruto fell backwards with his arms around her.

      They laid on the bed, Erza on top of Naruto as their lips didn’t separate for a single moment. Erza’s arms kept themselves wrapped tightly around his neck as Naruto’s settled to holding her closer at the curve of her back.

      The kiss went on for some time as they had completely ignored everything else that was happening and just concentrating on the feeling of each other’s lips. Erza felt her fingers start combing through his hair as his hand start running up and down her back. Erza decided to take the next leap and opened her mouth.

      She felt Naruto jump a little when her tongue asked for an invitation which he eagerly accepted. Their tongues started to dance around and they both moaned as the warmth of their bodies melded together.

      Erza clothes clung to her body, revealing her stunning and curvaceous form that rested on Naruto firm body. Her hair stuck to her like a curtain of scarlet that Naruto slowly ran his fingers through, savoring the feeling of what was happening. Her legs straddled his as he felt her soft, warm body envelop him and her sweet lips mix with his.

      After a few more moments, their mouths separated and revealed a line of saliva between them. They were panting heavily as Erza lifted herself up to look down at him. Their eyes were both cloudy after being lost in the moment. Erza pushed off his chest as Naruto used his elbows to prop himself up.

      And his eyes widened at the sight.

      Erza realized where he was looking and peeked down at herself. Her wet PJ’s had scuffled up after the kissing to reveal her midriff. She wasn’t wearing a bra or panties so her clothes didn’t leave much to the imagination. And with her shirt clinging to her chest and still wet from the cold water, she realized he had a really good look at her breasts. Especially because of the ample cleavage she was exposing at the moment.

      Erza felt her face burn and covered her chest with her arms. She didn’t usually mind exposing some skin but in this instance it was… embarrassing.

      Naruto’s eyes lingered a bit as he looked over her wet form. He realized what he was doing and averted his eyes, “Sorry I ruined your clothes. And that I was kinda-y’know-staring.”

      Erza smiled and sat back a little, “Its fine, they’ll dry.” She looked at him, “And why exactly would you be staring? It’s nothing special. You’ve seen prettier girls before; like Mirajane, Cana, or even Mahiro. I—”

      “That’s not true!” Naruto interrupted as Erza looked at him in surprise. He looked in her eyes for a moment until he averted them in embarrassment, “I think you look beautiful. Really.”

      Erza became still after hearing him say that. Hearing him say she was beautiful made her heart beat. She looked down at herself and thought for a moment before looking at the man she loved. She lowered her hands to the bottom button.

      Naruto watched in awe as Erza started to undo her button from the bottom and moving up. He was enticed by the slow reveal of her beautiful flushed skin as his eyes followed her hands. When she reached the last two buttons, he brought his hands to hold hers and helped. They finally unhooked and her shirt spread open.

      Erza’s large breasts were in full view for him to see. They were round and perky, drawing his eyes as he could not look away from them. Her nipples were pink and slightly hard from the setting of the cold rain. Her shirt clung to her sides seductively as her boobs slightly swayed with her movement. Erza was embarrassed as Naruto was enamored by the sight.

      Naruto gently touched one with his right hand. She swallowed a moan as she felt his hand sink into her soft breast and play with her nipple. He tickled it between his fingers and was amazed out how soft she felt. She was breathing heavily as he continued for a minute until he touched her uncovered side with his prosthetic.

      “Ah!” Erza gasped before they both looked down at where he touched her.

      Naruto pulled back, “So-sorry! I got a little carried away!”

      She was silent for a moment before smiling. She reached down and took the metallic hand before placing it on her waist. She flinched a little and Naruto looked at her worryingly before she just laughed it off, “It’s colder than I thought. But it’s fine.”

      Naruto felt his heart beat seeing her smile before he went back to playing with her boobs. Erza gasped and moaned lightly as he started picking up the pace. Naruto heard the pleasurable noises she made and wanted to go even further. He leaned forward and took her other breast into his mouth.

      “AH!”

      Erza couldn’t keep her moan in any longer as she felt Naruto’s tongue roam over her nipple and areola. She wrapped her arms around his neck to hold him closer to her chest as she wanted him more and more. Naruto sucked her tit while playing with the other one in his hand, keeping her close with the hand on her back. Erza gasped as the pleasure kept creeping through her thoughts and took over her mind.

      Naruto let go of her boob with a loud pop as he started kissing up her chest. He left little marks over her beautiful skin as he finally came to her neck. He moved her hair out of his way as he started to knead and kiss her neck.

      “N-Naruto.” Erza moaned as he lightly bit her neck. She looked at his head and leaned back to kiss his ear. This grabbed his attention long enough for him to pull back and catch her lips. They kissed deeply as they longed for each other. Both moaning as Naruto’s hand let go of her boob and reached down to cup her butt.

      Erza undid her hold around his neck and started to pull up his shirt. They separated for a moment as they both tried to get Naruto’s wet shirt off of him. The moment they pulled it over his head, Erza tossed it off to the side before latching onto him again and pressing her voluptuous chest into his steely form.

      The two young adults desperately battled for dominance with their tongues as their passions started taking over. Naruto pulled her PJ top off and started snake her pants down her shapely thighs and legs. Erza fiddled with the buttons and zipper to his pants before grabbing them with his underwear and pulling them off.

      After everything had been removed and they had separated for long enough to catch their breath they realized something…

      They were both naked in bed.

      Naruto and Erza stayed silent for a moment as they couldn’t look into each other’s eyes. The whiskered blond covered his crotch before anything went wrong and laughed nervously, “I-I think we might have gotten carried away.” Naruto leaned over to the edge of the bed and looked for his clothes, “I’ll-I’ll head back and—”

      He was interrupted when Erza placed her hand on his cheek and shut him up. She crawled forward and sat up until she was straddling him.

      Her arms were wrapped around his neck and her breasts were pressed up against his chest. She could feel his penis against her thigh as she gave him a seductive smile.

      He stayed quiet for a moment before asking, “Are you sure?”

      Erza just nodded before reaching down and aligning his penis with her vagina. She lowered her hips and felt him enter inside as she closed her eyes in pain. She struggled for a moment before dropping down and forcing more of Naruto’s penis inside of her.

      “Ah!” Erza gasped in pain as she felt him enter her. It felt so uncomfortable to have something like that inside of her. She didn’t have a hymen anymore but even so it hurt to insert something like this into her body.

      “Erza! Are you—”

      “Y-yeah. I’m fine.” Erza groaned as she tried to get accustomed to the sensation of having him inside her. She showed a weak grin, “It’s different from what I read. A lot different. Damn lying books.”

      Naruto hugged her closely as Erza needed a moment to prepare. And so did he. It took all of his willpower to not just continue there and move as much as he possibly could. Because the moment he entered her, she squeezed tightly around his penis in a vice he had never felt before. Erza’s insides were warm and soft and all he wanted right now was to keep going with them. But he felt guilty knowing she was in pain and gave her a moment to adjust.

      After a few seconds Erza leaned back and nodded, “O-okay. Let’s go.”

      Naruto held her closely as he pulled out and pushed back in. Erza winced at the movement but Naruto didn’t stop. Due to their current position he couldn’t thrust too much or too quickly but even this much still felt amazing. He tried to keep composed but felt like he could fail at any moment.

      After his dick started to move more and more the uncomfortable feeling started to subside. Erza felt the painful sensations inside of her disappear as Naruto continued to move in her. And slowly, a sense of pleasure took its place as she felt his cock rub against her clit.

      Erza slowly started to move her hips in time with Naruto’s, allowing for more penetration as they both felt pleasure run through their bodies. Their breath became ragged as they rested their heads on each other’s shoulder. They got closer and closer as they were teetering off the edge of bliss.

      “N-Naruto, it feels so good.” Erza whispered heatedly into his ear as he started to speed up and her body quivered. She panted and moaned as she leaned in closer, “F-Faster.”

      Naruto sped up and shook the bed as Erza let out a quick scream. She moved her hips back so he almost pulled out when he went back. And thrusted her hips forward when he did the same, pushing him so far inside he started hitting her cervix.

      “AH!” Erza yelled as they started furiously meeting each other’s hips. She clung tightly to him as he felt her nipples rub against his chest. He was getting spurred on with all these factors as all he wanted now was to hear her say his name in that husky voice.

      He leaned into her ear, “Erza! Don’t let go! Keep moving!” He kissed her neck and made her buck in before letting go and going to her ear, “Say it! C’mon! Say it Erza!”

      She moaned, “Naruto, it feels so good! Don’t stop! Ah! P-please, don’t stop!” She yelled as she hugged him tightly as they thrusted their hips together. She went to his ear, “Harder! Do it harder!”

      Naruto stopped for a moment before his hands clamped under her butt and lifted her up. He turned and laid Erza on her back before he grabbed her hips and started to pull her back and forth.

      “AHHHHH!”

      Naruto was panting as he pulled back and forth from Erza’s wet pussy. She squeezed his dick tightly as she felt him fill her up and send a spike of continuous pleasure through her body.

      They continued having sex until they lost track of time as their grunts, moans, and screams filled the room. They were lost in the pleasure of being with each other as Erza wrapped her arms around him and held him close to her.

      Naruto felt something stir in his abdomen and looked into her eyes, “E-Erza, I’m gonna cum! I’m cumming!”

      “M-me too! I’m gonna cum Naruto!” Erza panted as she opened her eyes and looked up at him, “T-together, let’s—”

      She didn’t get to finish as Naruto caught her lips in his for another deep kiss that they never separated from. Naruto snaked his arms underneath her back as Erza hooked her legs around his waist. They kept moving until finally…

      “MMMMmmm!”

      Naruto and Erza climaxed, moaning into each other’s mouth as they reached the apex of pleasure together. Naruto’s hot semen filled her up as Erza’s pussy tightened to unbelievable levels and came around him. They both lost their breath for a moment as the sensation of everything that happened slowly started to taper off.

      They took their lips off each other and were lying their for a moment as they caught their breath. After they had calmed down, Naruto pulled himself out of Erza and slumped to one side of the bed. The two adults rested looking away from each other as the passion from the moment started to calm down.

      They couldn’t bring themselves to look at each other after what they just did. Erza looked down at the sheets they had crumpled up after their activities and played with a raised fold to calm herself. Several silent moments passed and she couldn’t stand the tense atmosphere between them. She was about to tell—

      “Erza I’m sorry!” The red-head turned over in bed to see Naruto covering his face and yelling at the ceiling. He shook his head, “Ahhhh, what the hell did I just do?! I basically just jumped you! Oh man, what was I thinking?! That was so stupid! We—”

      *THWACK*

      Naruto gagged after he was swiftly chopped in the neck. He had a tear forming in his eye as he looked over to see Erza with a little pout on her face and her hand up in a chopping motion. She turned to lay on her chest and shook her head, “Calm down moron. It wasn’t just your fault. I was there too. If anything, this was my fault. I sort of… undressed in front of you and that could only lead to so many things.”

      Erza laid on her folded arms with a restful look on her face, “But I don’t regret what we just did.”

      Naruto looked at her in mild surprise before he turned over and laid on his arms as well. He looked at her and tilted his head, “Really?”

      “Really.” Erza chuckled, ‘Granted, I didn’t think my first time would play out like this. But I wouldn’t change a moment of it for anything.’ She rested her head, “I’ll always remember this moment. That much I can promise.”

      Naruto kept his eyes locked on the woman who was peacefully lying on her arms. He knew what it was he thought but he was always so uncertain to say anything. But after kissing her, being with her, making love with her and receiving her feelings… he was certain now.

      “Erza, I love you.”

      Erza opened her eyes and looked up at him after what he said. She looked a little disappointed and shook her head, “No Naruto, please don’t just say it because I said it earlier. It doesn’t mean the same—”

      Erza felt his hand grab hers and gently squeeze to get her attention.

      “I’ve always loved you. I cherished the times we were together. I felt so sad when we were separated from each other on the island and I didn’t even know if you were still alive. I strived so hard to find you and see your face again. I was so happy when I saw you again that I couldn’t believe it was actually real. You brought me into a home and welcomed me into a world I never thought I could live in. You looked after me when I was scared or when I couldn’t go on. When I see you, I feel my whole world brighten up and shine. I love it when you smile. I love it when you get serious. I love when you get mad at the others in the guild and start disciplining them. I love that starry look on your face when you eat strawberry cake. I love that happy look you have when you play with Koyuki or talk with Mira. I fell in love with that little girl that punched me in the head because I looked up her skirt. And I’m still in love with the woman she’s become.”

      He grinned, “You mean the world to me Erza Scarlet. And I will always love you until the day I die.”

      She was speechless.

      Erza saw the truth in his smile and the meaning behind his words. He meant every single thing he just said. And he was serious. He really loved her.

      Erza’s breath hitched and she felt something wet form in her eye. She ducked her head down as her face turned crimson from ear-to-ear. She groaned, “Geez, how the hell can you just say that so easily?”

      Naruto chuckled when he saw her freak-out. He just smiled, “Because I’m saying it to you. And I wanted to tell you the truth.” He heard her sigh and he just grinned happily, knowing she understood what he wanted to convey.

      Erza lifted her head and gave him a quick peck on the lips. She wiped a tear from her eye and gave her lover a beautiful smile, “Yes. Thank you Naruto.” She calmed down a little and matched his silly grin, “I love you.”

      They both smiled and enjoyed the moment between them. Naruto looked over to the window to see the rain hadn’t let up at all even after their activities. He looked to her, “What now?”

      Erza grabbed the blanket of the bed and pulled it over them before she crawled over and wrapped her arms around his chest. She placed her head underneath his chin and cuddled into him, “Let’s go to bed. It’s been a long day.”

      Naruto looked at her in surprise before he smiled and hugged her back. They rested on the pillow and closed their eyes, “Yeah, you’re right. It’s been a very long day. You’re probably very tired after everything happened. Let’s get some sleep.”

      Erza’s ears perked up at his phrasing before she pushed herself up and moved the blanket out of the way, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Huh?”

      “You said that like I’m the only one tired after what we did.” She raised an eyebrow, “Are you not tired?”

      Naruto blinked for a second before shaking his head, “No.”

      “Well I’m not tired either.

      “How are you not tired? We just had sex. You should feel really tired.”

      Erza shook her head with a prideful smile, “I’m not like you. I can go more than once without feeling drained.”

      Naruto had a light scowl on his face, “What does that mean?!”

      Erza tackled him and he grunted when he landed on his back. Erza lifted herself up so she was on her hands and knees over him. Her naked body was free in his view as her scarlet hair fell around them like a red curtain. Erza had a seductive and sultry look on his face, “Then if you want to know what I mean, let’s keep going. And see if one of us starts to feel tired.”

      Naruto was enamored by her stunning beauty before he smiled and nodded his head, “Okay. I guess we’ll have to.”

      Naruto grabbed her shoulders and hugged her closely as their faces were just a few inches away from each other. They smiled as they looked into each other’s mismatched blue and brown eyes.

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      ########Titiania and The Hunter########

      They had returned to Magnolia at noon and were making their way to the guild. They walked down the streets and rounded the corners to head back home.

      And they both had heavy bags under their eyes from the restless night they shared.

      Naruto groaned, “I didn’t sleep at all. Not a wink. So… tired. So… sleepy.”

      Erza fixed her slightly messy hair and looked off to the side, “It’s because we didn’t stop. I lost count of how many times we did it.” She pouted, “You didn’t even try to stop. It was exhausting. Now it hurts just to keep my eyes open and I feel sore all over.”

      “Hey! It takes two!”

      The duo finally rounded the last corner and caught sight of their guild. It was tense for a moment before they tried to think about what happened next. Naruto looked to the side, “What-um-what do we tell everyone? I’m mean do we even tell them? Or should we keep it a secret?”

      “A secret. For just a little bit.” Erza said as she palmed her face and shook her head, “I don’t even want to think about what they would say if they found out. The ridicule would never stop. We’d be doomed.”

      Naruto quietly agreed and looked forward again, “And… what about us? Are we going to be the same after everything that happened?”

      “No.” Naruto felt Erza’s hand grip his as she smiled up at him. She shook her head, “I don’t ever want to go back to before. Not now, not ever.”

      Naruto blinked for a moment before he smiled and nodded his head, “Me neither.”

      Erza looked hesitantly before looking down at their hands, “After we say hi to everyone in the guild, can we go to your house? We can talk there and figure out, well, what happens next. And…”

      Naruto smiled and squeezed back, “Yeah.”

      They let go and started making their way towards their guild. They walked through the front gate, waving hello to their guild-mates that asked them how the job went. They stopped to hug Koyuki and tell their friends how everything went. They both smiled and headed to the bar counter.

      Makarov stopped sipping from his mug and Mira stopped wiping down the counter as the blond and red-head sat in the chairs. Mira smiled, “Welcome back you two! How did it go?”

      Erza smiled and relaxed in her chair, “It was fine. It was definitely a much needed break.”

      “Really?” The Third Master of the guild asked as he looked at them. He scratched his head, “Because you both look kinda sleep-deprived. The mission wasn’t too hard, right? Are you two okay?”

      Naruto and Erza looked between each other and nodded their heads, “Yeah, we’re fine.”

      Mira stopped washing the counter as she looked between the two of them. Out on a date… everything was good… sleep-deprived…

      She gasped, “You little skanks!”

      Everyone in the guild looked towards the back counter when they heard Mira yell in surprise. She smiled and pointed between the two of them, “You guys did it, didn’t you?!”

      Everyone in the guild went stark white. Makarov felt alcohol drip out of his agape mouth as Naruto and Erza both blushed in embaressment. Mira realized what she had screamed when her eagerness got the better of her and she covered her mouth in shock.

      “EHHHHHHHHHHH?!”

      Everyone in the guild yelled as they looked at the two S-Class mages in disbelief. ‘The Hunter’ and ‘Titania’ raised their heads and sent a horrifying, deathly glare at the barmaid that poked out her tongue and lightly tapped her fist against her head.

      “Dammit Mira.”
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      Not much I can say. I hope you enjoyed.
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      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    24. Thank You

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 24: Thank You

      Sorry I’m so late. Been very busy these last few weeks.

      I was originally going to do something different for this chapter but I couldn’t for the life of me think of a way to make it seem easy, natural, and flow normally. So I made this instead.

      Probably a short chapter but that just means faster to cleaning up stories and posting new stuff.

    
    

    
      November X783

      Koyuki was quietly and happily playing with a coloring book provided to her by the nice conductor of the train. She was blissfully using her time to crudely draw outside the lines of a cartoon train with wild tracks. The little four-year old giggled as she was happy about her little drawing and wanted to show it to everyone.

      But little Koyuki knew she shouldn’t ask anyone right now.

      She sat on the train next to the nice old lady with pink hair she had met a few times before. But instead of the mean scowl she usually had plastered all over her face, she looked rather solemn instead. The little Senju girl’s eyes wandered around the car and spotted the others that she had come with.

      Sitting in the seat right across from them was Grampa Makky. Koyuki completely adored the funny, shrimpy old man that was in charge of everyone in the guild. He was always nice to her, giving her treats and always playing with her. Of course, everyone in the guild was nice to her but she still had a soft spot for the old guild master. She thought of him kind of like a grandfather that always looked out for her. And she was really upset because instead of the usual aloof smile on his face, he looked glum and somber.

      Koyuki leaned over to look at the couple sitting across the aisle. Sitting there were two of the people she cherished most in the world, her Big Brother and Sister.

      Koyuki loved her mother from the bottom of her heart. And when she came to visit the guild, they would spend the whole time together to make up for the lost days. But since she was always gone for work, Koyuki was mainly Naruto and Erza’s responsibility. And when those two were off on a job, she would usually stay with the Strauss siblings or the other girls in Fairy Hills. But she was usually always with the two S-Class mages.

      For as long as she could remember, Naruto and Erza had always been taking care of her.

      They changed her diapers when she was a baby. They helped her walk and crawl when she was a toddler. She took showers with Erza and slept in her bed at Fairy Hills when they were together. And Naruto would feed her a bunch of tasty food and they’d fall asleep in the bed or couch. Lately, the three of them would spend all night over at Naruto’s house and play together. She loved them.

      So it also scared her that they looked rather distraught as they looked out at the passing scenery through the window.

      Koyuki sheepishly looked up at the old woman she was not very familiar with. She got her attention by pulling softly on her sleeve, “U-um, Baa-chan, why is everyone sad? Did something bad happen?”

      Porlyusica looked down at the little girl that quietly asked her the question in an attempt not to grab everyone else’s attention. Why was she even coming along? Porlyusica didn’t know much about this girl except that she was Hashirama’s descendent and she stayed with the other two youngsters. Why was she even here? She was way too young to actually know what they were doing.

      And why did she call her that? Seriously! Did Naruto just rub off on her like that! Porlyusica gave a stern look, “Hush child. And don’t—” She wanted to scold the little girl on the unnecessary nickname she gave but her argument died when the little Senju girl looked up at her in fright with big wet eyes. Porlyusica struggled to continue her scolding before shaking her head and sighing, “Oh forget it. It never stops any of you anyway.”

      “Hehe, c’mon Porlyusica, don’t be so hard on the kid. She was just asking a question.” Makarov finally cracked a smile at his old friend’s exhausted attitude before looking to the young child with a kind face, “It’s all right Koyuki. None of us are mad…” He leaned forward and loudly whispered to her, “And Baa-chan always acts all mean and stuffy so don’t be scared.”

      Koyuki took a moment to register what he said before nodding her head. She looked up at the woman and actually cowered a bit. Porlyusica face was completely covered in darkness, glaring at the short guild master across from her that so easily mocked her personality. Ohohoho… he was gonna pay for that later.

      “You see we are all just a little… sad, I guess.” He gave a weak smile towards the little girl.

      She looked over to him in concern, “Why?”

      “Well because…” Makarov struggled to find the right words before he looked over to the medical advisor.

      She closed her eyes tiredly before looking down at the little girl, “We’re going to give our regards to our friend.”

    
    

    
      The train slowly came to a stop at the local station. The door slid open and all of the passengers started to flood out of it as the little group from Fairy Tail casually made their way through the crowd. Koyuki was tightly holding onto Makarov’s hand as she quickly looked around at the new setting. She looked up and spotted a little wooden sign hanging overhead that spelled out…

      Viola Central Station

      She couldn’t actually read very well because it was an old sign and the letters were all muffled up but she at least knew she wasn’t in the same town she lived in.

      Naruto looked around in confusion and rubbed the back of his head, “I always get lost in this town. It’s filled with so many rich and snotty people you can’t really ask them for directions.”

      Erza disagreed, “What are you talking about? We haven’t even asked anyone yet.” She started walking towards a group of people, “Give me a moment to ask around and I’ll—”

      “NO!” All the adults yelled as Naruto jumped forward and grabbed her shoulder to stop her from ‘asking’ anyone around.

      She had a befuddled look on her face before looking over at him, “What is it?”

      “Well-ah-it’s just, you don’t actually have to trouble yourself. I’m sure we can figure this out ourselves.” Naruto tried to negotiate with a weak laugh as Makarov rapidly nodded his head in agreement behind them.

      Erza thought for a moment before nodding her head and returning to their little group. They exhaled in relief at stopping Erza from asking any of the folks around for directions. Because when Erza asked people questions, more often than not that resulted in several people lying on the ground with bruised foreheads and mild concussions.

      Porlyusica got their attention, “We don’t have to bother with directions or asking around. Bob said he would send someone from his guild to come and show us around.”

      Makarov looked up at her, “Did he say who?”

      “No. He just said we would realize who they were when we saw them.”

      “Well that’s no help. How are we supposed to know who out of all these people are a part of his guild? Are we just supposed to know by heart?”

      Immediately after Porlyusica complained about the unsatisfactory planning, Erza summoned a sword from her Requip and held it up defensively, looking around and ready to attack.

      They all looked at her strangely, “You all right Erza?”

      “Y-yeah I’m fine. It’s just… I felt like something was wrong… something was following us—”

      “*Sniff*Sniff* Mmmmm~…”

      A chill ran down Erza’s spine when she felt something stumpy and warm smell her hair. She squirmed and cowered a little in fear when she realized who was following them.

      “Erza-San, the fragrance of your Parfume is just as wonderful and intoxicating as ever.” The stumpy, well-dressed Blue Pegasus Mage said in a breathy voice before he ran his hand through his hair. He pointed at the red-head and winked at her as little sparkles floated around him, “Oh how I’ve missed you.”

      “KYAA!” Erza let out a girly squeal before she jumped away and held her sword out like a nervous amateur. She didn’t see them but she just knew that everyone was looking at her in disbelief and shock. She couldn’t blame them. She had faced dozens of powerful mages and fought entire gangs off without even resorting to using her armors. But something about this man…

      He just scared her.

      “Come now Erza-San, let us enjoy our reunion together~.”

      “Stay back Ichiya! I-I’m warning you!” Erza said while she stepped back. Ichiya was weirdly strutting over to her before he felt a firm hand dig into his shoulder.

      “Oiiiiii~, Ichiya~…” Naruto growled out in a deep, vicious tone as he was slightly miffed at the way the creepy Casanova was coming on to Erza. He had a dark look in his eyes as he looked down at the shorter man, “What the hell are you doing to Erza?”

      “Ah~.” He spun around a few times before pointing at the taller blond with a sparkly visage, “Naruto-kun~, it’s been quite some time my old friend~. How are you?”

      “Yeah, I’m great Ichiya.” Naruto said as he leaned back a little from the strange man. They had all come back here exactly a year before so Naruto was reintroduced to the strange man that scared him years ago. Even after all these years and Naruto still didn’t feel too comfortable around this guy. He couldn’t look Ichiya in the eye with that weird piercing gaze, “Thanks for asking.”

      Ichiya looked behind him to see the wrinkly old man and the girl holding onto his hand. He spun around the tall blond before greeting the guild master, “Hello Master Makarov, it’s a pleasure to see you again.”

      “Yeah. It’s good to see you too lad.”

      Ichiya spotted the little girl trying to hide herself behind the little man that was just barely taller than her. He leaned down towards them, “And who is this lovely little lady behind you?”

      Koyuki shyly hid behind the old Wizard Saint and tried to avoid the gaze of the strange Parfume Mage. Makarov just smiled, “This little lady is Koyuki. We’re in charge of keeping her safe while her mother is away and she wanted to come along with us today.” He gave a little bow, “Please help us along kindly.”

      “Of course.” Ichiya looked down and noticed that he had caught the little girl’s eyes for a moment. He decided to do what he always did when he locked eyes with a pretty little lady. He winked, pointed at her, let little sparkles fly around his face, and dreamily sang out, “~Meeeeeennnnnnnnnn~.”

      Koyuki shook in fear and hid further out of sight. She was too scared of this monster man.

      Ichiya spun on his feet and pointed towards the town, “Come with me. I’ll show you towards your destination. The rest of your party have already arrived and they’ve been waiting for you.”

      Erza coughed into her hand to try and gather some of her former semblance before addressing the flirtatious man, “Ichiya, you can show us to a flower shop before we arrive, correct? We need to grab something before we go.”

      “Of course, Erza-San~.” He winked at her, “Anything for you, my dear scarlet flower~.”

      Erza felt like a bug was crawling up her back as she shivered a little at his heated look. Naruto patted her on the back, “There there, he can’t actually do anything to you.”

      Erza sent him a disbelieving glare, “Speak for yourself.”

    
    

    
      “Geez, they sure are taking their sweet time aren’t they?” The tall man with the sunglasses and pointy hat said as he complained to his friends.

      The short man sitting on the bench pulled out a watch and clicked his tongue, “Makky never really was one for punctuality. I guess he’s passing that bad little trait to all of his new kids.”

      “Mouuuuuuu~, Makky-chan is really causing us a but of trouble, don’t you think?” The round man with makeup in the fluffy white coat lightly complained. He delicately held his cheek to his face, “If he doesn’t come soon, I’m gonna have to teach him a lesson about keeping a pretty lady waiting.”

      “Bobby, whenever you try to teach lessons to people, they usually end up with disheveled clothes and shattered pride. I’m fine as is.”

      The three former Fairy mages looked over to see the last of their little party arriving. Makarov, Porlyusica, Naruto, Erza with a bouquet of lilies, and finally an adorable little girl holding onto Makarov’s hand. The tall blond turned around and waved thanks towards the well-dressed Parfume Mage for showing them the way before he strutted his way back to his guild.

      Bob squealed and ran over to them, “Makky-chan! Por-chan! It’s so good to see you two again!”

      Makarov gave a mock salute and grinned while even Porlyusica showed a brief smile. She nodded to her old companion, “You too Bob. You… haven’t changed a bit.”

      “Oh stop. You’re gonna make me blush.” The large man spotted the young couple behind the two and gasped with excitement brimming in his voice. He quickly made his way to the two young adults, “Naruto-chan! Erza-chan! Oh, it’s so good to see you two again!”

      Erza smiled and bowed in respect to the Blue Pegasus Guild Master, “You too, Master Bob. It’s good to see you in fine health.”

      The large man tip-tied over to the tall blond and looked him over with an intrigued eye, “Ooooooh~, Naruto-chan~. You’ve grown into such a fine young man~.” He said with a heated tone as he made Naruto sweat and lean away to save himself. He inquired, “Maybe if you aren’t seeing anyone~…”

      “U-um, thanks for the offer Bob-San, I think.” He said, unsure of how to interpret what he was implying before he quickly stepped around the man and stood by Erza’s side. He looked over to her for a moment and smiled, “But sorry, I’m still committed at the moment.”

      Bob snapped his fingers. That’s right…

      Naruto-chan and Erza-chan were a couple now.

      Actually, they were a couple even before Bob saw them a year ago. And it still looked like they were as strong as ever.

      Bob remembered hearing the story from Makarov. Apparently, the two of them went out on a date one day and when they returned, they had confessed to each other and fallen in love. If they went into details, it was a beautiful love story that would make any person weak in the knees and all gooey inside. It was a beautiful tale…

      But from what Makarov said, that wasn’t how they all learned about it. Apparently, a nosy little barmaid made an accurate and embarrassing guess about their saucy ‘first night’ together and got the whole guild’s attention set on the new couple.

      Naruto and Erza were still a little miffed at Mira after all this time.

      Bob saw the young couple intertwine their hands without even looking down and chuckled. He smiled, “Oh well, I guess some girls get all the luck.”

      The two young mages smiled at the girly man before turning to see their master and medical advisor talking to the other two men. The two men noticed the young couple approach and face them.

      Naruto met with the short man in the orange outfit and cane. The shorter man looked up at the whiskered Mage and smiled, “Hello Naruto-kun. I see you are still in good health.”

      “Yes. That’s right sir. And it’s good to see you too Yajima-San.” Naruto bowed respectfully to the old man he owed so much to for everything he’s done for him in the last few years. Introducing him to ramen. His influence in the trial a few years ago. Naruto felt eternally grateful to the man who had helped save his life in Fairy Tail.

      “How have you been my boy? Not getting into too much trouble again, are you?”

      “Of course not sir. Well, I mean, as much trouble as Fairy Tail usually gets itself into.” Naruto joked and he smiled and chuckled. He just shrugged his shoulders, “But don’t worry. Erza is keeping me in check. She makes sure I’m behaving myself and I don’t cause any more trouble then we’re used to.”

      “But you’re still causing some serious problems for Makky to take care of.”

      “Not my problem.”

      Yajima chuckled as he saw the bright smile on the young man’s face. In comparison to the solemn and despairing look on his face two years earlier in courtroom, this was a vast improvement. He was glad to see the young blond look so lively again.

      “Ahahaha, I’m serious kid, he talked about you a bunch after coming back from that job.” Goldmine said with a smirk as he fixed his glasses, “He says that little tussle he had with you over a job was the most wild thing he’s done in weeks. He’s eager to fight you again.”

      Erza gave an empty look to the side, “Right… well I hope you can remind Bacchus that if we ever meet again, he should concentrate more on the job and less on sparring with me. And also not to run the town dry of all its booze in less than a day.”

      “Haha, yeah. That sounds like my kid.”

      “Hey.” Erza looked over to see Naruto walking over to her side before he motioned towards the gate, “C’mon. We should probably pay our visit.”

      Erza nodded, “You’re right.” She looked over to the rest of the old former team, “Are the rest of you coming?”

      Makarov waved them off, “Nah, we’re gonna spend some time catchin’ up. Don’t worry, we’ll get our part done in a minute. You two go on ahead.”

      Bob joined in the waving, “Yeah. Don’t let us stop you.”

      The young couple just looked between each other before nodding and walking towards the gate. Until Naruto felt someone lightly tug on the end of his cloak. He turned around to see Koyuki gentle hold the end of the black cloth and look up at her brother and sister.

      She looked up at Naruto, “O-Onii-chan. Can I-um—”

      Naruto saw Koyuki struggle to ask the question before he smiled. He kneeled down to face her, “Do you wanna come with us?”

      She nodded her head before she lifted her arms to show she wanted to be carried. Naruto didn’t even argue as he lifted her up and let her hug his neck for safety before he and Erza made their way into the cemetery.

      The old group of former Fairy mages watched the sight of the little pseudo-family make their way to their destination. Makarov smiled warmly as he watched them walk off before he laughed, “I never thought I would see those two would come so far from the little brats that knocked at my door.”

      Bob placed his hand against his cheek and watched them walk off with a dreamy expression, “Rob-chan was so proud. I bet he would have been happy to see them come say hello again.”

    
    

    
      Koyuki silently watched as her big sister placed the collection of flowers down in front of the gravestone. She then watched as the red-headed woman kneeled down in front of the tombstone and placed her hands together before bowing her head in silence. Koyuki looked over from where Erza was silently praying to see Naruto with a solemn smile on his face.

      Koyuki tugged on Naruto’s collar, “Onii-chan, what’s wrong?” She looked up at him with worry in her little eyes, “Why are you so sad?”

      Naruto blinked in surprise before he tried to think of a suitable way to explain what they were doing to the little girl. He thought for a moment, “Well Koyuki, me and Erza are… well…” He had a sad look on his face before he masked it with a smile, “We came to visit someone who isn’t with us anymore.”

      Koyuki titled her head, “Where’d they go?”

      Naruto stumbled over his words, “Uhhh—”

      “Here Koyuki.” Naruto and Koyuki looked down to see Erza looking up at them and calling them over, “Let me tell you.”

      Naruto looked at her and silently asked if she was sure before the red-head just gave a confident nod. Naruto kneeled down and lowered Koyuki onto her feet before her short little legs ran over to her big sister. Erza positioned Koyuki in front of her before wrapping her arms around the little Senju girl protectively and looking at the gravestone, “Koyuki, this is someone who passed away last year. He was somebody that was very dear to me, to Naruto, to Master and many other people…”

      Erza had far-off look in her eyes as she rested her chin on Koyuki’s chestnut brown hair and stared at the gravestone, “I called him Rob-jisan.”

      Naruto looked at the burial of one of their oldest, closest, and most dear friends. Last year, him, Erza, Jiji, and Baa-chan all came out to the mountain range behind Viola to visit their ailing friend. But this was different from any other experience he had with someone passing away. He wasn’t injured or attacked or killed…

      It was just his time to go.

      Naruto still remembered the smile on Rob’s face when they came to see him with everybody else last year. He was resting in his bed and just waiting for his time to come. But when he saw Naruto and Erza walk through his door, the same warm smile and happy look came onto his face that he always showed when he was in front of his young charges.

      He laughed and talked with them, listening to what they had done and congratulating them on the promotion to S-Class. He was happiest when he heard that they had finally started to date. He gathered the blond and red-head into a huge hug and squeezed them with strength they didn’t think he could muster.

      And then he demanded that they give him at least a dozen grandchildren.

      Yeah… that was just awkward for everyone.

      And then, a few hours after that, he asked them to wait outside as he passed away. They wanted to protest but they couldn’t say no to the man that raised and protected them for most of their life.

      Naruto still didn’t know how to feel about it after all this time. He was glad that Rob-jichan got to pass away happily, with people that loved him and with a smile on his face. For the man that raised him, gave him magic, sacrificed his arm and taught him how to fight, it was the least he deserved to be sent off with.

      But at the same time, it was a different set of circumstances than all the other people that had disappeared or vanished from his life.

      Unlike everything else that had happened, there was nothing he could do to stop it. And that made him feel… incapable.

      Koyuki looked at the gravestone in wonder, “Ojii-San?”

      “That’s right Koyuki. You know how when Mom comes back from work, we all go and visit Grandpa?” Koyuki remembered the similar stone they go and visit at the cathedral and nodded her head under Erza’s chin, “Well this person was my grandpa. And for awhile, he was the only family I ever had.”

      Erza closed her eyes for a moment as memories of the kind old Mage flickered through her head. She gave a faint smile, “If it wasn’t for him, I probably wouldn’t be here right now. A lot of us… wouldn’t be here right now.”

      Erza was silent for a moment until she spoke up, “You know, when he first told me about magic and what it could do, I was so amazed by it.” Naruto perked up when he realized she was talking to him, “I kept asking him over and over if someday I could use magic, and he would always tell me that I could do anything. And back then that always gave me… hope. More than anything else.”

      Erza buried her face into Koyuki hair and said with a muffled tone, “I always used to promise him that when I did become a Mage, I would fly through the sky on a broom with him on the back. I thought it was the least I could do for someone like him.” She laughed for a moment at the childish little dream she promised to keep, “But in the end, I couldn’t give him that.”

      Koyuki felt upset because she knew her big sister was sad. She wanted to do something but then she felt another pair of arms wrap around her and Erza.

      Erza felt Naruto wrap his arms around her and gently kiss the top of her head. He pulled back and smiled, “You know he wouldn’t have held something like that as a regret. Ojii-chan was happy knowing we were happy. So don’t be sad. That isn’t what he would want.”

      Erza was silent for a moment as his words sunk in. She lifted her head off of Koyuki’s and gave a small nod with a little smile, “Yeah. You’re right.”

      Koyuki leaned back and smiled up at her older siblings before they all stayed there for a moment in silence. Giving a silent prayer for their departed friend to find peace.

    
    

    
      Naruto made his way up the mountain as his boots crunched through the fresh snow. He told Erza that he was going to take a walk while the rest of the group was giving their prayers, and now he was a few miles north of the Blue Pegasus guild. He didn’t let the cold weather affect him as he looked around at the undisturbed beauty of the white forest. Until he finally reached his destination.

      Naruto stood in the level field as he stared at the old wood cabin. He kept his eyes on the place he had called home for more than a year as his feet instinctively started pushing through the snow. He stood in front of the man-made house before he started circling around it. He reached an area that looked relatively different in comparison to the rest of the old wood before he lightly traced his fingers over it.

      “This is torture! I can’t believe you are making me do this Ojii-chan! It was an accident! I can’t control this-this-thing!” A twelve-year old Naruto whined as he dropped a pile of large lumber down in the snow. He lightly glared at the old man that methodically hammered away at the new hole in his house.

      The wrinkly old man took a nail out of his mouth before looking at the whiskered child, “Well it’s your fault. You were just swinging your arm around all willy-nilly like that and you didn’t think about what would happen if you hit something—”

      “I didn’t think I could break walls with this thing!” Naruto complained as he gestured to the new prosthetic casing around his possessed arm. He pouted, “It’s not my fault. I was just excited because you said you would train me.”

      “And I will Naruto-kun. I promise.” He reassured his young charge by grasping his shoulder. They both smiled at each other before Rob gently shook his shoulder, “Now stop stalling and help me fix the house.”

      “STOP BLAMING ME, DAMMIT!”

      Naruto chuckled at the fond memory of their argument after he had accidentally destroyed a part of the cabin.

      Naruto walked around the rest of the structure and spotted an empty little area to the side of it. He stared at it for a moment as he remembered the first training session they ever had.

      Naruto looked up at the tall man in disbelief, “You want me… to hold eggs?”

      “Yep.” Rob gently juggled several eggs together with surprising skill until he caught all of them with his own prosthetic arm. He held them out, “That new arm of yours holds back all the power from where Kurama’s energy was taking over. And, as we’ve witnessed with the wall…” He pointed at the cabin as Naruto deflated and looked to the side in embaressment, “You have a massive excess of power you don’t know how to control. Which is why our first lesson will be on control.”

      Rob motioned for Naruto to hold out his left hand as he gently placed the egg in his palm. He smiled, “Okay, now gently squee—”

      *Crack*

      Both mages watched as the yoke spilled out from Natuto’s fingers and melted into the snow. Naruto looked up at Rob with expectation for what to do next.

      “Okay~.” Rob realized that going straight for egg keeping with Naruto was probably not gonna lead anywhere. The old Mage looked around and spotted a large stone sticking out of the snow. He pulled it out of the ground before handing it to Naruto, “All right, now this time, gently squee—”

      *Crack*

      Once again, Naruto’s new grip proved too powerful and completely reduced the stone to rubble and dust. They were silent for a moment before Naruto looked back up at Rob.

      Rob scratched his head and shrugged his shoulders, “I don’t know what I expected.”

      Naruto made his way up onto the porch and felt each footstep cause the wood to creak underneath him. He pushed open the front door and watched as the light brightened the empty cabin. The interior was covered with dust, something he had expected considering it hadn’t been used in over a year.

      The little fireplace and stove that slowly cooked some of the best stew he had ever had. The small bed and the futon besides it that rested against the back wall. The table where he would rest his head after a long training session and laugh about stories Ojii-chan would tell him.

      Naruto leaned against the door frame to relax before he closed his eyes once last time.

      “I’m serious! Ever since they made a team, these two have done nothing but cause me trouble!” Makarov cried as he pointed at the couple sitting on the side of their grandpa’s sickbed. He weeped, “They destroy buildings! Wreck streets! I can’t keep up with all the paperwork! My wrinkles are getting wrinkles!”

      All of his old friends just laughed at his misery.

      “STOP LAUGHING! IT AIN’T FUNNY!”

      Yajima stopped playing poker with Goldmine as his laughter tapered off, “C’mon Makky, there’s no reason to be so uptight. So you get a few bills and notifications every week. So what.”

      Makarov growled in anger, “Yammy, you’re the one who sends me that shit in the first place.”

      “And that’s what makes it so funny.” They all laughed at Makarov’s misery as Erza bowed her head in shame.

      “I’m sorry Master. I truly did try my hardest not to cause you any grief—”

      “I didn’t.” Erza slapped Naruto’s arm as he laughed lightly.

      “Please forgive me Master.”

      Makarov kept his stern scowl on for a few moments before he sighed and shook his head, “Geez Erza, you make it really hard to stay mad at you when you’re actually sorry.” Makarov motioned to the blond, “This little asshole on the other hand—”

      “Hey, Makky, watch the language!” Rob defended as he held Naruto’s shoulder, ‘I’m sure Naruto-kun has a good reason for doing everything he’s done.’ He looked at the young man, “Naruto-kun, is there a reason you’ve been causing Makky so much strife over the years?”

      Naruto looked up in thought as he tried to think of the best answer. He nodded his head and looked at his old friend, “It’s funny and I can’t be bothered.”

      Rob nodded his head proudly, “That’s my boy.”

      Everybody laughed as Makarov just resorted to pouting. They enjoyed the moment until—

      “Ahahaha-h-GAK!” Rob laugh suddenly turned into a fit of violent coughing as his voice became gravely and rough. Everyone in the cabin realized something was wrong when Rob grabbed Naruto’s shoulder for support because he couldn’t hold himself up anymore. Porlyusica came running over to help him back onto his pillow as they surrounded him in a panic.

      “Ojii-chan!”

      “Rob-jisan!”

      “Robby!”

      “Rob-chan!”

      Rob was placed back against the pillow as the coughs faded and some color disappeared from his face. He struggled, “I-I’m fine. That happens every now and then. Nothing you all need to worry about.”

      He rested quietly against the bed for a moment until he looked to the side, “Naruto-kun? Erza-chan?”

      The young couple came to his side in a moment, “Yes, what is it Ojii-San?”

      “What’s wrong? Do you need something?”

      “No no, I’m fine. Really.” Rob smiled at them, “I just need you two to do me a little favor.”

      “Of course.”

      “Anything Ojii-chan.”

      He seemed conflicted for a moment before he gave them a sad smile, “I need you two to go down the mountain to town and get some of my medicine. It might take some time though… can you do that for me?”

      Naruto and Erza looked at him for a moment until realization crossed their faces at what he was doing. Naruto looked at him sadly, “W-what? O-Ojii-chan, you can’t be—”

      “It’s all right. You two won’t have a problem.” Rob gave a weak nod, “Please.”

      Naruto looked at him in disbelief before looking towards everyone else in the room. They all had sad and hesitant looks as Naruto looked to them for an argument to stay. Until he saw Makarov looking up at him and nodding once, silently telling him to follow Rob’s last request without question.

      Naruto swallowed his protest and reluctantly nodded his head. He grasped Erza’s shoulder, “C’mon Erza, let’s go.”

      But before he could lead them away, Erza walked forward and sat on the side of the bed. She placed her hands on top of Rob’s and sat there silently as everyone watched. After a moment, her shoulders started to shake and her hands tensed up. The red-head looked up at the man that raised her since childhood and whimpered out with watery eyes…

      “Please don’t ask me to leave.”

      Rob’s voice hitched when he saw the closest person to a daughter he ever had cry for him. He inhaled for a moment before holding the hand that rest atop of his. He squeezed it as a tear ran down his face…

      “I could never ask you to stay.”

      Erza looked at him sadly before closing her eyes. She leaned in and pulled him into a hug she never wanted to end. She lowered her head for a moment as tears ran down her cheek and whispered, “I love you.”

      He returned the hug, “You will never know how proud you’ve made me. And I’m happy a crusty old man like me got to do something right with his life.”

      After a moment, they finally pulled back from each other and Erza kissed Rob’s forehead before she stood back up. She lowered her eyes out of sight and walked out of the cabin before she lost herself. Naruto watched her leave before he turned back around and looked at the old man.

      He bent down and hugged Rob for as long as he could before he knew it was time to say goodbye. He pulled back and watched Rob smile at him one last time before he followed Erza and walked out of the cabin.

      When Naruto emerged, he saw Erza sitting on the edge of the hill, looking out at the forest and far-off town. She didn’t react as Naruto walked over to her side and sat down besides her. And Naruto didn’t say anything as she rested her head against his shoulder and closed her tear-ridden eyes.

      And the two of them sat there for an hour until the rest of their group emerged from the cabin to tell them Rob was gone.

      Naruto opened his eyes and looked at the sight of the old cabin once more. He pushed off the door and stood there for a moment to catch his bearings.

      Until a powerful gust of wind started to grow stronger and stronger as the snow in the field started to blow away. Naruto turned around as he heard the sound of huge, mighty wings flapping through the air and talons digging into the ground beneath them.

      Naruto stared at the massive adult Wyvern that had landed in the middle of the field. The scales over its massive body were pristine white and silver, blending into the snowy mountain terrain. Its wing span stretched further than 10 meters, covering everything in a massive shadow. But Naruto noticed one feature over everything else the massive flying lizard had shown.

      The multitude of scars over what used to be its left eye. From where a young, inexperienced Mage stabbed a broken sword into it in retaliation for mutilating his arm.

      Naruto instinctively gripped his left arm and felt the cold sensation the metal had gained from being in the cold climate.

      He lowered his arm and took a step forward as he faced the great creature, “You remember me, right? The kid in the snow you felt threatened of?”

      The large Wyvern let out a low growl as the blond slowly walked forward.

      “I’m gonna take that as a yes.” Naruto scratched his head, ‘Y’know, the old man from the cabin… “He threw a motion towards the old structure,” He told me last year that during the time he was looking after me, he was also watching out for you. Apparently, you were the measly little runt of the litter that was tossed out of the nest and into the cold.’ Naruto chuckled, “I gotta say, I was surprised when Ojii-chan told me that but when he told me about the litter thing… I laughed.”

      The Wyvern growled even louder.

      “I bet you would like to take some anger out on me for the eye, right?” Naruto pulled his arm out of the cloak to show the beast his prosthetic, ‘I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel a little resentment for my arm.’ He stopped in front of the Wyvern’s lowered head and tensed his arms, “If you and I fought, I doubt there would be much argument considering our history.”

      Though the two adversaries were tense for a moment, the Wyvern lowered its wings and Naruto relaxed his arms. He shook his head with a faint smile, “Yeah… I can’t bring myself to do it anymore either. I guess some scars really can fade with just time.”

      Naruto looked at the beast with a thoughtful glance towards the cabin, “He passed away last year. I know you probably didn’t even need to be taken care of for awhile now but… could you watch over this place? Keep it open for wandering little runts to pass through and find shelter. Consider it a favor from one unwanted misfit to the next.”

      The Wyvern looked at the blond man for a moment before lowering its head to about his level. Naruto took this as a chance to reconcile their last difference and rubbed his nose gently. He smiled as the wind picked up and rustled the trees around them.

      Rob would have been proud to see him make peace with a longtime enemy. Or at least a mutual agreement not to destroy each other.

    
    

    
      “NOW, LET’S PARTY AND CELEBRATE UNTIL WE GET KNEE-WOOBLY, SHIT-FACED DRUNK! BANZAI!”

      “BANZAI!” Everyone in the Fairy Tail Guild cheered as they welcomed the small party of old folks accompanying their master to the guild hall. After they had paid their respects to Rob, everyone came back to Fairy Tail for a good old-fashioned party.

      Except Porlyusica. She didn’t want to be bothered with their childish noise. Even Koyuki’s adorable puppy eyes and pouting had no effect. And that was when they truly realized she was impervious to anything fun.

      Of course they also had to drop Koyuki off at Naruto’s house so she could get her rest. She had a long day and she had traveled on a train from Magnolia to Viola and back. She deserved her rest.

      “AHAHAHAHAHAHAHA! G-geez, you two grew up tons since I last saw ya!” Goldmine laughed as he drank with the two older mages of the guild.

      Macao laughed, “Yeah! I remember when I first started out in this place and you came here to visit Master. God, that seems like ages ago!”

      “Keep talking like that Macao. Make us feel even older than we are.” Wakaba jabbed as he knocked the ash out of his pipe and looked at the Quatro Cerberus Master, “What about you Master Goldmine? How’ve ya been these last few years?”

      “Ah, you know. It’s hard trying to control a guild when every single one of my guys believes in doing everything with a wild spirit.”

      “A MAN DOES WHAT HE CAN WITH ALL HIS HEART!”

      Macao and Wakaba knew there couldn’t have been a better time for Elfman to scream that out as they nodded their heads, “Yep.”

      “We think we get ya.”

      “But all this time with them has seriously got me thinking about how precious and fleeting life can be sometimes. And how we have to enjoy it as much as we can because you never know when it might go.” He raised his cup to the younger men, “Don’t forget that boys. Live your lives as best you can before you start getting tied down.”

      He thought that was a bit of kind and thoughtful wisdom to give these men he had known from the guild for quite some time. But he started to regret it when he saw the empty and despairing looks on their faces.

      Wakaba took a puffed his pipe, “I’m married with a daughter.”

      Macao looked at his drink, “I’m divorced with a son.”

      Goldmine was silent for a moment as he looked between the two of them. He placed his mug down, “Next round on me?”

      “Yes please.”

      Natsu, Gray, Happy, and Loke were all sitting around the blond as he answered the questions they all had for him. Natsu continued, “You seriously know all of Jii-chan’s friends?”

      “Most of them yeah.” Naruto joked, “They apparently all used to be a part of the same team in the guild.”

      The three men looked over at all the old people celebrating and drinking with their friends before looking at the blond. Gray asked, “So they’re-what-alumni?”

      “Basically, yeah.”

      “All of these guys?”

      “Actually there was another member of their group that passed away a year ago, and also Porlyusica-baachan from the forest.”

      Loke scoffed, “S-seriously, that mean old lady that yells at the Master?”

      “Yep.”

      “That mean old lady that yells at anybody that comes near her treehouse?”

      “Yep.”

      “That mean old lady that waves her broom at me and calls me ‘the annoying little rat with wings’?”

      They all looked at Happy for a moment because they couldn’t discern if that was Prolyusica or just any normal person that saw Happy fly around. Naruto shrugged, “Um, I think so.”

      “She’s so silly. I’m not an annoying rat with wings! I’m an annoying CAT with wings!”

      Natsu patted Happy’s head, “That’s right Happy, stand proud of your annoying cat qualities!”

      “Aye sir!”

      The rest of the table decided to ignore the dumbass duo as Gray looked at Naruto, “So how do you know all these guys anyway?”

      “Oh, me and Erza were raised by one of them since we were kids. He always used to tell us stories about his old team and that’s how we found out about Fairy Tail.”

      Although they were interested by his story, they were far more surprised by the backstory he glossed over so quickly. Natsu leaned forward, “YOU’VE KNOWN ERZA SINCE YOU WERE KIDS?!”

      Naruto nodded, “Yeah. Not much older than Romeo and Koyuki.”

      Loke was impressed, “Really?”

      “Yeah. What’s so weird about that?”

      “Was Erza always so… weird? And… scary?” Gray asked nervously.

      “Wha-No! Erza’s never been…” Naruto stopped for a moment as he thought about what they meant before he shrugged, “Eh… kinda.”

      After they were silent for a moment, Loke added his piece, “I actually knew someone who advised me to come here too.”

      They all looked towards the playboy, “Really?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t have a place to go a few years back and he told me about this place. Said I won’t find any place better in the world to feel at home.”

      All of them smiled and nodded their heads before Happy asked, “Who was it?”

      “That would be me, boys~.”

      They all jumped back when the large man in the spaghetti string dress appeared behind the orange-haired man. Loke looked back at him calmly as the rest of them cowered, “Hello again Bob-San, how have you been lately?”

      “Oh I’m just wonderful Loke-chan. Never been better. I’ll admit, I was a little upset about the anniversary of Rob-chan’s passing, but~…” His eye popped open and he looked towards the cowering group, “I’d bet a certain young man without a shirt could keep me company.”

      Natsu and Naruto simultaneously looked at Gray who had lost his shirt again as the Ice-Make wizard cursed his fate.

      Before both of his guildmates could disappear, Gray grabbed Natsu’s shoulder and pushed him forward, “Hear that Natsu! The man(?)’s asking for ya!”

      “Not me dumbass! You’re the one with his ass hanging out! I’m not naked! I’ve got a shirt on!” Natsu pulled on his shirt, “See!”

      “Ice-Make: Freeze!”

      Natsu’s shirt froze in ice before it cracked and fell apart, leaving the Dragon-Slayer in nothing but his scarf and shorts. Gray looked at him smugly, “You sure bout that?”

      “YOU BASTARD!”

      Naruto just distanced himself as Natsu and Gray started brawling while Bob watched them with an interested eye. Naruto just chuckled as he started to walk and watch everyone party.

      “He-(Burp) hey Naruto! C’mere!”

      Naruto looked over to see Cana with several empty mugs around her, a drunken blush on her face and an unconscious Jet and Droy by her feet. There were several other members around the table, probably watching the show of the Card Mage drinking everyone under the table. Naruto walked over to her, “What’s up Cana?”

      “Wh-whatcha doin’ just walkin’ round like that, huh?” She slurred before waving her arm, “C-C’mon man, get a drink. Drink with me!”

      Naruto looked over at Bisca and Alzack, “How much has she had?”

      Bisca shook her head, “Enough to kill a horse.”

      “Hmmm.” Naruto shook his head, “No thanks Cana, I’m not interested in getting drunk tonight.”

      “Awwww, drink a little. I-it won’t kill ya.”

      “No thanks. I’m good.” Naruto walked away, “See ya.”

      Cana pouted, “Geez, and there goes one of our S-Class mages. You bitch!”

      Naruto froze in place when he heard Cana’s taunt. He waited a moment before sighing and shaking his head. And then he pulled off his cloak, turned around, and sat in front of Cana, “You done fucked up now. Let’s see who the bitch is when I drink you under the table.”

      Cana chuckled and grabbed her mug, “Sure, I’d like to see you try!”

      Naruto looked up at Alzack, “Alzack, bring me a mug.”

      Alzack and Bisca looked between each other in confusion, “Um, Naruto, I’m not a waiter or—”

      “Do it.”

      “Yessir.”

      The night continued on as the party didn’t die down in the least. Erza sat with Makarov, Yajima, and Mirajane as they talked together through the whole rave. Erza decided to take a moment to relax by dismissing her armor and enjoying her delicious strawberry cake while the rest of the table talked.

      “I remember this little lady from all the damage reports I got from the council.” Yajima joked as he nudged Makarov with his elbow, “This young lady caused you quite a bit of strife back in the day, didn’t she?”

      Makarov nodded, “You can say that again.”

      Mirajane felt like shrinking in embarrassment as her cheeks took on a light pink hue. She didn’t like when people so easily mocked her for her erratic behavior years ago. She weakly nodded, “Y-yes, that’s right. I was-um-a bit reckless when I was younger.”

      “I also hear you’re a bit of a ‘nosy nelly’. What with announcing to the whole guild Erza-kun and Naruto-kun’s relationship before they even told anyone.”

      “Erza!” Mira cried to her red-head friend as she waved her arms rapidly in protest, ‘Stop telling everyone about that! It was an accident! I keep telling you that!’ The white-haired barmaid looked at the Requip Mage, “Why do you kept telling everybody about what I did?”

      “Oh come now Mirajane, it’s not so bad. It’s actually a funny story.” Erza gave the Strauss girl a stagnant look as she cut up her cake, “Very funny. Hilarious. A ‘HA-HA’ kind of accident, don’t you think?”

      Mira leaned away from her, “E-Erza, are you still mad?”

      Erza just spared Mirajane a little look before squeezing her fingers together to show she still was a little mad about it.

      Mira hung her head in shame as Yajima and Makarov just laughed. The old Council member looked around at the partying guild hall and smiled, “I’m glad to see some things about the guild never change.”

      Mira and Erza looked at the old men as their intrigue was peaked by his comment. Mira asked, “What do you mean Yajima-San?”

      “I mean it’s good to see that even after all these years the guild is still just the same.” Yajima smiled and nodded his head, “Constant drinking. Inebriated brawls. Wrecking havoc. The Council constantly managing the destruction—”

      Makarov growled, “You hypocritical asshole.”

      “It’s all just so nostalgic.”

      “Really?” Erza asked, in complete disbelief that the group of respectable old alumni used to do the same things they do now.

      “Oh yeah!” Makarov chuckled before he nudged his old friend, “H-hey, remember that time Master Purehito was angry at us for accidentally destroying that church in the Vulcan relocation job, so he cut us off from taking any big jobs for a month—”

      Yajima interrupted, “So in return we set up a magic paint patch that when he sat down it exploded and covered him in a pink paste for a month—”

      “A-And everyone called him ‘Pinky Pure’! AHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

      “O-oh my sides!”

      Mira and Erza were a little worried about their role-models childish antics before they just giggled and laughed along with them. Erza shook her head and smiled, “I’m glad some things never change in this place.”

      *THUD*THUD*

      “UUUUWWWWOOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHHHHH! CANA WINS BY THE SKIN OF THE ACCUMULATED SCAR TISSUE ALONG HER LIVER!”

      “YEEEEAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!”

      The four mages looked back to see a huge group of people surrounding and cheering around a table. Erza saw Levy on the edge of the crowd, standing on their table to get a better view. Erza tapped her leg to get her attention, “Levy, what’s going on? Why’s everyone gathering up?”

      Levy looked down at her, “You didn’t know? Cana and Naruto have been having a drinking match for the last half hour! And it was close too! Naruto only keeled over a few seconds before Cana did! I had no idea he could drink that much!” She was brimming with excitement, “We were taking bets! I won a thousand Jewel!”

      Erza and Mira looked between each other in shock before they stood on the table to catch the view. Looking over the crowd, they saw Naruto face down on the table with multiple mugs surrounding him while Cana had fallen flat on her ass.

      They sat down as Mira looked at Erza, “Wow, I didn’t think Naruto drank. I’ve actually never seen him drink before.”

      Erza crossed her arms under her chest and smiled, “Well it looks like he found something he’s pretty good at. Heh, maybe we found something he’s actually got some talent for.”

      “Oh that’s great!” Makarov said as he raised his mug, “I could always use another drinking partner.”

      While the group laughed, the crowd slowly started to part as a drunken blond slowly stumbled his way over. He weakly groaned out, “E-Erza…”

      She noticed her name was being called, “Yes?”

      “W-when?”

      “When what?” Erza didn’t understand her boyfriend’s question and tried to turn around—

      Only to suddenly be fondled and groped from behind as Naruto dived at her back.

      He said with a happy look on his face, “When’d your boobies get so big?! Haha, they’re all bouncy bouncy now, hehe-hyuck-hahahaha!”

      Everyone in the guild froze in place as they watched a completely plastered Naruto started to grab Erza’s breasts over her shirt. He cheered with a drunken slur as Erza’s features darkened and she released a threatening aura. This wasn’t the first time Naruto has done something like this but that was usually in private where they could be alone. Letting him do something like this in public, in front of everyone in the guild…

      He needed to be punished.

      Erza spun around with her fist outstretched to knock out Naruto. But he was gone before she could make the full spin.

      “Mira! You’re all cute and cuddly now! Awwww, I want to hug you and never let you go!” Naruto happily cheered as he hugged Mirajane and rubbed his cheek against hers, scaring her with his unusual closeness.

      “N-Naruto, what’s wrong with—”

      “NARUTO!” Elfman roared as he barreled through the crowd and towards the drunken man rubbing against his sister. He had nothing but the utmost respect for the whiskered Mage but his sister’s purity came first dammit! Naruto stood up with a goofy grin as Elfman attempted to punch his clock out.

      But Naruto leaned back to an unnatural level before popping back up like a punching doll. Elfman continued to throw punches as Naruto’s drunken instincts dodged each punch, “WHY! CAN’T! I! HIT! THIS! DRUNK! BASTARD!”

      “Elfman, you’re too stressed out buddy~. You need to relax~. Calm down~.” Naruto ducked underneath one of Elfman’s punches as he crouched down and grabbed the large man’s legs, “You gotta fly~!”

      “Wait! What are you-AAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHhhhhhhhhhhhhh—”

      Everyone looked up as Elfman was thrown up towards the ceiling and stayed there for a moment…

      “—aaaaaaaaaAAAHHHHHHHHH-OUFH!” Elfman came falling back down and crushed several other members beneath him. Everybody watching hissed and moaned at the scene of pain.

      Naruto stumbled weakly towards the table and stood over the drunk girl that started all this. He hiccuped, “Hey Cana~, wake up~, it’s your turn~.”

      Naruto grabbed the back of her jeans before he started spinning around at an intense speed. This woke Cana out of her drunken stupor and caused her to scream in panic as everything started to blur. She kept screaming until the back of her jeans ripped off and she was sent flying into a small group of people. Naruto looked at the scrap of cloth in his hands and laughed, “O-oops, I broke her.”

      “What the hell is wrong with him?!”

      “It’s like he’s not even Naruto anymore!”

      “I-I kinda wanna keep watching this. This is hilarious.”

      “Naruto!” Makarov and Yajima stepped forward as they got the drunk blond’s attention. They reprimanded him, “You need to stop! Right now! This is no way for an S-Class that isn’t Gildarts to behave himself!”

      “Awwwwww~! Jiji! Yajima-San! You guys just don’t get it!” Naruto walked over and punched holes into two giant barrels of liquor before he pulled them up to his shoulders and laughed, “But I think I gotta way for you to do~.”

      The two old mages actually stepped back when they saw the look on his face. Yajima asked, “What are you gonna—”

      Before he could finish, Naruto disappeared and reappeared behind them with his hands empty. He had shoved the two massive barrels of alcohol on their heads and made it impossible for them to escape without drinking the contents. The two old mages fumbled around and desperately drank their way to safety as everyone watched Naruto turn around and smile at them.

      “Get him!”

      “Hold him down! Don’t let Naruto escape!”

      “He’s on the ceiling! Get him! Get him!”

      And the entire guild spent the whole night trying to catch the magical drunk ninja as he bounced around and laughed at them. And the next morning, in the throws of the most annoying game of tag ever, the guild came to a unanimous decision…

      Never let Naruto get drunk unsupervised.

    
    

    
      Done

      I’m sorry this was so late. Tests. Work. Writer’s block. Various other bullshit reasons for me being so late. And I’m sorry. But I just want you to know I’m gonna do my best to update Prince, Devil, and Knight this month before coming back to Hunter.

      Also, this will be the official end of Part 2 of the story. I’ve decided to break this story up into different Parts, which will tell major sections of the story kind of like a big book. The next chapter will be the start of Part 3.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    25. Part 3: Come Together

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 25: Come Together

      Let’s start Part 3 of Titania and The Hunter

      Aaaaaaand stop!

      Canon time

    
    

    
      “Hmmmmmmmmmmmm…”

      Mirajane looked up from where she finished cleaning the dishes when she heard their newest member hum to herself. She asked, “What’s wrong Lucy, are you finding some trouble looking at the board?”

      The newest member of the Fairy Tail Guild, Lucy Heartfilia, sighed in defeat before she looked over to the beautiful barmaid. She whimpered out, “Mira-San~, I don’t think I can handle any of these crazy jobs by myself. But I need to start working now or else I’m gonna be facing serious money troubles.”

      Mira tried to reassure the pretty blonde, “Well why don’t you take another job with Natsu? You finished that job up rather quickly. And it was a difficult task to boot so you clearly work well together as a team.”

      Lucy just hung her head, “If I worked with Natsu again, I’m certain we’d just use the reward to pay for all the damages we caused while working.” Lucy then looked off to the side and pouted, “Plus he’s the reason we didn’t take the Two Million Jewel reward for our last job. I mean, it was the right thing to do and all… but still…”

      “Don’t be upset, Lucy-neechan!” The blonde Celestial Spirit Mage looked up from the ground and over to the young little brown-haired girl that was cheerfully drawing in a coloring book at the counter. Koyuki looked over to the new girl and smiled, “I’m sure you’ll be okay! Natsu-niichan can still help you if you really ask him to control himself!”

      Lucy cried in defeat before she patted the young girl’s head, “Thanks for the encouragement Koyuki-chan, but I really don’t think it’s gonna be that easy.”

      Mira just smiled when she saw the looks on their faces before she suggested, “Then why don’t you take a break for a minute? Give yourself a moment to breathe.”

      Lucy look at the white-haired model before she gave a small smile and nodded. She sat by Koyuki and rested her head, “Yeah, maybe it would be for the best to take a moment to relax.”

      Lord knows she needed it after one of the most hectic weeks of her life.

      Just a few days ago, Lucy was a wandering Mage, reading about the most explosive stories in the country from Sorcerer Magazine and looking for a guild she could join. She thought about maybe one day joining one of the big name guilds like Phantom Lord, Lamia Scale, Blue Pegasus, Quatro Cerberus, or Mermaid Heel…

      But Lucy’s favorite guild and the one she wanted to join more than any other in the whole of Earthland… Fairy Tail.

      Lucy, like any other Mage, knew that Fairy Tail was one of the coolest and most famous guilds in the land. They always filled Sorcerer Magazine with the funniest, most interesting articles she had ever read. She was completely enamored by Mirajane’s beautiful poses and modeling work, only rivaled by Jenny Realight of Blue Pegasus. And they were most famous for their part in destroying the independent guild Damnation and defeating ‘The Tyrant King’ Alexander Sorrento.

      But most of all, Lucy thought they had the most fun being a guild.

      And last week, when she was dealing with some pretentious wannabe jerk calling himself ‘Salamander’ and attempting to sell girls off into Bosco, she met a certain hot-headed pink-haired man and his talking blue cat.

      Lucy never would have believed that Natsu, the weird guy that sounded like he was crazy because he was looking for a Dragon in town, was actually the real ‘Salamander’ of Fairy Tail and used some rare form of magic called Fire Dragon-Slayer magic. After he crashed the boat and rescued her (while destroying most of the harbor mind you), he offered to take her all the way to Magnolia Town and help her join the #1 guild in the country.

      And when she arrived, the first thing she was met with was a no-holds bar brawl between the entire guild. Which in the process Lucy met exhibitionists, drunks, manly men, playboys, models with a slightly fractured head from where a beer bottle hit them, and to top it all off a giant monstrosity that slowly turned into an old midget shorter than her knee.

      It was a very crazy day.

      And as the week went by, Lucy was becoming accustomed to the antics of the guild and was even starting to talk with some of them, ignoring her nervousness and trying to meet the people she was going to work with now.

      Of course, first off was Natsu and Happy. These two were possibly the weirdest and most uncontrollable duo Lucy had ever met in her life. Natsu never considered the idea of holding back and Happy was a sarcastic little jerk that always took every chance he could to offend her. But they both treated their guild like family and she could never deny that they were two of the nicest souls she had ever met.

      Then there was Levy. She was a sweet girl that came over and talked to her when she heard the rumor started by Natsu and Happy that Lucy was interested in writing a novel. Instead of coming over to her to laugh or ridicule her, Levy showed the biggest interest in hearing about her writing and saying she absolutely loved books. She apparently wasn’t that great of a writer herself but that couldn’t be true when she started pitching a great idea to Lucy about two friends who ended up fighting each other.

      And then there was Mirajane. The poster girl of Fairy Tail. The most beautiful and charming woman in the guild. The kind-hearted barmaid that always listened to Lucy’s troubles and problems and tried to help her come up with a good solution. Lucy had to admit she was nervous talking to the super famous model but she was so happy to see that Mirajane was one of the kindest people not only in the guild but in the entire world too.

      Also, Lisanna, Mirajane’s younger sister and a close friend of Natsu and Happy. The Take-Over Mage was one of the first people to welcome Lucy into the guild with open arms and a big smile. And since she always watched out for Natsu and Happy to make sure they didn’t cause too much trouble, she always tried to sympathize and give her condolences to the blonde girl when they came back from the jobs.

      And lastly there was this little girl sitting next to her at the counter, Koyuki. This girl confused Lucy, because she was too young to be a member of the guild and as far as she knew she wasn’t related to anybody else she had met. But Koyuki alway smiled and cheered Lucy on, calling her a big sister and hoping she enjoyed her time at the guild she loved more than anything else in the world. Of course, Koyuki seemed to call everyone brother and sister but it still cheered Lucy up when she felt down.

      Lucy lifted her head, “Excuse me, Master? Do you have any suggestions for jobs to take?”

      Lucy waited for the easy and relaxed reply from the short man that usually planted his butt atop the counter they were sitting at. But no answer came back to her.

      Lucy raised her head and looked over to his spot to see it was empty. She tilted her head, “Huh? Where’s Master?”

      Mira answered, “Oh, he went to the regular meeting between the guild masters. He should be back in a few days so don’t worry.”

      Lucy looked at the white-haired woman in confusion, “Regular meeting?”

      “Yeah. But I guess since you only just joined a guild you’re probably not aware of what it is.” Mira walked over to face Lucy, “Guild masters from all over the country come together and meet for a few days in a gathering of guilds from each province. From there, they discuss the status of what is happening with their guilds and they can receive their orders from the Magic Council.”

      “Wow.” Lucy blinked in surprise to hear about such an intricate system of inner-working between the guilds.

      “Yeah, Jii-chan is so cool! He’s always working hard when he goes to those things!” Koyuki looked up at Lucy, “He’s always tired too, because he comes back smelling kinda like Cana-neechan.”

      Lucy’s eyes narrowed in dissapointment, her new found respect for the master slowly fading away again.

      “Well he has to work hard.” Mira said over her shoulder while she started washing the glasses and plates. She continued, “He spends most of his time making sure there aren’t any new Dark Guilds to check over.”

      Lucy asked, “Dark Guilds? Why would Master have to worry about them? Aren’t they a problem for the Rune Knights and stuff?”

      “Oh no, not just the Rune Knights. Dark Guilds don’t follow any laws or rules set by the government or the Magic Council, so they are a dangerous group for any legal guild.” She looked back over at Lucy, “We have to make sure no legal guild steps over the line of what they can or can’t do… otherwise…”

      Lucy was silent before she gulped, “O-otherwise what?”

      “THEY’LL SWALLOW YA SOUL!”

      “BOOOOO!”

      “KYYYYAAAAAAAA!” Lucy screamed in terror before Natsu and Happy hunched over to hold their stomachs while they laughed at her. Lucy was shaking while Natsu and Happy were celebrating their little prank.

      Natsu wiped a tear from his eye, “O-oh, oh we got you good Lucy!”

      Lucy ducked her head and her shoulders were shaking as Happy flew around her head. He teased, “You were scared, weren’t you Lucy? Huh? But it was funny, don’t you think? Huh? Wasn’t it—”

      Lucy’s hands sprung up and grabbed Happy out of the air before she spiked him into Natsu’s face, “IT WASN’T FUNNY YOU JERKS!”

      Natsu stood their like a wall as Happy’s skull cracked against his and tears came down the blue cat’s eyes. His limp body fell into Natsu’s arms as the Dragon-Slayer looked at the upset blonde girl, “So you didn’t think it was fuuny?”

      “Natsu!” The pink-haired man felt someone lightly smack the back of his head and reprimand him for his childish behavior. He rubbed his head and looked back to see Lisanna, Mira’s youngest sibling, pouting at him with her hands on her hips. She gave him a stern look, “Don’t scare Lucy like that Natsu. You know how scary you can be when you actually try.”

      Natsu looked back at her questioningly, “Are you scolding me or insulting me?”

      “And Happy…” She patted the crying cat’s head, “You know you kinda deserved that.”

      “Why Lisanna?!” Happy cried as he flew into her arms for a hug, “Why did Lucy have to throw me into Natsu’s head?! It’s dangerous to do something like that! Lucy’s big meaty arms had enough force to crack my head when she threw me at Natsu’s thick skull! Wahhhhhhh~!”

      “I don’t have meaty arms!”

      “Now you both are insulting me, aren’t you!”

      “Can you blame them flame-brain?” Gray mockingly asked from the table he was sitting at as he took a shot at the pink-haired man. He turned around in his seat, “They are right you know. You’re scary. You’ve got a thick skull. And you smell pretty bad too.”

      Natsu instantly appeared in front of Gray until their foreheads touched, “No one called me smelly, you shriveled dick bastard!”

      Gray looked back with equal ferocity, “I’m calling you smelly, you hot messy piece of shit!”

      They then resorted to beating the hell out of each other as they rolled around on the floor punching. Lisanna chuckled weakly, “And they’re at it again.”

      Mira matched her laugh, “Oh my.”

      Lucy just sighed, “These guys don’t ever know how to stop, do they?”

      “They just don’t know how to act in front of a lady, my beautiful new flower. But I can’t blame them, some men go mad at the sight of such stunning beauty such as yours.” Loke said in a dreamy tone as he slid around the two men fighting and grasped Lucy’s hands in his own. He looked directly into her eyes and started using his charms, “But I’m frightened. I’m scared that if I take off my glasses, I’ll be blinded by your shining grace. But, if it lets me see you unfiltered, then perhaps it would be worth it to go blind seeing a goddess at least once.”

      Although a line like this would usually make any girl weak in the knees, Lucy had decided she wasn’t going to fall for his cheesy lines and pretty looks. She deadpanned, “Do girls actually fall for this stuff?”

      “Oh, kitty’s got claws. And she’s ready to swipe.”

      “I’m not a cat.”

      He started looking her over, “But I’m sure if you give me a chance, I can show you—”

      …

      He pointed, “What are those?”

      Lucy looked down to where he was pointing at the key holder strapped to her hip, “Those are my keys.”

      “Are… you a Celestial Spirit Mage by any chance?”

      “…Yes.”

      “I’m sorry!” Loke yelled as he took a large step back, “But it looks like we can never actually be together after all! I’m sorry! UWWAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHH—”

      They all watched Loke sprint out the guild hall while screaming at the top of his lungs. Lucy just blinked before she looked over at Lisanna, Koyuki, and Mirajane. She wheezed out, “Um..what was that about?”

      Lisanna looked towards the confused blonde, “Loke… isn’t very good at handling Celestial Spirit mages.”

      Mira continued, “We think he must’ve had a bad break-up with one before he came to Fairy Tail. It wouldn’t be surprising. He isn’t the smoothest guy when it comes to all girls. But you know that, considering how you just threw off all his advances like that. You must’ve scared him good.”

      “Haha, Loke-niichan is so funny!” Koyuki laughed as she looked over at Lucy, “Lucy-neechan is scary but not that scary.”

      Lucy cried a little, “Why is that your opinion of me? What did I do?”

      As Mira and Lisanna laughed at Lucy’s sad whimpering, they saw Loke come running back in, “Oh, he’s back.”

      “—AHHHHHHHHHHHHH-GUYS!” He yelled as everyone looked to him, Natsu and Gray stopping in mid-punch to look at the handsome playboy panting. He pointed outside, “THE MONSTER DUO IS BACK! ERZA’S COMING!”

      “EHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Natsu and Gray screamed while their faces went pale and everybody else started whispering between each other.

      “Yay! They’re back!” Koyuki cheered happily while clapping her hands and bouncing in her seat.

      Lucy saw everybody react in different ways before she turned to the Strauss sisters, “Wait, what’s going on? What’s with this ‘Monster Duo’ stuff? And why are Natsu and Gray cowering like little children that just saw a ghost?”

      Lisanna walked over to her side as Happy flew out of her arms and started tapping Natsu’s face, “Oh don’t worry, they’ve always acted like that since we were kids.”

      “Natsu’s always been scared like this?” Lucy asked in disbelief as she was shocked that the super brave Dragon-Slayer was sacred of this ‘Monster Duo’ or whatever. She shook, “W-what the heck is going on?”

      “Oh, don’t pay any attention to the ‘Monster Duo’ name. That’s just a little joke the guild uses that’s caught on because those two are so strong.” Mira reassured with a kind smile, “You probably know them better from their other names.”

      Lucy gulped, “And what would those be?”

      “‘Titania’ and ‘Hunter’.”

      If Lucy had a mirror, she was sure she could see just how big her eyes were and how far her jaw just dropped.

      She thought the name Erza sounded familiar but now Lucy knew for certain who she meant. ‘Titania Erza’. One of the most famous and strongest mages reported in Sorcerer Magazine. Although they had never gotten a picture of her, Lucy knew the moniker ‘Titania’ had spread far and wide as one of the most fearsome fighters in all of Fiore. After all, she was one of the pinnacle members who fought off Damnation. Lucy still had the articles from all the papers printed three years ago telling the involvement of the battle.

      And ‘Hunter’. Lucy didn’t know what the man actually looked like because he never had a photo taken but she had definitely heard the stories and rumors surrounding that name. A tall figure, with an arm that glistened in the light, draped in black that finished every job he ever took. He got that name because people saw him chase and defeat his targets with an unyielding and terrifying vigor, like a predator after his prey. He had fought so much and defeated so many people with a ruthless tenacity that he had even gained a second name in the underworld, ‘The Devil’.

      Lucy felt the ground underneath her rumble with every approaching footstep as two silhouettes appeared beyond the front gate of the guild. Over one of their heads, a massive horn that reflected light all around it. Lucy sweated a little and shook anxiously as she waited for the two figures to enter the guild. She was prepared to meet two of the most dangerous and scary mages in the guild.

      When they finally walked in, Lucy was surprised to say the least. They weren’t monsters or demons or whatever was reported in the papers.

      One of them was a gorgeous woman with long, beautiful red hair going over her shoulder and down her back. She was clad in a simple armor, with a Heart Kreuz logo over the left side of her breastplate and a bag over her shoulder that went down to her side. She had a blue skirt that went down just above her knee and black boots. And over her right shoulder was a massive horn covered in decorative jewels.

      The other was a man that was at least several inches taller than the red-head. He was dressed in black pants and a long-sleeved shirt that was hidden under a black cloak that went down to his boots. He had spiky blond hair that pointed in every direction and strange markings on his face that looked similar to whiskers on an animal’s face. It looked like he was starting to grow a beard and he had empty and unmoving eyes, like he wasn’t even really there.

      “I’m back.” Erza said as she dropped the massive horn on the ground, causing the room to shake a little. She dusted off her gauntlets, “Is Master still here?”

      Mira came out from behind the counter, “Sorry Erza, he already left for the meeting. How was the trip?”

      “It was fine. We just stopped a monster from terrorizing a town and they decorated its horn as a gift.” Erza tapped the horn, ‘I have no idea where I’m going to put it though. But that can wait.’ Erza stepped forward and placed her hands on her hips, “I’ve been hearing about the trouble you’ve caused while we were gone. You should all know better then to cause so much trouble for Master. At least try to control yourselves, otherwise I’ll personally make sure to teach you how to act on jobs.”

      Lucy saw the nervous and scared looks on their faces when the red-head let out that little threat. It made Lucy shake in place to see so many people she had thought were strong to just cower under her voice.

      And what was with the blond guy? He wasn’t even saying anything. He didn’t even seem to notice the people around him! Lucy gulped as she was scared by just how demanding and frightful these two were.

      Cana placed her barrel down, “Geez, Erza’s seriously riding our hides today. Naruto, did something happen on the job?”

      The Card Mage didn’t receive any answer or recognition from the blond man.

      Some of the guild members looked between each other, “Naruto?”

      Still no repsonse.

      Elfman slowly walked over to him and leaned down to see if he was okay. He noticed something and just sighed in dissapointment. He then stood back up and gave a powerful clap of his hands right next to Naruto’s ears.

      Naruto awoke from his stupor, “H-huh?! Wh-where-oh hey, we’re back.” Naruto said as he wiped some sand out of his eyes. He waved to his friends, “Hey guys, how’ve ya been?”

      They all just stared at him flatly, “Were you sleeping?”

      Lucy’s mouth hung agape as she stared at the man that was blinking his eyes to get the sleep out of them. He was napping?! He wasn’t some scary, brooding loner that didn’t talk to anyone?! And he basically just sleep-walked his way back to the guild?! Lucy was really surprised that this guy was one of the biggest scourges of the underworld.

      Naruto nodded his head, “Yeah, just trying to catch up on some sleep. I didn’t really get to rest enough while we were on the job.”

      They all let out a unanimous groan as they didn’t want to hear the details.

      He shook his head, “Not like that you idiots. I was up for two nights chasing this stupid thing down.” He pointed at the horn and he slammed his hand into the side of it, “It kept running and hiding, moving through the mountains and underground. It was an annoying little bastard.

      Erza countered, “Come now Naruto, stop complaining. It wasn’t that bad.”

      “Pfft, that’s easy for you to say.” Naruto said back as he pointed at himself, “It was just trying to rip you into pieces. It was trying to eat me! It thought I was more of a meal to eat out of or something.”

      Erza smiled, “That sounds like it was trying to compliment you by eating someone it found worthy.”

      “That’s not a compliment at all. It’s just a pain in the ass.”

      “Onii-chan! Onee-chan!” Koyuki happily yelled as she jumped off her seat and ran over to the two S-Class mages.

      “Koyuki!” Naruto happily cheered as he got on his knee and enveloped her in a hug she immediately returned. He pulled back a little and patted her head, “Hey, you’ve been behaving and not causing any trouble for anyone, right?”

      She grinned, “Nope!”

      “That’s my girl.”

      “I really don’t think that’s the way we should be teaching her to behave.” Erza said as she walked over and lowered herself as well, “Did you have fun while we were away?”

      “Yep! But I’m glad you’re back now!” Koyuki jumped over and wrapped her arms around Erza’s neck to give her a tight hug and Erza smiled and reciprocated it.

      Lucy blinked in confusion at the warm scene happening in front of her. She looked over at Lisanna and Mirajane, “Wait, I’m confused? Is Koyuki-chan related to them?”

      Lisanna chuckled, “No, not by blood. But Naruto and Erza have been with Koyuki ever since she was a baby. They’ve taken care of her since she was in diapers and have basically been her guardians.”

      Mira had a small smile as she watched the two S-Class mages give Koyuki their attention, “There isn’t anyone in this guild Koyuki loves more than Naruto and Erza.”

      Erza got back up to her feet and dusted off her skirt, “I’d love to take a moment to relax but there is still something I have to talk about.” She looked around, “Are Gray and Natsu around?”

      “Aye sir!” Happy saluted as he floated in front of her and gestured to the side, “They’re right over there!”

      “Y-yeah, we’re here!” Gray responded with a nervous stutter as he and Natsu wrapped their arms around each other’s shoulder like old buddies. He nervously cheered, “No fightin’! No arguin’! No disputes whatsoever! We’ve been nice and polite since you left!”

      “Aye sir!” Natsu responded, equally nervous and shaky as Gray.

      “Pfft!” Lucy clamped her hands around her mouth to stop laughing at the sight of Natsu acting like Happy. She turned to Mira and silently asked what was happening.

      “Natsu and Gray always challenged Erza while they were growing up and she always beat them pretty badly. So they’ve kind of built it into their systems not to make her mad.”

      Erza nodded, “Good. I don’t need to see you two fighting all the time. Now listen… I have a favor to ask of you both…” She made a stern face and addressed both men, “While we were coming back from our job, we heard some troubling news that may become something serious if it isn’t taken care of soon. I wanted to talk about it with Master but since he isn’t here we just have to take care of it ourselves. So…”

      She looked them both in the eye, “I need you two to come with Naruto and I to make sure the matter is settled quickly. What do you say?”

      “EHHHHHHHHHHH?!”

      Everyone yelled in shock as Natsu and Gray were completely caught off-guard. Lucy looked between everyone and saw that they were all looking at them in disbelief. She asked, “W-wait, what’s happening? What does that mean?”

      Lisanna stuttered, “We have some pretty strong teams in our guild, b-but if all four of them actually joined together as a team…”

      “Gray, Natsu, Erza, and Naruto…” Mira covered her mouth, “If they really teamed up… they could be one of the strongest teams in the guild… or maybe even Fiore…”

      Lucy’s eyes widened in shock before she looked back at them. When they all worked together, just how strong would they be?

      “NO WAY!” Natsu yelled before he pointed at all three of them, “There’s no way I’m workin’ with you guys! No chance in hell!”

      Everyone expecting a different answer just palmed their face and shook their head. Gray crossed his arms in an ‘X’ directly in front of him, “I hate agreeing with Charcoal Brains but me too Erza. I’m out!”

      Everybody blinked in surprise before looking between the two men and the red-head. They all just settled on looking at the blond man expectantly as he stood there quietly.

      Naruto raised a finger, “Give it a second.”

      Erza smiled and nodded her head, “You’re right, you both have the right to make your own decisions. And it is unfair that I come to you after just coming back and request you to help me without offering a favor or reward.” She started walking forward, “But this is a grave matter… and we have been friends for years…” She gently grasped both of their shoulders, “So I’ll ask you again…”

      A dark aura started emanating off of Erza as she gave them both a terrifying look, “You’ll both help me, right?”

      …

      “O-of course I will Erza.” Gray whimpered, “W-we’re friends.”

      “A-Aye.”

      Lucy just felt sweat drop down her head. That was asking your friends for a favor?

    
    

    
      “And then they came back from beating the super gorilla, and-and they destroyed his entire house! And they didn’t even take the reward!”

      Naruto laughed while he listened to the little girl on his lap tell the story, “That’s amazing! And this new girl beat up the super gorilla all by herself?”

      “Uh-huh! Lucy-neechan is amazing! You have to meet her!”

      “Naruto. Koyuki.” Naruto and Koyuki looked over from their spot on the couch to see Erza standing at the corner of the corridor. She was dressed in her PJs and she looked at the two of them, “You both need to go to bed soon. It’s getting late.”

      “Awwwwwww~(x2).” They both whined and tilted their heads before looking up at Erza with wet eyes, “Don’t ruin the fun~(x2).”

      Erza just rolled her eyes and shook her head. She leaned against the wall, “Naruto.” Naruto flinched a little, “We’re heading out with Natsu and Gray tomorrow morning. And you said you were tired. So do you really think it’s wise to stay up and play?”

      “Aw, it’s okay Erza.” Naruto grinned up at her, “Me and Koyuki haven’t played together in awhile and we’re heading back out tomorrow. I’ve gotta make it up to her by playing now.”

      “Yeah! C’mon Onee-chan, play with us!” Koyuki pleaded as she jumped around in Naruto’s lap with a few toys in her hands.

      Erza laughed before she patted Koyuki’s head and kissed her hair, “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to make sure I’m ready for the job tomorrow.” She saw Koyuki pout a little before she nodded her head and began playing with her toys again. Erza placed a hand on Naruto’s shoulder, “Just make sure you don’t stay up too late. And come to bed when you’re done.”

      “I’ll do my best. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” Erza leaned down and the two mages shared a quick good night kiss, Koyuki groaning and gagging a little at the sight of them kissing. Erza ended the kiss and walked back to their room, “Good night you two.”

      They waved the red-head goodbye before Naruto yawned into his hand. He wiped some sand out of his eyes before looking down at the little brunette, “Y’know, Erza’s probably right. It might be time for us to go to bed.”

      “No!” Koyuki protested as she started waving her toys around, “C’mon Onii-chan! I wanna play and talk and do all the fun things we haven’t done in awhile! I wanna spend all night playing!”

      Naruto felt himself go pale as he started regretting not taking Erza’s offer to sleep. He chuckled, “Y-yay.”

    
    

    
      “God you smell like rotten meat.”

      “I bet your dick is permanently shriveled, ain’t it?”

      “What’s that I smell? You been swimming through hot garbage again you dumb bastard?”

      “I told you that was one time and it was for a job!”

      “They just don’t stop, do they?” Lucy tiredly groaned as she watched the Dragon-Slayer and Maker Mage argue between each other in the middle of the train platform.

      “Nope. This is basically their whole life.” Happy replied cheerfully before looking up at the blonde girl, “By the way, what are you doing here?”

      “Mira-San asked me to tag along. She said that she wanted me to make sure that Natsu and Gray got along and listened to Erza-San’s orders without causing too much ruckus.” She sent a little scowl at the cat, “She also said that you and Naruto-San deliberately ‘add gas to the flame’ when no one is looking.”

      “How would I add gas to a flame?” Happy tilted his head innocently, “I’m just a cat.”

      “You’re evil incarnate.”

      “Good, I’m glad you came early.”

      Everyone turned to the voice and had varying expressions at the sight. For one, Erza was carrying enough luggage that it almost seemed like she was carrying a traveling circus. And right besides her was the whiskered blond man that looked like a corpse had stood up and started walking around.

      Natsu and Gray looked at the sleep deprived blond man, “Geez, you look like hell frozen over. You gonna be all right?”

      Naruto rubbed his eyes and nodded his head, “Yeah, I spent most of the night playing with Koyuki and I lost track of time. I’m glad Erza isn’t the gloating type or else I’d never hear the end of it.” He yawned before looking at the two men, “I’ll try to take a nap on the train so make sure you two listen to what Erza tells you. It’s important.”

      “Pfft, whatever.” Natsu slammed his fist into his hand, “Whatever this job is that you and Erza can’t handle, I’ll take it on all by myself! That’s why you brought me here!”

      “Hey, dumbass, I think you’re misunderstanding something!” Gray grabbed Natsu’s shoulder and pulled him back as he glared, “They brought me to clean up this mess! You’re only here for comic relief!”

      “What was that you bastard?!”

      “What, you’re deaf now too?!”

      Before their staring contest could get any more violent, two hands inserted themselves between their faces and pushed them far apart. Naruto looked between them in annoyance, “Okay, enough with the pissing contest! If we’re on the train and you two wake me up with you’re goddamn fighting, I swear I’m gonna send you both home in a gurney! Got it!”

      Natsu and Gray furrowed their eyes for a second before they looked off to the side and grumbled. Naruto usually didn’t force them to do stuff the same way as Erza did when she made a demand, but they knew what he was like when he was cranky or angry. If he made a threat like that then there was a good chance he’d follow up on it.

      Erza looked at the three men grumble between each other and hummed, “I guess I won’t have to check on them after all.”

      Happy flew up and saluted next to her, “They aren’t worth your time, ma’am!”

      The armor Mage saw the exasperated blonde girl look at the scene with comical confusion before she faced her, “I saw you yesterday in the guild hall. You were talking to Mira, weren’t you?”

      Lucy realized she was being addressed and shook herself out of her thoughts. She bowed towards the red-head, “Yes, I’m a new member and Mira-San asked me to come along. I’m Lucy Heartfilia. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Erza-San.”

      “Oh, you can just call me Erza. And I’ve heard a lot about you.” She looked over her shoulder, “Naruto! Come meet the new member of our guild! She’ll be joining us on the job today!”

      Naruto walked over and looked the blonde girl over as she shrunk under his intense gaze. He nodded and cupped his chin, “Oh yes, Koyuki told us all about you. How you destroyed Hargeon port, and brought a politician’s mansion crumbling to the ground, and how you defeated a fifteen-foot gorilla all by yourself.” Naruto nodded with an impressed look on his face, “That’s pretty awesome.”

      “W-what?!” Lucy shook her head and waved her arms, ‘I-I didn’t do any of that! It wasn’t me!’ She looked to Gray, Natsu, and Happy for help, “Tell them!”

      “Wow, and I thought you were the normal one of the bunch.” Gray said while looking at the girl like she was a monster.

      “When did you do all of this?! You said you didn’t take jobs before coming to the guild!” Natsu yelled while actually impressed with Lucy’s supposed achievements, kinda wanting to fight her and see for himself.

      “She’s a freak!” Happy added in a cheerful tone.

      Lucy just leaned against the wall, her whole body stark white and tears coming down her eyes, “The lies… they cut so deep… and they destroy my reputation…”

      “Well I hope I can see some of this while we are on the job.” Erza then turned towards the train, “Come along everyone, it’s time to—”

      “Wait, Erza!” Natsu yelled, getting all of their attention as he faced the red-head, “Yesterday, you said you felt bad asking us to take this job without being able to return the favor. Well, I know a way you can make it up to me.”

      He tightened his fist and engulfed it in flame, “When we get back, you and I are gonna fight. No holding back.”

      Gray, Lucy, and Happy all looked at the lovable moron like he had taken a dive off a building and landed straight on his head. Naruto raised his brow before smiling, interested in seeing Natsu try to take on Erza after all the other beatings he’s received over the years. And Erza just blinked in mild surprise before she smiled, “Well, it has been quite some time since we last fought. Are you sure all you want is a fight with me?”

      “Damn straight I’m sure! I’ll fight you!” He pointed at Naruto, ‘Then Naruto!’ At Gray, “Then this Dumbass!” And finally at Lucy, “And I can settle things with Lucy too!”

      Lucy cried in fear, “Why me?! I’m not strong?! All those stories were about you Natsu, not me! They’re lies! Lies I tell you!”

      “Don’t try to save yourself the beating!”

      “NOOOOOOOOOO!”

      Erza smiled and nodded, “All right Natsu, I accept your challenge.”

      “ALL RIGHT!” Natsu exclaimed while his entire body burst into scorching hot flames.

      Gray just shook his head while Naruto laughed, “Great! I can already see the bloodshed happening!”

      “What was that?!” Natsu jumped over to the laughing blond and grabbed his collar, “I’m not like I was before Naruto! I’m stronger, tougher, all around better! Just you wait! When we get back, you’re gonna see a brand new—”

    
    

    
      “HGUUUUUUUUU!” Natsu loudly groaned as he suffered through the terrible fate of motion sickness. For Natsu, there was no worse torture in the world than sitting in a vehicle going at a brisk pace down a set of tracks.

      Gray shook his head in dissapointment, “And you were talking all that hot shit earlier.” The girls watched as Natsu couldn’t hold himself up any longer and leaned against Gray’s shoulder before being instantly pushed back. And then fell again. And back. And again. Gray grew angry at the routine, ‘Okay, enough of this!’ He looked over to the women and blue cat sitting across from him, “Either of you wanna switch?”

      Lucy shook her head, “No, I’m good over here.”

      “The answer isn’t for us to switch seats. It’s to help him relax.” Erza said calmly as she stood up and held onto Natsu’s shoulder gently while he quietly groaned. Before she dug her fist so deep into his gut that he was almost lifted out of his seat. The others watched in horror as Natsu let out one last dying groan before he passed out with tears coming down his face. She then grabbed the rolled up sleeping bag off his pack and placed it against his unconscious head to rest against the window. She sat back down and fixed her hair before looking to the rest of them, “See. It’s that simple.”

      “Wailing on the unconscious guy to make him shut up.” Happy raised his paw, “That’s Erza for ya!”

      Lucy and Gray just glared down at the little brown-nosing cat. Lucy grumbled, “Stupid suck-up.”

      Gray added, “Kiss-ass.” He scratched his head before looking at the S-Class Mage, “Erza, is this such a good idea? I mean with the lump of flesh right here and… that…” They all looked at the seat across from them where Naruto was sprawled out over the seat, blissfully napping and snoring loudly, “Our man power has sorta been halved. Are we gonna be all right?”

      “We’ll be fine Gray, stop worrying. Take a moment to relax.” Erza turned and faced Lucy directly and gave her a small smile, “So you’ve been in the guild for a week now, correct? How are you finding it?”

      Lucy almost didn’t hear Erza because she was so distracted by the blue and brown color of her eyes that she could only notice now by sitting so close to the older girl. Lucy came back to her senses, “Oh, well… I’ll admit, everybody is… kinda weird.”

      Gray raised an eyebrow, “How am I weird?”

      “Where’s your shirt?”

      “Wh-ah dammit!” Gray stood up and ignored the stares of everyone else as he started rummaging through his bag for another shirt.

      “Anyway… they all seem sorta ‘unique’, but everyone’s nice and fun too.” Lucy smiled, “And I thought Koyuki-chan was so adorable.”

      Erza smiled in return, “I’m glad you think that. She likes you a lot as well.” Erza relaxed into her seat, “She spent all night telling Naruto about how nice you are. So I am hoping to see a lot from you Lucy.”

      Lucy blushed in embarrassment from the praise of such a popular Mage. Before she blinked and looked to the red-head, “Um, Erza, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but what is your relationship with Naruto-San? Mira-San told me that Koyuki-chan looks up to you both like siblings and it sounds like you were all together last night.”

      Erza had a small pink hue on her cheeks and she turned away, “Well, you see—”

      “They’re together!” Happy interrupted between them before he continued excitedly, “Like how a mommy kitty and a daddy kitty love each other very much, and they make an egg—”

      Erza palmed Happy’s head and squeezed his skull before she pulled the train window open and tossed him out, the blue cat yelling before he was completely blown away by the intense wind pressure. She slammed the window shut and sat back down before she coughed into her fist, “Well, a poor choice of a comparison but nonetheless…”

      Lucy was surprised by the red-head’s behavior before she looked over to the black-haired man sitting back down across from her. She jerked her head towards Erza and Gray just nodded his head while fixing his shirt. Lucy then blushed a little and looked between the red-headed woman and the sleeping blond man. She had stars in her eyes. She knew two super strong mages and they were in a committed relationship! It’s like every gossip girl’s dream!

      Lucy took a second glance at Naruto and saw his left hand was covered in some type of metal or gauntlet. She looked over to her Erza and Gray, “Why does Naruto-San have a metal glove on his hand? I think I saw him wearing it yesterday when you arrived in the guild. Does he always keep it on?”

      Gray and Erza looked between each other before they just laughed. Lucy looked between them like she was missing the joke, “What is it? What’s so funny?”

      “No Lucy, he doesn’t keep a glove on at all times.” Erza said as she stopped laughing and looked at the Celestial Spirit Mage, “It’s a prosthetic. Naruto’s entire left arm is covered in Reformation Metal.”

      Lucy’s eyes became big white plates as she looked between the woman and the blond’s prosthetic arm. She continued doing that until she stuttered, “W-what?! Are you serious! What happened?!”

      Gray leaned back, “It happened before he came to the guild. He says he lost it because a baby Wyvern spotted him walking through the forest late at night, then they fought with each other, but then it ripped his arm out of its socket while Naruto stabbed it repeatedly in the left eye.” Lucy went pale at the detailed explanation as Gray chuckled, “Oh, it gets better. Then he says that he grew his arm back, but it was corrupted by the power of a demon so it became disfigured and evil so he had it sealed away by covering it in his prosthetic.”

      “IF YOU BELIEVE STORIES LIKE THAT!” They all looked to the window to see Happy clinging on for dear life. He pleaded to Erza, “CAN I COME BACK IN NOW?!”

      “No. Not until you learn you lesson.”

      “WHAT LESSON?!”

      “You know what.” Erza responded threateningly as Happy cowered and stayed clamped onto the outside of the window.

      Lucy shook her head, “This was a bad choice. Oh, Mira-San is gonna owe me big time when I get back.”

      Erza just coughed and got their attention, “Okay, now that we’re all calmed down, it’s time I tell you what’s happening.” She dropped her easy tone and grew serious, “While we were coming back from a job, I overheard several men talking about something they found after searching for a long time. Something called ‘Lullaby’. I ignored them because they were loud and annoying but then they mentioned a name I had heard before. The name Erigor.”

      Erza’s eyes narrowed and she growled with a harsh tone, “I realized when we were coming back that I knew the name Erigor. ‘Shinigami Erigor’. The leader of the Dark Guild Eisenwald, and a notorious assassin that has killed countless times for money. But before I realized who they were, they were long gone and there was no way to catch up to them.”

      Lucy was shaking in place while Happy had a few tears coming out of his eyes. It was partially due to the fact the train was stopping and the smell of smoke and gas had filled up the air around him but it was also because of the scary story.

      The train came to a stop and they started heading out the door. Gray threw his bag over his shoulder and looked over to Erza, “So what are we gonna do about it?”

      They walked off the train and Erza carried her surplus of supplies and luggage. She stared straight ahead, “I’ve decided that we need to make up for the mistake I made not realizing what was going on…”

      She steeled her eyes, “We’re going to march into Eisenwald and make them beg for us to take them in.”

      Lucy stumbled, “W-what?!”

      Gray smirked, “Okay, that sounds like my kind of plan.”

      Lucy shook in fear, “You guys are insane!”

      “Well, when you have to put criminals to justice, it might be best to be a little crazy.” They all walked towards the exit as Erza smiled, “Naruto. Natsu. I’m sure you two can agree with me.”

      They didn’t receive any answer. All the small group heard in return was the sound of the train blaring its engine before it started heading down the tracks. The Fairy mages looked between each other and found no sight of the whiskered man or Dragon-Slayer.

      Lucy raised her hand, “Um… we made sure to wake them up, right?”

      They all stayed silent before looking at the train as it disappeared out of sight. The Fairy mages turned white as a gust of wind blew through the platform.

      “Y’know, I actually noticed they weren’t here.” Happy said with a cheeky tone before he rubbed his paws on his face, “But I was so busy learning my lesson that I—”

      He was instantly shut up when the three mages looked down at him in anger, their eyes burning red and their faces covered in darkness.

      Happy cowered in fear before he bowed his head, “I’m very sorry. It will not happen again. Please forgive my ignorance.”

    
    

    
      “Damn… you… Erza… damn… you… Gray… stupid… Lucy… stupid… Happy.”

      Natsu struggled to pull himself up on the couch as he felt the contents of his stomach building up in his throat. He swallowed his vomit and tried to keep himself still, failing as he felt the whole room spin to try and stop him.

      Why did they have to take a train? Why did Erza have to punch him so hard he felt his organs liquefy out his butt? Why did they leave him here on the train when he couldn’t even move? And… and why was Naruto sleeping across from him like a kid that tuckered himself out?!

      Natsu pulled himself to the edge of his seat before he rolled off the side. He groaned and held his hand over his mouth before he shook his head to clear his thoughts. He crawled forward, reaching out to the seat across the aisle and to the blond Mage. If he could wake Naruto up, then he could take them off the train… and into pure relief…

      Only for a man to walk right in front of him before noticing something and standing in his way. The man asked, “Hey… that’s a Fairy Tail insignia, right? You’re a part of a guild, huh? That’s cool. So am I.”

      Natsu groaned as this guy talked on and on about himself. He struggled to lift his head and look at the man between him and sweet salvation. It was a man about their age, black hair done up in a ponytail that looked like a pineapple. He smiled as he leaned into the chair besides him, holding on closely to the bag at his side, “You know, you’re kind of lucky that you get to be with a legal guild. Always bathing in the light… I bet you’ve gotten so used to it that you can’t even appreciate it anymore…”

      The man saw Natsu’s eyes swim around but he didn’t get any response from the man on the ground. He growled out, “Are you just going to ignore me?”

      Natsu was kicked in the stomach, flipping him on his back and making him look up at the ceiling as the Dark Mage planted his foot into his gut. Natsu groaned as the man twisted his foot, “Geez, and you guys are supposed to be the best guild in the country? Me and the rest of Eisenwald could easily beat a bunch of wimpy little Fairies like you and your—”

      The Dark Mage felt a threatening presence flare behind him before he nervously turned around to find nothing there. The train suddenly came to an abrupt halt and the Dark Mage lost his footing, spilling the contents of his bag and one creepy three-eyed skull flute to land on the floor. Before the Dark Mage could go for the precious item, the pink-haired Mage lifted himself off the ground and in between his target.

      “Okay. Looks like I can stand again.” Natsu said as he wiped his mouth with his arm. He shook his head before smirking at the pineapple-haired man, “So… you were stepping on me… right?”

      Natsu’s hand was engulfed in flame and he punched the other man in the face, “Fire Dragon’s Iron Fist!”

      The Dark Mage was sent flying back through the train car and he impacted roughly against the door. He slid down and felt his cheek burn and some blood come out the corner of his lip. Natsu laughed after he had sent the man flying before he spotted the skull flute by his foot, “Ew. That thing is nasty.”

      A hand made of Shadow popped out of the ground and grabbed the flute before tossing it back to the Dark Mage across the car. He caught the flute but looked up at the Dragon-Slayer in horror, “Y-you saw it.”

      “Whatever man, this beating hasn’t stopped yet. Oh, and did you say you were part of a Dark Guild?” Natsu smiled before pounding his fists together, “Perfect. Let’s take our time to—”

      ( “We’re sorry folks. Minor inconvenience with the brakes at the last stop. We will be back in motion at any moment.”)

      “Oh shit.” Natsu grabbed his stuff and quickly started to put it back on his back. He fixed his bag, “Hey Naruto! Wake up! The train’s leavin’ again and we—” Natsu looked at the seat and found his blond friend nowhere in sight, “Where’d you go this time you bastard?!”

      The train started moving again and began picking up speed. Natsu stumbled and felt his motion sickness kick in again before he headed for a window. The Dark Mage yelled out, “Oh no you don’t! We’ll—”

      “HA!” Natsu broke through a window and flew through the sky before he braced himself and tumbled into the ground. He bounced off the dirt for a bit before he landed on his hands and feet and watched as the train left his sight. He scratched his head, “Now… where the hell am I going?”

      “NATSU!”

      Natsu turned his head just in time to be knocked away at full force by a magical four-wheeled vehicle that rammed into him. The Dragon-Slayer flew through the air with a scream before he landed on his face and fell on the ground motionless.

      Happy flew out of e vehicle and hugged Natsu’s back, “Natsu! We were so worried about you! We thought we were gonna have to chase that train forever until we got you back!”

      Everyone else jumped out of the vehicle and came to his side. Erza sighed in relief, “Good. I’m glad to see you’re still all right Natsu.”

      “NO THANKS TO YOU!” Natsu yelled as he jumped to his feet and pointed at all of them, “YOU LEFT ME ON THE TRAIN! ASLEEP! LIKE A BAG YOU FORGET IN A HURRY! YOU GUYS SUCK! YOU ALL SUCK!”

      “You’re right! I’m sorry Natsu!” Erza said regretfully as she grabbed Natsu’s head and tried to comfort him with a hug, slamming his skull into her breastplate and causing his brain to jump in his head. She gritted her teeth, “I feel terrible leaving you on the train like that! If you want, you can take your anger out on me if you must!”

      Lucy shook her head and deadpanned, “No no. I don’t think that’s going to help us at all.”

      Gray looked around them as if he was looking for something, “How’d you get off the train anyway? I thought you were motionless when a vehicle was moving.”

      “Well the train stopped and that gave me enough time to jump out!” The three Fairy mages smiled between each other, glad to hear them pulling the brakes at the last station saved their comrade. Natsu continued, “But it sucked. The train started moving again and I was just in the middle of this fight with this guy from a Dark Guild or something!”

      They looked at him in surprise, “You were fighting someone from a Dark Guild?”

      “Yeah. Some asshole from… let’s see… Eisenwald?” Natsu looked at the train tracks, “He’s probably long gone by now.”

      “IDIOT!” Erza slapped Natsu across the face and sent him flying into a rock. She reprimanded him, “That’s the guild we were chasing after! How could you forget what I told you?!”

      “I wasn’t listening! You knocked me out, remember!” Natsu yelled back.

      “Excuses!” Natsu yelled in annoyance as Erza looked around, “We have to follow that train! Let’s get Naruto and we can chase after them!”

      “Oh, wait…” Natsu asked in confusion before he scratched his head, “Was Naruto with you, or on the train?”

      “IDIOT!” Erza slapped Natsu again and yelled furiously, “How could you leave Naruto sleeping on the train!”

      “STOP HITTING ME!” Natsu yelled, holding onto his burning cheek as he soothed the painful swelling. Natsu grew angry, “I don’t know where that bastard went! I thought he was sleeping on the train with me! But when shit hit the fan and I tried waking him up, he was already gone! I don’t know where he is!”

      “He was… gone?” Erza looked down in thought before she nodded her head, ‘Okay, we’re following after that train. There’s something there that’s still important for this mission.’ Erza headed back to the four-wheeler, “Let’s get ready!”

      The other mages followed after her as she started hooking up the SE Plug. Gray looked at the Dragon-Slayer, “Anything we need to know about this guy? Other than the fact he was an asshole apparently?”

      “Hmmmm…” Natsu tilted his head in thought, “Well, when he spilt the stuff in his bag there was this really ugly flute that came out. And he started grabbing hold of the thing and keeping it close like it was his baby or something.”

      Lucy raised her head attentively, “Wait. Ugly flute?”

      “Yeah!” Natsu’s face twisted into a grimace, “It was made out of twisted wood or something! And it had a skull with three eyes! I’ve never seen something so nasty before!”

      “Three-eyes… a skull…” Lucy cupped her chin in thought as she started digging through her memories. Her eyes widened and she gasped, “Oh no…”

      The other mages and cat looked to her as she shook her head in fear. Happy flew up to her face, “What’s wrong Lucy? You look pale.”

      “I-I just remembered where I heard the name Lullaby before. It isn’t a Sleeping magic. It’s a Death magic! The Mass-Murdering Flute, Lullaby!”

    
    

    
      “Here you go Erigor-San, one magic death flute. Right out of the packaging.” The Shadow Mage, now identified as Kageyama of Eisenwald, handed the skull flute over to the bony hands of his leader as the screams of people being forced off the now occupied train filled the atmosphere.

      The leader was a tall man, standing up even taller than most of his men, with a thin but slightly muscular build. He had silver hair and tattoos stylized over his pectorals and into his biceps. Underneath his crazed eyes were two markings that looked like rising wind and he was dressed in black to look like a reaper. And of course, he was sporting a massive scythe over his shoulders. The leader and ace of Eisenwald, ‘Shinigami Erigor’.

      Erigor flipped the cursed flute in his hand and smirked evily, “Good, nice work Kageyama. Now we can get down to business.”

      “Great work Kage-chan!”

      “We knew we could count on ya!”

      Kageyama smiled while he received praise from his guild mates. When one of them patted him on the back, he cringed and held his shoulder in pain.

      The others noticed this, “You all right Kageyama?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine.” He rotated his shoulder to loosen the stiffness, “I ran into this punk from a legal guild and he got a lucky hit on me. One of those pathetic losers from Fairy Tail.”

      Erigor stopped admiring the Lullaby flute and looked at his subordinate, “Fairy Tail? And he attacked you?”

      Kageyama just nodded, “Yeah. I mean, I got some good hits on him first but—”

      Erigor immediately grabbed Kageyama’s throat and choked him with a crazed look in his eyes. He growled, “Did they find out? Do they know about the flute?”

      “G-GAK!” The other members stepped back in fear as Kageyama gagged. He struggled to choke out, “H-he saw it for a sec, b-but I took it back before he knew anything! A-and he can’t do anything to stop us!”

      “You’re right about that.” Erigor released his hold on the Shadow mage’s neck as he fell to the floor and gasped for air, ‘But if he or any of his annoying little friends come running, you’re going to pay for it Kageyama.’ Erigor walked down the aisle, holding the flute in front of him and smirking evily, “It’s almost time for us to take away all of their light.”

      But as Erigor walked by the aisle seats, he spotted something that really shouldn’t have belonged. He took a step back and looked at it fully before addressing his subordinates, “What am I looking at?”

      They all came running over and looked into the seat. Resting along the train seat with his eyes closed was a blond with whiskers and his hands clamped behind his head like a pillow. He was slowly breathing in and out and it looked like he was sleeping to anyone that spotted him.

      Erigor slowly turned his head to look at the other members of Eisenwald. A skinny man with an Egyptian hat on his head cowered and waved his hands, “H-he wasn’t here when we were forcing everyone off! When the train left, only our guys were left on it! I swear we checked every compartment! I don’t know where this guy came from!”

      “Hey…” A round man walked over to the seat to get a better look and recognized the blond. He pointed down at him, “Doesn’t he look familiar? Wasn’t he sitting next to that chick in the armor we saw at the tavern the other day? The pretty red-head?”

      A tall man with rat whiskers on his face narrowed his eyes before nodding, “Yeah, you’re right Karacka! He was totally there in the tavern after we found Lullaby! Huh, that’s one helluva coincidence!”

      Kageyama rubbed his throat and looked at the sleeping blond in the chair, “That Fairy I fought with earlier said he was with someone else but they disappeared. And this car was only filled with our guys before we took off.”

      Erigor didn’t need to hear any more as he raised his scythe over his head. The other Eisenwald members panicked and took a step back, “E-Erigor-San, w-what are you—”

      “There is no such thing as coincidence in our world.” He brought his scythe down and aimed for the blond’s sleeping face.

      The entire car was filled with a gale force wind that blew all of the members into the wall. The doors blew off their hinges and the windows were all destroyed from the violent gust of wind. The wind finally died down inside the car and the Eisenwald members lifted themselves onto their hands and knees.

      Kageyama shook his head and tried to get the ringing sound out of his ears before he spotted something he never thought he would see. He stuttered, “E-Erigor-San…”

      Erigor silently lifted up his weapon and saw his scythe’s blade was cracked and broken. He looked back down at the whiskered blond and saw that he wasn’t even woken up by the sudden burst of strange wind.

      Erigor scowled and looked at his subordinates, “Tie him up. I don’t know what he is but don’t let him out of your sights.”

      The Eisenwald subordinates watched as their leader walked away before they all started fumbling and searching for rope to tie up the sleeping blond.

      Unseen by anyone, one of the whiskered man’s eyes popped open and watched as Erigor walked out of the car. He clicked his teeth before closing his eyes once again.

    
    

    
      “Natsu! Stay away from the window! You’ll fall out and get hurt!”

      “S-sweet relief… right behind the glass… must… reach…”

      “NO!” Lucy and Happy grabbed Natsu’s vest and tired to pull him back in from the open window.

      Gray watched them try to pull the idiot back in and he just shook his head. He then opened the window and popped out to look at their red-headed driver as she plowed through the busy streets. He cupped his hands over his mouth, “Erza! Are you gonna be all right?! You’ve been diving for awhile now!”

      “I’m fine!” Erza yelled over her shoulder as she concentrated on the task at hand, “If we can get to the train station before they leave again, we can catch the flute and stop Eisenwald!”

      Gray thought for a moment, “What about Naruto?!”

      “Don’t worry about him! If I’m right, he’s fine—”

      Erza stopped talking when they rounded a corner and saw the Oshibana train station, spewing out columns of black smoke and several hundred civilians gathering around the front entrance. She glared anxiously before she slid into a mostly empty area and parked her vehicle.

      ( “Everyone! We are sorry for the commotion! There has been a disturbance in the center of the Oshibana Station! Rest assured, a group from the military has entered inside to check for any signs of problems and we will know how everything is at any moment! Please, wait patiently and—”)

      Erza, Gray, Happy, and Lucy carrying a dying Natsu on her back pushed their way through the crowd. They started walking up the stairs before one of the station staff got in their way, ( “Please wait! As I just said, there is—”)

      “No time!” Erza grabbed his shoulder and tossed him away like as trash bag. The citizens watched in shock as the employee let out a shrill scream before he landed in the middle of the crowd.

      Erza marched ahead as Gray and Lucy looked back at the unfortunate employee. Gray bowed his head in condolence, “Poor bastard. Today was just not a good day to come to work.”

      Lucy shook in fright, “Note to self: Never stand in Erza’s way.”

      Happy flew up to her face, “Lucy! Your shaking is making Natsu’s motion sickness act up! Stop moving!”

      “I’m not a vehicle! And why do I have to carry him around?!”

      Gray just walked up the stairs, “Because you were the last one to touch their nose when we said who was carrying him.”

      “THERE WAS NO NOSE TOUCHING! YOU JUST THREW HIM AT ME AND LEFT!”

      “C’mon Lucy, don’t be a sore loser! Now hurry up, Madam Erza is going to kill us at any moment for being late!”

      Lucy wanted to squeeze the annoying blue cat’s skull between her hands but she wanted more not to anger the red-head. They all ran inside the train station and found a small military platoon beaten and lying on the stairs.

      After Erza checked that they were still breathing, they marched ahead to the central platform. They walked in and found the group they were looking for.

      Sitting on top of the train was the silver-haired Shinigami that smirked when he saw the Fairy mages finally arrive. On the ground were dozens of Eisenwald mages that started smiling and laughing when their enemies arrived. But at the front of the group was Naruto, sitting on the floor with his arms and legs tied together, appearing unconscious and with a few bruises on his cheeks.

      Lcuy gasped at the sight, “Oh no.”

      Gray grit his teeth, “Naruto!”

      Erza scowled up at the leader of the guild. Erigor smirked, “I just knew you lot were going to come.”

      “Hey! Hey! Lookie!” One of the Eisenwald member chided as he pulled a rope tied around Naruto, “We got you friend! Come any closer and we’ll do a whole lot worse than beat him around!”

      Lucy shook her head, “You monsters!”

      Erza stood up straight and looked at the leader of the Dark Guild, “What are you trying to do? What could you possibly accomplish by taking a train station hostage?”

      “What could we accomplish? Can’t you tell?” Erigor jumped off the train and started using his Wind magic to float in the air. He hovered aimlessly as he started talking and waving the Lullaby flute, “We’re here to preform a little show~.”

      “A show?”

      “For the little busy bees flocking around out there.”

      The Fairy mages looked up at the evil Wind Mage as they realized he was aiming for the citizens outside. Lucy shook in fright, “How could you think about doing something like that?”

      “Because they all take it for granted. The carefree and easy lives they’ve been granted with from birth. Blissfully unaware that people like us, people who have had their freedoms and decisions stripped away from them, have to fight for the right just to function and live. So I’ve come to punish them! I’m taking away their rights! Their freedoms!” He held up Lullaby and smiled wickedly, “And all of that with just a little melody.”

      Gray glared and spat venom at the Dark Guild, “You bastards…”

      “So! Before we get to the part of ending your miserable lives along with everyone outside…” Erigor flipped through the air and spun his scythe in his hand before pointing it at the group of Fairies, “Anything you might want to get off you chest?”

      Erza stepped forward, “Yes, there is.” Everyone looked at the red-head, expecting her to make a grandiose last speech or promise of pain to Erigor and his subordinates. But they all watched as Erza’s eyes became slightly narrowed and she had a mild scowl…

      “You can’t possibly still be sleeping, right?”

      “Of course not! I was just waiting for the best moment to make my heroic introduction!”

      Everyone looked in the same direction to see Naruto standing tall and grinning without a care in the world, pieces of rope surrounding his feet and spinning a large chunk of it in his hand. Naruto tossed it to the side before kneeling down and jumping several meters in the air with a mighty push.

      Naruto soared at Erigor at amazing speeds while aiming to grab the skull flute in his hand. Erigor realized what was happening and used his Wind magic to fly back and cradle the flute close to his chest.

      Naruto missed the chance to grab Lullaby and let out a low groan before he spun though the air and sent a hook kick at Erigor. The ‘Shinigami’ used his scythe as a shield to block the boot from hitting him but after a few moments of struggle his scythe broke apart and Naruto’s heel dug into Erigor’s chin. The leader of Eisenwald was sent flying upwards and crashed through the ceiling of the central station.

      Eisenwald and most of the Fairy mages looked on in shock as Naruto spun through the air before gracefully landing right besides Erza. He laughed loudly while placing his hands on his hips and proclaiming with his chest puffed out, “Well rested and ready for battle, the great Naruto Uzumaki has finally arrived!”

      His hammy introduction was cut off when Erza sent a quick jab into his ribs. He stumbled a little and grasped his side before looking over at his girlfriend, “What was that for? You just ruined my introduction in front of all the baddies.”

      “This is why I told you to sleep last night while you still could!” Erza got up in his face and started to berate the blond Mage, “You slept through my explanation! You slept through the train! I bet you slept through them beating you up!”

      “Well I bet I could’ve slept through their punches easily. I’ve slept on pillows that were harder than their sissy little hits.” Naruto commented while dozens of Eisenwald members started to seethe in anger at the joke on their physical strength. Naruto then looked at Erza, “And I’ve been awake for awhile. I woke up back on the train, when Natsu was fighting the guy with the pineapple hair. He mentioned he was part of a Dark Guild called Eisenwald and boom, I woke back up.”

      “NARUTO!” Natsu jumped off of Lucy’s back and grabbed Naruto’s collar, surprising Lucy at his sudden revitalization and making the Dark Guild even more confused. Natsu yelled with fire in his breath, “Where the hell were you when I was on the train?! That was hell for me you fucker! And why didn’t you do anything while that pineapple-headed prick was trying to beat me up?!”

      “Oh c’mon Natsu…” Naruto said encouragingly as he patted his friend’s shoulder, ‘You totally looked like you had a handle on the situation.’ Naruto then lifted Natsu’s hand off his shoulder while the Dragon-Slayer started screaming in anger, “And I thought it would be better to stick with the Eisenwald guy on the train because I could follow him to their guild base and sneak attack them. But, as it turned out, the whole guild was boarding the train and they were keeping Lullaby with them like a mother with her newborn. So I decided to let myself get captured as a hostage that stayed on the train.” He looked over to Erza with a confident grin, “I knew you were probably going to get the gist of my plan when Natsu told you I wasn’t around and I was just gonna wait it out until we came to the train station.”

      The Fairy group looked at the blond Mage in surprise, impressed he had thought this entire thing through with detail. Lucy looked at the whiskered man and realized he must have been an excellent tactician and strategist to come up with a plan like this.

      Erza, Natsu, Happy, and Gray gave him a flat stare, “You didn’t actually think this through like that, did you?”

      Naruto chuckled and scratched the back of his head, “Well it was mostly on-the-go but it worked out in the end! And they did try to kill me at one point but I pulled through!”

      Lucy just dipped her head and laughed nervously. The images and thoughts she had for these mages were getting more and more confusing by the minute. She then blinked when she realized something. She looked up at the blond, “Wait. Why did you act like you were sleeping and unconscious while they caught you? I mean… what exactly does that do?”

      Naruto snapped his fingers and pointed at the Celestial Spirit Mage, “That’s the best part Lucy! Guys like this, they always like to stroke their egos and talk about their plans! And they don’t stop even when someone is playing dead behind them! So I heard their entire plan…” Naruto turned towards the Dark Guild and smirked, “Like how they aren’t actually attacking the train station.”

      The dark mages all looked at the blond man in horror at what he had realized while the Fairy Mages looked at him in shock. Gray stepped forward, “If they aren’t attacking the train station, then what—”

      “NOT ANOTHER WORD!”

      Kageyama sent out several fists of Shadow while Rayule jumped forward and sent several black bands out of his hands. They flew at the whiskered man with the intent to kill—

      “DON’T INTERRUPT(x2)!” Natsu and Gray dashed forward and blew away all of the attacks with fire and ice. The Eisenwald mages looked at them in surprise before Natsu and Gray looked at each other. They then scowled and started growling at each other like primal beasts invading territories.

      “Anyway…” Naruto glared forward, “They just came here to catch us and cut off the transportation. They actually plan to move on to the next town…” Naruto’s eyes furrowed in hate, “And attack Clover, to try and kill everyone at the regular meeting.”

      “WHAT?!” The Fairy mages yelled in sync when Naruto finished explaining the Dark Guild’s true intention.

      “T-that’s right!” Byard exclaimed as he started laughing madly, “We’re gonna kill all those damn geezers in Clover and throw all you stupid legal guilds into chaos! Those bastards are the ones that abandoned Eisenwald when it was being hunted by the Magic Council, so now it’s time for us to get revenge!”

      Gray was seething in anger, “You bastards!”

      Natsu roared, “You think we’ll let you hurt Jii-chan like that without a fight!”

      “Good thing I already put up a fight.” Naruto said as he grabbed Natsu and Gray’s shoulder and ducked his head between them, “So how about you two go grab the flute off the guy I sent flying through the ceiling while we keep these guys busy?”

      Natsu and Gray looked between each other before their eyes widened in realization, “Ohhhhhhhhhhhhh~…”

      The Dragon-Slayer and Maker Mage dashed to the side and headed for the stairs leading to the upper levels of the train station.

      Kageyama looked up and melted into a shadow, “No way am I letting you get the flute!”

      Rayule used his bands to grab the railing and pull himself up, “Oh no you don’t!”

      As they all left, Naruto, Erza, Lucy, And Happy were left to deal with the Dark Guild standing in front of them. Erza smiled and looked at the man to her side, “You wanted to get stuck with these guys, didn’t you?”

      Naruto cracked his knuckles, “Of course, this is where the fun part starts.”

      “Um, not fun for me actually!” Lucy added on while looking between the stronger mages, “I’ve-um-never been in a fight like this before. And I’d prefer to keep that tradition going for as long as I can.”

      “Oh Lucy~.” Happy cheerfully said as he flew around the busty blonde girl, “You shouldn’t be scared of the dozens of threatening Dark Mages that want to beat you to a pulp and exact their revenge in the most gruesome way. You should be more afraid of Erza and Naruto.”

      Lucy grabbed the blue cat and started shaking him, “How warped are your priorities here cat?! Seriously?!”

      “Don’t worry Lucy.” The Celestial Spirit Mage was encouraged by the red-head as she confidently stated, “Just stay behind us and we’ll take care of everything.”

      “HA! You think two little Fairy mages will be enough to take on the entire Eisenwald guild!”

      Naruto scoffed, “Oh no. I’m sure one of us would be more than enough. But we’re in a hurry so we’re just gonna double out right at the start.”

      The Dark Guild grew angry and charged with a ferocious yell. Naruto kneeled down and held out his hands while Erza placed her boot in between his intertwined fingers. Naruto tossed Erza up into the air while he charged forward at the Dark mages. He spun on his hands and sent a flurry of kicks at his attackers while Erza swiped them all away with a spear she pulled out of thin air.

      Lucy gasped, “W-woah! Where did Erza get that spear?!”

      “It’s her magic, Requip.” Happy said as he watched the two S-Class mages hold back the Dark Guild members easily. He smiled, “Erza’s magic kinda works like yours does, Lucy. But instead of spirits, Erza keeps a large arsenal of weapons in a separate dimensional space she can call on at any time. It isn’t a very uncommon form of magic but Erza can use it to keep her entire armory ready for battle. Naruto uses it too for his weapons but his isn’t as impressive as Erza’s.”

      To emphasize his point, Erza’s spear was covered in light before two black swords appeared in her hands. She moved through the crowd of men like a swift river, parrying their sword strikes with her blades and cutting them down before they could react.

      A few of the men stumbled back in fear, “S-she’s so strong! It’s like fighting a force of nature!”

      Naruto took a moment to stop fighting and admire as all the Dark Mages started running away from his girlfriend. He smiled, “That’s right, fear Erza! You stand no chance while—”

      “You’re open!”

      Several mages took the opportunity while Naruto had dropped his guard and sent a multitude of ranged attacks into his side. The blond was covered in a massive smoke cloud as Lucy and Happy watched in shock. Lucy yelled, “Naruto!”

      But after a moment, the smoke cloud was blown away by a powerful force and revealed Naruto with his left arm stretched out and his entire sleeve destroyed, but not a single mark on him. His flexed his prosthetic left arm and gripped it into a fist as a shimmering white light engulfed his hand. He looked at the frightened men and smirked, “On second thought… you should fear me too.”

      “Flying Gauntlet!”

      A ball of dense magical power was sent into the center of a crowd of Dark Mages and they were all blown away by the force of it. Lucy looked on in shock before looking down at the blue cat for an explanation, “Naruto uses a type of enhancement magic called Armor of The Knight. It lets him cover any part of his body in a concentrated point of magic until his whole body is basically like a suit of armor. He can block ranged attacks, weapons, and his physical strength is enhanced depending on how magic he puts into it.”

      “A-Amazing.”

      “Yeah… but this is only the beginning.”

      Erza swung her swords in large arcs and blew several Dark Mages away on their asses. She spun on her feet before stopping and aimed her blade at her terrified attackers, “Enough of this! You know you cannot hope to defeat us as you are! Surrender now and we will accept it without any more injury!”

      “No way bitch! You’re gonna have to try a whole lot harder than that to make us submit!”

      Erza narrowed her eyes before closing them, “Very well…” Erza opened her eyes again as her body was covered in a similar light, taking off her armor for a moment and leaving her exposed for a few seconds…

      The Eisenwald mages’ jaws all fell agape at the site of the stunning beauty they saw for a moment as they all cheered, “Woohoo, that’s a show!”

      “Do it again!”

      Naruto stopped beating up his section of the Dark Guild when he heard all the men start cat calling Erza. A black presence started to exude off of him as he looked back at the men angrily, “Oiiii… you better not be calling out at Erza… if you are…” A black sheathe appeared in his hand from his Requip space and he slowly pulled the black blade out as a strong gale started to form around him, “You’re gonna start wishing we knocked you out with the rest of your guys to save yourself the pain.”

      The light around Erza faded and she appeared in a majestic silver armor adorned with wings and dozens of swords floating around her. Now in her Heaven’s Wheel Armor, Erza aimed all of her blades forward, “This is the end!”

      Erza and Naruto dove forward and decimated the last few dozen men that were left of the Eisenwald guild. They didn’t stand a chance as Erza’s blade cut through their defenses and Naruto sent them flying through the air with a swing of his blade.

      Lucy watched in amazement as the two mages fought together in perfect harmony while they defeated the legion of Dark Mages. Happy smiled, “Erza uses her Requip to hold more than a hundred different armors that all have their own distinct abilities. And Naruto can use Wind just as well as Erigor can. This is why they are called the ‘Monster Duo’ at our guild.”

      One of the last two remaining Dark mages overheard what the cat said and looked at the Fairy mages in fright. Karacka narrowed his eyes, “A red-head who never keeps just one form, swords dancing around her like fireflies and a wave of bodies behind her. And a blond with a black blade and silver arm, destroying the land around him like a force of nature. I-it can’t be—”

      Byard ran forward and collected his magic in his hand with murder on his mind. He yelled, “You bastards!”

      “N-no wait Byard, they’re the ‘Monster Duo’ of Fairy Tail! Titania and Hunter! We can’t—”

      Karacka didn’t even get to finish as Naruto stepped forward and gathered Wind into his palm. He sent a swift Storm Fist into Byard’s chest and made him buckle in the air as Erza flew up and spiked the Dark Mage straight into the floor.

      The fat Mage looked around as the entire central platform was covered in his defeated comrades. He looked up at Naruto and Erza in fear as Byard pulled himself up to his elbows and yelled, “Run Karacka! They’re too strong! Run!”

      The fat man didn’t wait another moment as he turned around and dove for the wall. He used his Earth Phasing to start blending through the wall and away from the powerful Fairies.

      But the wall crumbled to rubble and Karacka fell straight on his face. He rubbed his nose before looking at the destroyed wall and all the debris it made. He looked up and shrunk in horror as the blond man cracked his knuckle, “You didn’t think we were gonna let you run away that easily, did you?”

      “AHHHHHHHHHHH—”

      “Quiet.” Naruto simply bopped the man on the head and he fell backwards unconscious.

      “Wow!” Lucy came running into the middle of the group of unconscious mages as the looked between Erza and Naruto with stars in her eyes. She was shaking with excitement, “I-I heard all the stories and rumors that you guys were strong but you were phenomenal! I’ve never seen two people defeat and entire guild like that so quickly by themselves!”

      Happy flew around and giggled into his paw, “She’s star struck~.”

      Lucy nervously giggled and poked her fingers together, “Well… kinda.”

      “Thank you for the compliment Lucy, but we have more pressing matters to focus on right now.” Erza looked at the young blonde, “I need you to catch up with Natsu and Gray and look for Erigor and Lullaby together. We have to make sure they stay in this station until we can find them.”

      “E-eh?” The Celestial Spirit Mage squeaked out after Erza finished with her request. She stuttered, “U-um, you see, I’m not very good at searching for people. E-especially murdering psychopaths that would kill me for the sake of killing me so—”

      Lucy looked back up and saw the completely unamused look on Erza’s face.

      Lucy nodded, “Got it. Look for the psycho. On my way.” The blonde newbie ran to the stairs and started making her way up as Happy flew besides her.

      He added, “You tried to disobey Erza. You shouldn’t have tried to do that.”

      “Shut up cat!”

      After those two were gone, Erza changed back into her base armor and stumbled back a bit as she felt a rush go to her head. Naruto grabbed her shoulders and helped balance her as he smiled and shook his head, “You overworked yourself, didn’t you?”

      “Well… we were in a hurry… Gray was probably right about me taking it easy on the SE Plug for the four-wheeler.” She then sent a small pout at her lover, “Of course, it wouldn’t have been so bad if you were there to help me drive.”

      “Sorry, sorry. I swear I won’t do anything like that ever again.” Naruto then looked off to the side and shrugged, “Well… I’ll try at least.”

      Erza just shook her head and smiled, knowing that was probably the best outcome she could get from her reckless boyfriend. She got her balance back and Naruto let go of her shoulders as she started heading for the front entrance, “I’m going to warn everybody to leave this place as soon as possible. This might not have been their intended target but that doesn’t mean they still won’t hurt the people outside if it helps them escape.”

      Naruto watched her leave, “Well what am I supposed to do?”

      “What do you mean?” Erza looked back at him and gave him a cheeky smile, “I left you with the best part.” She said before ducking away from his sight.

      “The best part?” Naruto looked around and all he could see was the beaten bodies of all the men they had defeated and nothing more.

      Realization struck him like a bag of bricks and he whined, “Aw shit, she left me with clean-up duty!”

      He moaned and shook his head before he grabbed one man’s legs and started pulling, “Note to self: Never make Erza angry enough to leave you the clean-up job.”

    
    

    
      “Hey, Windy, where’d ya go?! Come out ya bastard?!” Natsu yelled as he started breaking down doors and searching for the ‘Shinigami’ of Eisenwald.

      He groaned, “Stupid Naruto, leaving me to loot the body. Stupid Erza, making me come on the job and leaving me on the train. Stupid Gray, for… being Gray.”

      Natsu opened a door and found the floor destroyed and blown up from underneath. He wasn’t certain but he was sure that this room was probably overhead from the central platform, meaning this was where Erigor and Lullaby should be.

      But there was no sign of either of them…

      Natsu blinked and looked around, “Shit, where’d he—”

      The Dragon-Slayer leaned back on reflex as several fists popped out of the shadow by his feet. He backflipped through the air and landed on his feet as Kageyama slowly rose out of the shadow. He smirked, “Looks like Erigor-San escaped from your little game of tag. And now you’re left with the rest of us.”

      Natsu glared for a minute before he smirked, “Fine. The rest of my team can take that windy prick all by themselves. You on the other hand…”

      Natsu’s hands burst into flames and he closed them into fists, “I have some unfinished business with you.”

      ########Omake: Passing on The Story########

      “Lu-chan! Lu-chan!” Levy exclaimed cheerfully as she saw her new friend reading at a table in the middle of lunch. She came up to her seat and smiled, “I didn’t know you were coming to the guild today. Weren’t you going to take a break after Natsu and Happy convinced you to play a maid for a pervert?”

      Lucy formed a scowl on her face and looked to the side, “Yeah… I’m still a little sore about that… but I didn’t have anything else to do so I thought why not relax here in the guild. Or, you know, as much as you can relax in this place before a brawl starts kicking out.”

      “Well, I know you might be mad at them for tricking you like that, and Lisanna is going to punish them by taking away their coal and fish for the afternoon, but at least you got to show off your looks, huh?” Levy smiled, “I bet that guy didn’t stand a chance with you acting all pretty in a maid outfit and… Lu-chan? Why are you crying?”

      “I-*sniff*-it’s nothing Levy-chan.” Lucy wiped some tears out of her eyes, “Like I said… a bit of a sore point.”

      “Well let’s just forget about it for now, okay?” Levy saw the book the blonde newbie was reading and scooted over to her side to get a peak, “What are you reading?”

      “Oh! It’s a new book I just picked up yesterday!” Lucy looked down at her book and smiled, ‘It’s a tale about warring countries and powerful bonds, friendships forged by fire and destroyed by betrayal! And it’s the best!’ Lucy had a dreamy look on her face as she started dreaming, “Oh, it’s a powerful story and I feel sad sometimes reading it but you know its a great book when you can smile, laugh, cry, and feel sad all in the span of the chapters!”

      “Hehe, you really like stories like that, huh?” The blue-haired girl laughed before she leaned in, “Why don’t you try writing your book about something like that?”

      Lucy blushed and shook her head, “I-I can’t do that! This is a great book by someone with imagination!” The blonde girl deflated and sulked, “I can barely write past a chapter before I start regretting everything I’ve written.”

      “But you’re writing, Lu-chan! That’s the best part!” Levy tried to cheer her friend up by standing out of her seat, “I love reading books and stories but I don’t have the ambition to write something like that of my own! Anyone can read a book! But there are a special group of people that write their own from the heart! That’s why I’m cheering you on! Because you’re doing something not many people have the courage to do!”

      Lucy perked up a little at her friend’s encouragement and smiled, “Thanks Levy-chan…” Lucy wiped a small tear out of her eye before she sighed, “But I’m in a rut. I can’t think of anything else to write about. Nothing that pops out at me like this book does.”

      Levy looked between Lucy and the book and sighed as well. It was one thing to encourage someone to keep writing their story. It was another to help encourage them when they didn’t even have a story to go on. Levy sat down and looked at the table…

      Before a thought ran through her head. She grabbed Lucy’s arm and started shaking in excitement, “H-hey, I know a story you can write!”

      Lucy lifted her head and looked at her new friend, “What?”

      “Yeah! There was a bunch of these old stories and tales someone close to me always told me when we were together! They were so compelling and enticing that I always came up to him and asked if he could continue telling them to me! I’m sure you could write a story based on his tales! And the best part, he told me they were true stories!”

      “Are you sure?” Lucy was a bit hesitant, “I mean, if you’re telling them to me, doesn’t that mean I’m just stealing your ideas? Even if they are just a story?”

      Levy realized what she meant and deflated, “Oh, you’re probably right…”

      “Unless…”

      Levy looked up, “Unless what?”

      Lucy smiled and grabbed Levy’s hands, “Unless we work together! Partners in writing a book! You tell the story and I can write the words! What do you say, Levy-chan?! You said there aren’t a lot of people who are willing to take that extra step, right?! Let’s do it together!”

      Levy thought for a moment before she grinned and nodded her head, “Okay! Let’s do it!”

      “Great!” Lucy let go of Levy’s hands and leaned against the table, ready to listen, “Okay, tell me this great tale.”

      Levy smiled and got comfortable in her seat before she coughed into her hand and started spinning the tale…

      “Our story starts off in a large forest in a far away land. And two boys, strangers to each other, are tossing stones across a large creek…”

    
    

    
      Done

      Okay! First chapter in canon and we dive straight into the Eisenwald arc!

      I’m excited to finally be getting to the bigger picture and substance of the story!

      I just want to thank everyone that has followed me up until this point! We finally made it! It took way, way longer than I thought but at least we’re getting somewhere!

      I’ll try to get a chapter for either this story or another one out sometime soon. Until then…

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    26. Fairies Among the Wind

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 26: Fairies Along the Wind

      To those who already guessed it, yes, that Omake last chapter was about Madara and Hashirama. Hey, Hashirama told Levy a bunch of interesting stories and tales from his time in the Elemental Nations. For a book lover like Levy, that translates to great story telling.

      Also, a few months ago, I made a prediction that Silver was Ultear’s father because I didn’t want to think it was just the played out and obvious idea everyone said. Well… I was wrong and… I was pleasantly surprised by the choice they decided to go with it.

      Also, I got to see one of my favorite parts of Fairy Tail, the sheer raw and uncut emotion showed on people’s faces when something happens. The complete insanity in Silver’s face and the pure rage in Gray’s eyes… I had chills. And not just because of the ice.

    
    

    
      “WOOHOO! SOMEONE, GET ANOTHER BARREL READY!” The guild master of Fairy Tail cheered with a drunken slur as he downed another mug of booze.

      All the respected guild masters from around the country were drinking and partying in this remote little building in the mountains of Clover Town. Once they were done with the serious business of discussing the work of their respective guilds, they did what all people with power do…

      Party until they were shitfaced.

      “Geez Makarov, wanna try and pace yourself a bit?” Goldmine of Quatro Cerberus joked as he bit into his meat kebab, “Any more and you might go blue in the face!”

      “I’m compensating!” Makarov retorted while grabbing a steak and ripping a good chunk of it off with his teeth, “I come here and I have to deal with all the complaining and bitchin’ about my guild and the damages we cause! I’m getting my far pay by eating and drinking this place out of house and home! If I’m gonna go another few months before coming here, I’m gonna make sure it’ll be in the throws of the best hangover ever!”

      “Whatever. Your funeral.”

      “Makky-chan!” Bob of Blue Pegasus skipped over to his old friend’s side and leaned over to speak to him in the noisy crowd, “I heard you had a pretty new member join your guild. What’s she like~?”

      “Blonde! Busty! And a great ass!” Makarov lifted his cup, “Just what our guild needs!”

      “Ohhhhh~, dirty boy!”

      Makarov just laughed off the little name he was given and decided to continue his drinking. Until…

      “Master Makarov! Master Makarov!” A bird with a pointy hat came flying over before hovering in front of the short man. It held out the letter grasped in its tiny talons, “Letter for you!”

      Makarov took the letter from the messenger and ripped the envelope. He pulled out the letter and flipped it open as a holographic image of Mirajane popped out. The pre-recorded barmaid smiled and waved, “Hello Master, I hope you’re enjoying the regular meeting with everyone else and getting along with them.”

      “HEY EVERYBODY, SHUT THE HELL UP!” Makarov yelled as he waved the letter around, “MY POSTER GIRL, MIRAJANE, IS TALKING RIGHT NOW!”

      Bob looked at the little magic image of the white-haired girl and swooned, “Oh~, Mira-chan has gotten even cuter since I last saw her. Jenny-chan must be getting nervous to work with her all the time.”

      “Damn right she should be worried! No one can beat our Mira!” He held the letter proudly and prepared for the rest of the message, “Let’s see just how great my guild is doing, huh?”

      “I just wrote this letter because I have some very exciting news! Erza and Naruto returned from their job and they formed a team with Natsu and Gray!” She smiled happily and kept talking, “It was a little touch-and-go for a minute but now they’ve all set out and they’re making their way north by train! Isn’t that fantastic! Well, I just wanted to let you know what was happening while you were gone. Stay safe, and come back soon.”

      The image faded and Makarov was left holding the letter. Goldmine ate from his kebab before commenting, “So those two S-Class kids of Rob’s made a team with some more of your kids? That’s great. Maybe they can teach ’em something, right Makarov?” He didn’t get a response and looked at the man, “Makarov?”

      The guild master of Fairy Tail had stark white eyes and was currently foaming at the mouth. He twitched a few times before he fell off the table. The people panicked, “Makarov? Maka-someone call a nurse!”

      “Makky-chan! It’s gonna be okay! Don’t go towards the light! The light is bad!”

      As all of Makarov’s senses and vision turned into one massive blur to protect himself from the shock of what he just heard, he let out a silent prayer to whatever divine being was looking over him from up above…

      ‘Please… I don’t know who’s up there or if you are even watching us… but please… please… for the love of all that is good and sane… don’t let those kids do anything too stupid!’

    
    

    
      Civilians stood out in front of the Oshibana train station and watched anxiously as a beaten military platoon was gingerly led out of the building. Several people started to talk and whisper between themselves as a strong wind started to pick up around the area.

      One of the train employees lifted a megaphone to his mouth, ( “Everyone, please remain calm! We have still not confirmed the situation happening in the station right now! Until further notice, please stay out here and—”)

      “Look! Someone’s coming!”

      Everybody looked up at the stairway to the train station as the red-headed woman that had stormed in earlier was walking down. She calmly approached the man with the megaphone as he flinched in fear that he might be tossed away again. She calmly stretched out her hand and silently asked for the device in his hands. He looked at the megaphone before handing it to her, afraid that any argument would earn him beating.

      Erza stepped forward, coughed into her hand, and calmly spoke to the crowd, ( “The station is currently filled with members of a very dangerous Dark Guild. They defeated the military platoon not too long ago and we are still taking a moment to capture the remainder of their forces. If you value your lives, please, get away from this place as fast as possible in a calm and orderly fashion. Thank you and have a nice day.”)

      Everyone in the crowd was speechless as the Requip Mage’s words took a moment to sink in.

      Before everyone started fleeing and sprinting to their respective homes.

      Erza calmly handed the megaphone back to the man before looking at all the panicked employees, “I’m not kidding. It’s best you all leave now before something bad happens.”

      The train employees ran away in fear as Erza looked out at the town as her hair blew in the wind. The civilians were gone and now safe from any stray mages that would try to hurt them. Most of Eisenwald was defeated and being detained as she stood there. Gray, Natsu, Lucy, and Happy were all looking for Erigor before anything else happened.

      But Erza was uneasy. Erigor wasn’t feared as the ‘Shinigami’ for nothing. A kick to the chin, even from someone as strong as Naruto, might not have been enough to put him out of commission. She had faith they would be strong enough to fight him off if it was a forward confrontation, but that man was slippery and conniving.

      They had to be careful.

      Erza needed to contact the regular meeting and make sure Master was safe before—

      Just then, the wind around her picked up several times and nearly pulled her off her feet. Erza held her hair down and looked behind her before her eyes widened in shock. Surrounding the entirety of the train station was a cage of violent and rampant wind. Erza knew if she even tried to put her hand through it, her hand would be shredded to a bloody mess.

      Erza glared, “What the hell is this?”

      “A cage of wind.” Erza turned around to see Erigor floating several meters in the air in front of her. He smiled and grinned, revealing the blood dripping down his chin from Naruto’s sneak attack before looking at the armored girl, “Admittedly, I was planning to use this on those crusty old farts in Clover, but the situation called for it. You Fairies are far more troublesome than I believed.”

      Erza scowled towards the Eisenwald Mage, “Deactivate your spell, this instant.”

      “Can’t.” Erigor chuckled menacingly before he waved his hand at the massive spinning cage of wind, “This isn’t a spell, it’s a barrier seal formed from my magic. Your friends are caught inside. And now…”

      Erigor spun the end of his broken scythe with the shattered blade on it and sent several razor sharp blades of Wind down on the Fairy woman. Erza guarded while the razor currents slashed up the platform beneath her. She glowed with light before using Requip to change into her Heaven’s Wheel Armor and gripped the blades in her hands.

      She jumped into the air and swung her swords at Erigor, the bony man using his aerial movement to dodge the end of her blades and block with his broken weapon. The two mages pushed off from each other and Erza landed on the split platform to regain her balance for only a second.

      But Erigor took that chance and blew Erza and the rubble from the platform into the wind cage with a mighty gale. Erza was blasted into the train station while the rubble cracked into the floor around her. Erza grabbed a large rock and tossed it into the barrier of wind before charging at it to push the rest of the way through. But the stone was immediately reduced to dust, and the gauntlet around Erza’s hand was ripped to pieces, shredding her forearm severely.

      Erza clicked her teeth in annoyance as she heard Erigor’s condescending laughter from the other side of the barrier. He mocked her, “Sorry Titania, but that barrier only has a one-way entrance! It will dissipate in a few hours! And that’ll give me plenty of time to take out those fools in Colver! AHAHAHAHAHAHAHA…”

      Erigor’s cackling faded as he flew away from the train station and towards the tracks to Clover. Erza looked down at her hand and back up at the barrier of violent wind. She wasn’t going to be able to break through it with just sheer strength. She would be cut to ribbons. They needed to think of a way through it…

      Erza changed back into her base armor and headed back to the central platform. She had to find everyone else and come up with a plan before it was too late.

    
    

    
      Naruto slapped the dust off his hands and smiled at his handiwork, “Okay, that outta do it.”

      All of the unconscious members of the Dark Guild were gather up in a large circle, packed together as tightly as humanly possible, and tied together with several beams of steel Naruto had graciously taken from the tracks underneath the train car.

      The whole station had damages and need renovations. If they were gonna pay for fixing the central platform and the roof, they might as well put in a few steel beams for good measure.

      He looked up at the hole in the ceiling and narrowed his eyes in worry. It shouldn’t have taken this long to check to see if Erigor was still unconscious. So where were they?

      While Naruto mused to himself, he realized there was a strange humming running through the wall and windows around him. He looked over at a window and saw what looked like a tempest settling outside the station. He raised an eyebrow, “What the hell?”

      “Naruto!” The whiskered man saw Erza run back into the central platform in a hurry as she came to his side. She looked up towards him, ‘We have a problem.’ Her eyes furrowed in anger, “Erigor has escaped. He took the flute with him and locked us in the train station with some kind of barrier seal. We’re trapped.”

      “What?!” Naruto yelled before looking back out the window at the speeding winds. He faced his girlfriend, “We need to break out of here! I’ll—” He stopped when he noticed blood dripping through her gauntlet, badly shredded by some kind of razor force. His eyes narrowed and he looked at her, “We can’t break through it then?”

      Erza shook her head, “It’s too strong. It moves like a hurricane of blades and even if we wait for it to dissipate on its own it’ll be too late. We need to think of a plan.” She looked at him, “Do you have a Communication Lachrima with you?”

      “Yeah, always.” His hand glowed and a small blue Lachrima appeared from his Requip space. He held it out to her, “What are you gonna do?”

      “I’ll try and send a message out to the regular meeting in Clover. We need to at least warn them of what’s going on.” Erza took the Lachrima and started using the emergency contact information they were given to call Master if there was ever trouble. The call failed and Erza clicked her teeth, “Damn! The barrier is interfering with the signal. We can’t reach them like this!”

      Naruto thought for a moment before looking over at the red-head, “You said it was a seal, right?” Erza nodded her head before Naruto pointed towards the upper level, “That guy, Kage-something, the one with the weird hair, he said he was the one who undid the seal on Lullaby. He might be the safest bet on getting us out of here.”

      Erza thought for a moment before nodding in agreement, “You might be right.”

      “Hey, guys! You see what’s happening outside?” The two S-Class mages looked up to see Gray leaning on the support beam of the upper platform, a few small cuts and scuffs on his clothes but no worse for wear. He pointed in the direction he came from, “I looked out the window and I thought we were in the eye of the storm or something! You guys know what happened?”

      “Yeah, that stupid bony bastard locked us up in here and we can’t get out!” Naruto replied with an edge in his voice.

      Erza stepped forward, “Gray, there were two Eisenwald mages following after you and Natsu when you ran up there! Did you fight one of them that controls shadows?”

      “Nope!” Gray lifted up his beaten opponent, a broken nose and swollen cheeks from where the stripper had easily handed him his ass. He dropped the unconscious man and wiped his hands, “Why? Does it matter?”

      Erza looked over at Naruto, “Then he must have chased after Natsu. We have to find them before it’s too late!” She started running up the stairs and asked Gray, “Do you know where Natsu went off to?”

      “The opposite direction I went.” He ran down the hall and motioned for them to follow, “I’ll show you the way!”

    
    

    
      “GAH!”

      Kageyama blew through the wall and rolled on the floor as the dust settled around him. He coughed in pain and spit up some blood before he grabbed his head to stop the throbbing. He stumbled to his feet, “I-it isn’t possible. You-you can’t be his strong!”

      “You’re this scared of me?” Natsu strutted through the massive hole in the wall he had created and gave a toothy grin. His arms were covered in flames and he started getting into a low stance, “I haven’t even begun to show you the scary stuff yet.”

      Kageyama held out his hands and several spires of Shadow magic raised from the ground. They started to bend and turn before all of them shot towards Natsu in a blur. But the Dragon-Slayer jumped back and away from the piercing magic attack. The Shadow strikes kept destroying the hallway and floor but Natsu maneuvered around them with experienced movement.

      Kageyama kept trying to move his hands along with Natsu’s speed but he couldn’t catch up. Natsu’s hand burst into flames before he charged into the onslaught of shadows and swung his arms out, “Fire Dragon’s Wing Attack!”

      Kageyama’s Shadows were destroyed by the power of Natsu’s burning flames. The pink-haired man landed a few feet in front of the Dark Mage before looking up at his terrified visage and smirked, “Boo.”

      “Fire Dragon’s Sword Horn!”

      Natsu barreled into Kageyama’s chest with his entire body covered in flames and sent the beaten man flying down the hallway. Natsu skidded across the floor as the flames and shadows dissipated around him. He heard Kageyama cough a few times before he struggled to push himself up to his elbows. Natsu narrowed his eyes before standing up, “One last punch outta do it!”

      Natsu sprinted down the hallway while Kageyama looked up in shock. Natsu jumped in the air and pulled his fist back before yelling, “You shouldn’t have tried hurt Jii-chan, you—”

      “NATSU!”

      Before Natsu could land the last hit on Kageyama, Erza’s fist came out of nowhere and planted itself in the Dragon-Slayer’s face. Natsu let out a surprised yell before he was blasted several feet away, Kageyama’s eyes stark white in shock. Erza brought her fist to her side, “We need his help for something.”

      “DAMMIT ERZA! STOP HITTING ME! THAT’S LIKE THE HUNDREDTH TIME TODAY!” Natsu yelled from the floor before he held his nose and groaned.

      Gray sighed before he started walking towards the Fire Mage, “C’mon, get up. This is important.”

      Kageyama tried to flee but Naruto placed his hand on his shoulder to keep him grounded while Erza grabbed his collar. She glared into his eyes, “Tell us how to undo the seal around the train station.”

      Natsu rubbed his nose, “The what?”

      Gray turned to him, “There’s this weird tornado thing blocking us in outside. We can’t get though it.”

      “Unless you undo the seal Erigor left here.”

      Kageyama scowled and shook his head, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Stop bullshitting.” Naruto said as he gripped his shoulder a little tighter, “I remember what you said on the train. You broke the seal on Lullaby. You’re a Dispeller. And a barrier of wind is a helluva lot easier to break than a seal placed on an ancient killing flute.”

      “This was a part of your plan, wasn’t it?” Erza questioned as she shook him slightly, “You all planned to use this to what? Cage us? Cage the guild masters in Clover? You had to have a back-up in case something went wrong. So fix it.”

      Kageyama shook his head, “Never.”

      Erza glared, “Tell us and I promise we won’t do anything to you.”

      Kageyama panicked, “You don’t understand. If tell you anything, Erigor will kill me. And he won’t make it easy on my account.”

      “Well I’m here and he’s not.” Erza went to his face, “So who are you more frightened of at the moment?”

      Kageyama’s mind was racing. He knew if they wanted to get information out of him, there were ways to make him speak. And he knew if he said anything, Erigor or someone else from the guild will kill him for his betrayal. Either way, this was the end for him. He closed his eyes and started gritting his teeth.

      The Fairy mages watched as a look of pain crossed the Eisenwald mage’s face. He groaned in agony before he coughed up a massive glob of blood. Blood seeped down his chin and over Erza’s hands as they looked at him in horror, “What the—”

      “Shit! He’s biting his tongue! Open his mouth!” Naruto yelled before his hand went to Kageyama’s jaw and tried to force it open. Kageyama yelled in pain as Naruto stopped him from committing suicide before he looked up at the Maker Mage, “Gray! Stop him!”

      “R-right!” He fell to his knees besides Erza and placed his fist in his open palm. A small rod of ice appeared in his hand before he placed it inside Kageyama’s mouth to stop from biting down any further. Kageyama yelled and moaned in pain before he closed his eyes and passed out.

      The Fairy group relaxed for a moment as they looked down at the Dark Mage. Blood had coated his chin and around his collar and if they hadn’t stopped him from biting through he would have bled out. Erza shook her head in dissapointment, “Dammit.”

      Natsu looked down silently at Kageyama as he panted heavily. This man would choose suicide over whatever his guildmate were going to do to him. Natsu gritted his teeth and snarled, “What the hell kind of guild would make you do something like this?”

      The mages of Fairy Tail all sat around silently as the last ticket to getting out of their trap coughed up blood. They had to think of another plan.

      “Hey guys! There you are!” Lucy jogged over to her friends’ side after her and Happy had searched everywhere they could to find Erigor. She shook her head, “Sorry but I couldn’t find that Erigor guy anywhere.”

      “We looked upstairs, downstairs, around the hall! And we found nothing!” Happy added before he deflated a little and floated to the ground. He sighed, “Sorry everyone.”

      “If he’s moving then we’ve got to catch him before it’s too late. What should…” She realized all of them had their attention on something else. She and Happy looked between each other before they leaned to the side and saw the beaten and bloody Dark Mage with ice in his mouth. They lost their voices for a minute as Lucy covered her mouth and gasped…

      She weakly let out, “What… happened?”

    
    

    
      “HA!”

      Naruto released a massive wave of Wind in the opposite direction of the barrier that surrounded them. When his chakra attack hit the magic barrier, the wind slowed down for a moment before immediately fixing itself again. He sighed and shook his head as Erza came up besides him, “Any luck?”

      He clicked his teeth, “Nope. I keep trying to chip away at it and it fixes itself like it was nothing. It’s a barrier so no matter how much I’ve thrown at it, it’ll keep fixing itself until it disappears.”

      Erza looked up at him, “So if we wanted to even try to escape, you would have to slow the entire thing down?”

      “And I don’t think I can do that from inside.” He looked back to see Natsu, Lucy, and Happy surrounding the injured Kageyama while Gray walked further down the outside platform to look at the cage. The whiskered man asked, “Should we try asking Kageyama again?”

      “He chose taking his own life over giving us a single piece of information. Who knows what else he might do to stop from letting us out.” Erza looked down at the Lachirma in her hand, “If we could just contact them…”

      Natsu stood back up and started walking towards the vortex of wind, “I can’t take this anymore…”

      “W-wait! Wait Natsu!” Lucy grabbed his arm and tried to slow him down before he did anything reckless, “Stop! You know we can’t break out of here just by force!”

      “So! It’s better than just standing here with our thumbs in our asses!” Natsu yelled in anger, “That stupid Windy Bastard is on his way to kill all the masters and we can’t do anything!”

      “We’re thinking man.” Gray said as he walked back over after hearing the commotion, “There’s no point in destroying our bodies if it helps us achieve shit.”

      “Still! I…” Natsu tapered off for a moment and growled before he calmed down. He did already try to attack the barrier and he had nothing but shredded skin to prove it. Attacking head on wasn’t the right move to make.

      Lucy saw Natsu’s shoulders slump and felt sorry she couldn’t do anything to help him. She gripped his hand, “I’m sorry Natsu.”

      He looked back at her for a moment before his eyes widened in realization. He grabbed her shoulders, “That’s it! Lucy!”

      She blinked in confusion, “W-what?”

      “You’re Spirit things! They can help us! Summon one of them!”

      The Fairy mages silently blinked before Gray tilted his head, “Spirits? You mean those Celestial Spirit things?”

      Erza crossed her arms, “I’ve heard that there are a multitude of different kinds of Spirits from the Celestial Realm that have various different powers.”

      Naruto perked up a bit, “You think one of them can help us?”

      “Totally! They’ve gotta!” Natsu turned to the blonde girl, “C’mon Lucy, summon a big fan or a swirly eel or… Lucy?”

      Lucy was shaking with an angry tick in her head, “I’ve told you already… I don’t have any Spirits like that!” She pointed at his face, “I spent a whole afternoon explaining this to you! I have Taurus, Aquarius, and Cancer to help me but that’s it! They can’t do anything about this barrier!”

      Natsu thought for a moment, “What about Plue?”

      “HOW’S PLUE GONNA HELP?!”

      Natsu deflated, “Geez Lucy, you need to work more on these key things. They seem really inconvenient.”

      Lucy pouted before she argued, “Well my keys are rare and hard to find, all right! And I’m sorry the ones I have don’t cause mass destruction like you do, you freak!”

      Naruto nodded, “She’s right Natsu. Not everything is as destructive as you.”

      Erza nodded, “I agree.”

      Gray shook his head, “You need to learn to control yourself dumbass.”

      Lucy pointed at them, “NONE OF YOU ARE ANY BETTER!”

      “AH!” They all flinched when they heard the little blue cat scream in surprise. Happy jumped up, “A freak! That’s what I forgot about! Lucy, I remember what I was gonna tell you earlier in the four-wheeler!”

      Lucy sighed, “Is now really the time to talk about this?”

      Happy pulled the pack off from his back and started rummaging through its contents. He found what he wanted and with a cheer he pulled it out…

      A golden key.

      Lucy gasped, “T-that’s-that’s Virgo’s Key! W-where did you get that?!”

      “She gave it to me.” Happy answered matter-of-factly, “While you and Natsu weren’t looking, she came up to me and told me to give this to you. She said since Duke Everlue committed crimes and went off to jail, their contract was voided and she would like someone like you to fill in the spot for her summoner.”

      Lucy was in complete disbelief, “That was days ago! Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?!”

      “Well I was coming to tell you, but then I saw a fish vendor selling trout for half-price! And I sorta forgot after that.”

      Everyone was just staring at the little blue cat flatly.

      Naruto shook his head, “He had to have Natsu’s brains…”

      Lucy shook her head, “It doesn’t matter. Even with someone as big as Virgo, we still can’t barrel through the wind like that. And I won’t summon her just as a shield to push through.”

      “Oh, okay…” Happy sulked a little, “I thought she could dig a hole for us but if you say you don’t want it—”

      Everyone’s eyes widened in shock before Lucy enveloped the little cat in a tight hug, “Happy, you little genius you! When we get back, I’m gonna buy you so much fish!”

      “I want all the fish.”

      “I-I can’t afford that much but—”

      “All. The. Fish.”

      “W-we’ll see.”

      Natsu was confused, “Wait, this ‘Viagro’ or whatever, is that the freaky gorilla maid I beat in the last job?”

      “It’s Virgo.” Lucy nodded, “And yes, it is! She can dig tunnels better than Everlue could! And since she’s so big, we could easily fit in the hole and climb out of here!”

      “Dig our way out?”

      “That might actually work.”

      “Great idea Lucy!”

      “Okay, here we go.” Lucy took the golden key from Happy’s paw and started reciting the incantation, “I am the one that bridges this world to the world of the Celestial Spirit… here my call and pass through the gate into this world…”

      She pointed her key and a brilliant light was emitted from the tip, “Open, Gate of The Maiden, Virgo!”

      The sound of gates opening echoed through the platform and a figure emerged from the light. From out of thin air, a small, slender woman in a maid outfit appeared before the Fairy mages. She had bright pink hair and cuffs around her wrists. She bowed deeply to those in front of her, “Good evening Mistress, how may I be of service to you today?”

      They were all silent and shocked at the sight of the beautiful woman in front of them. They were expecting something more bulky and huge. Natsu tilted his head, “She lost weight.”

      Gray blinked in confusion, “Is that what apes look like nowadays?”

      Virgo awaited patiently for her orders as she bowed her head, “I am here to serve you Mistress, any need or desire you have and I will do my best to accomplish it.”

      “No no no, hold on. Something’s wrong here.” Lucy started gesturing to the body of the maid, “What-what happened to you?”

      “Whatever do you mean Mistress?”

      “I mean you’re all skinny and cute now! What happened to that big monstrous gorilla form with all the impossible strength and digging ability?!”

      “I take the form that would most please the summoner that carries my key. The form you first encountered me with was the form most compliant to Everlue-sama’s tastes. This is the form I chose because I believed you might enjoy something leaner and more compact.” She reassured her summoner, “But do not fret Mistress, whatever form I choose does not affect my strength, abilities, or my loyalty to you.”

      Lucy blinked in surprise before she scratched her cheek, “O-oh, okay, that’s makes sense… I guess…”

      “If you prefer Mistress, I shall take on my previous form.” Instantly, Virgo’s entire body expanded to almost ten-feet tall, covered in muscle and looking like a transvestite ogre.

      Everyone cringed, “OH!”

      Lucy waved her arms, “Turn back! Stay cute! Stay cute!”

      Virgo immediately changed back into her smaller form, “As you wish Mistress.”

      “Okay, can you stop calling me that.” Lucy asked hesitantly, “I don’t like being called something weird like Mistress.”

      “Then how about Queen?”

      “Not any better.”

      “How about Princess?”

      “That’ll do. I like that.”

      Everyone stared at the blonde for a moment.

      She felt their stares and realized they were in a hurry, “Right! Sorry! Virgo, I know we haven’t made a contract yet, but this is an emergency! Can you dig a hole underneath this station and out into the town?”

      “Of course Princess, it is a simple task.” She bowed, “I will start immediately.”

      “Great! Oh, we might actually want to start downstairs because this is the second floor so—”

      Virgo immediately disappeared from the platform and left a large hole that lead into the first floor below them.

      Lucy blinked, “Or you could just barrel right through it like nothing. Your choice.”

      “Well done Lucy! An excellent strategy!” Erza hugged the newbie and slammed her head into her breastplate, causing Lucy to yelp in pain, “I’m so glad you came with us on this job!”

      “C’mon, no time to waste!” Naruto ran to the hole and looked down before looking back at them, “If we hurry then… Natsu, what are you doing?”

      They looked back to see Natsu hoist the injured Kageyama on his back. Natsu made sure the beaten man was secure, “It’d leave a sour taste in my mouth if I left this guy to die when the rest of his guild comes to. Plus… I don’t know… I don’t feel right just abandoning a guy that’s terrified of his own guild. That’s not how a guild should act, even a Dark Guild.”

      They were all silent as they looked at the pink-haired man in surprise. Erza had a small but proud smile on her face for her friend’s composed decision. Naruto thought for a moment before he nodded, “All right, if you say so. Maybe after this is all done we can ask him how to see the damn flute up again. But we’ve got to escape first so let’s go.”

      The Fairy mages jumped down the tunnel and started following it up before emerging in the middle of a street. They crawled out and were immediately bombarded with the intense wind from the barrier.

      Gray covered his eyes, “Shit! It’s like a tornado out here!”

      “I can contact them now!” Erza started working the Lachrima and pointed to the side, “The four-wheeler should be parked over there! Get everything packed up and we can start moving out!”

      “Thank you Virgo!” Lucy grabbed her hands and thanked her, “We couldn’t have done this without you!”

      “Are you punishing me Princess?”

      “What? No, I’m thanking you.”

      “Oh.” Virgo appeared a little displeased for a moment before bowing respectfully, “Call on me whenever you wish Princess, and I shall come to your aid.” She glowed with a brilliant light before she faded away into particles.

      Erza came back to the group and tossed Naruto’s Lachrima back to him, “No answer. Nobody got my call. All I could do was leave a message and hope they can get to it as soon as possible.”

      “We can’t take that chance. We’re running out of time.” Naruto started moving towards the four-wheeler, “There still has to be time! If we go at full speed then we can still catch Erigor! Natsu, get ready for another trip because… where’s Natsu?”

      Everyone looked around and noticed neither Natsu or Happy were anywhere to be seen. Kageyama had been placed against the wall of a nearby building while no one was looking.

      Erza’s eyes narrowed in annoyance, “That reckless little—”

    
    

    
      Erigor flew over the train tracks with the help of his Wind picking up his feet. He grinned and laughed menacingly before looking down at the flute in his hand. He looked back up and saw his destination in sight. He cackled, “And now, the last melody of peace will pass. And our requiem of revenge will take its place.”

      “~hey windy~”

      Erigor thought he heard something reach his ears and turned around to see nothing. He then noticed a small shadow steadily start growing over him and looked up to see a silhouette of a figure against the sun. He covered his eyes and tried to get a better look—

      “THERE’S SOMETHING ON YOUR FACE!”

      Before Erigor could even react, Natsu’s flame covered feet imbedded themselves into his cheek and knocked him out of the air. Erigor slammed into the train tracks with a powerful crash and gasped in pain as Natsu and Happy fell from the air.

      Happy’s Area disappeared and he fell into Natsu’s arms exhaustedly. Natsu smirked and laughed at the man, “It was my feet in you face, just so the message was clear.”

      “I… wasted… all my strength…” Happy pouted up at him, “For a lame physical humor joke.”

      “Shut up Happy, that was awesome.” He knelt down and placed his friend down before turning around, “Now make sure you give us some room. I’m about to show this Windy Bastard why it was a very bad idea to underestimate us.”

      “You!” Erigor pushed himself up to his feet and rubbed his bloody cheek as he stared at the man across from him in shock, “You were with the rest of those miserable Fairies! How did you escape from my wind seal?!”

      “We dug our way out. And now the rest of my equally pissed off and irritated guildmates are making their way here to stop you.” Natsu cracked his knuckles while glaring at Erigor, ‘The rest of your guild got their asses kicked, by the way. But that can wait, I want to ask you something.’ He kept a firm glare while facing the man, “We tried to get one of your guys, Kageyama, to help us break out of it to come and catch you but he almost bit through his tongue and tried to kill himself. We had to stop him before it was too late. Can you tell me why he would do somethin’ like that?”

      “He tried to kill himself?” Erigor asked inquisitively before snarking, ‘Stupid fucking failure, can’t even take his own pathetic life without being pitied by a bunch of legal garbage.’ He spun his broken scythe in hand, “When this is all over, I’ve got to make sure I take him to the side and… re-educate him about how to act for our cause.”

      Natsu was silent before he closed his eyes and struggled, “Okay… now I know…”

      Natsu clenched his fist and tensed his arms as heat started pouring off him like a sauna, “You’re one of those guys… the kinda stupid bastard that doesn’t give two shits about anyone you hurt or who gets hurt in your way! You think you can just use people, take their lives whenever you want, because you think you have something that let’s you do that! I know how assholes like you cause pain and suffering to people!”

      Happy and Erigor looked at the pink-haired Mage as his shoulders shook.

      Natsu’s mind flashed back to the week after the fire in the town. How everyone in the guild was crying and sullen. How one of the toughest guys he knows was bedridden for a month because of how badly he was hurt. And how that grave in the cemetery now held what was left of one of the people he had seen as family. A kind old man that treated the rambunctious teen like child that was now gone from their lives because of one monster that believed he was right.

      Natsu’s whole body burst into flames before his face twisted in anger and he roared, “I HATE GUYS LIKE YOU THE MOST!”

      Erigor realized that he shouldn’t take this guy lightly and started to gather a violent torrent around his arms. He threw his hands out, “Wind Blade!”

      Natsu dove forward with the extra power from his fire to dodge the razor sharp blades that impacted the ground around him. He pushed off his hands, flipped backwards as the blades came an inch away from slicing him up, and spun with flames at the ends of his feet to break them apart.

      Natsu slid along the tracks until he was directly underneath Erigor and spun on his hands to face upward. His cheeks expanded and he roared, “Fire Dragon’s Roar!”

      A blast of flames spewed from the Dragon-Slayer’s mouth and came all the way up to Erigor’s feet. The Dark Mage flew to the side out of its range and was surprised by the power. He smirked, “So, it is true that there are Dragon-Slayers in the world, and that one of them is in Fairy Tail. That’s means you’re Salamander, correct?”

      “Shut up!” Natsu jumped several meters up in the air until he was close to Erigor’s height and brought his arm down, “Fire Dragon’s Flame Elbow!”

      Erigor blocked his attack with his weapon and pushed the Fairy Mage away. As Natsu fell back to the railway Erigor flew down to chase after him. He prepared to cut the Dragon-Slayer up while he was helplessly falling to the earth but Natsu used his flames and sent a spiraling kick at the approaching Dark Mage, “Fire Dragon’s Claw!”

      Erigor leaned back from the wave of flames that nearly scorched him and blinded his field of vision. When the flames finally started to disappear, Natsu dove out from behind them and tightly gripped Erigor’s shoulder. The surprised Wind Mage looked up to see the Dragon-Slayer with a smirk on his face as flames covered his hand.

      “Fire Dragon’s Grip Strike!”

      They both exploded in a ball of fire and the hot smoke from the attack ran over Happy’s tired body. He was stirred awake just in time to see a damaged Erigor fly out of the smoke cloud. He gasped and held his chest in pain as the wind underneath his feet started to blow away the cloud.

      Natsu emerged, a few dust marks over his body but his glare at the shirtless man not wavering a bit.

      Happy smiled at his friend’s confidence as Erigor growled. He lowered himself to the rails, “Okay you piece of trash, let’s see if Fairies really can fly.”

      Erigor swiped his hands and a gust started to form at Natsu’s feet. He threw his hands up, “Stormbringer!”

      Natsu barely jumped to the side before he was nearly blown away by the vortex that rose from the railway. He rolled along the ground before Erigor sent another one to blow him away. And another. Natsu was dodging left and right to make sure he wasn’t sent flying by the Dark Mage.

      When Natsu came back up to his feet, Erigor was standing right in front of him and sent a wave of Wind Blades at him. Natsu screamed as they shredded through his arm block, “AHHHH! SHIT!”

      Erigor took the moment of pain to gather up his power again. A massive vortex formed directly under Natsu’s feet before he threw his hand up for a Stormbringer.

      Natsu was lifted off his feet and blown away, flying into the rocky formations surrounding the railway, “NNOOOOOOooooooo—”

      Happy lost sight of Natsu and yelled, “Natsu!”

      Natsu’s screams echoed away as he fell into the abyss between the rocks. Happy looked over the edge in horror as tears filled his eyes, “N-no way…”

      Erigor spit over the side, “Piece of shit. Wasting my time like that. If you aren’t worth the time, don’t get in my way—”

      “Shut up!” Happy countered as he stood back up and yelled at the Dark Mage. He cried, “Natsu 10-no, a hundred times better than you in each and every way! You’re just a jerk that doesn’t care what he does! You won’t succeed because Natsu’s gonna kick your butt! I know he will! H-he’ll come out of the canyon and—”

      “You know…” Erigor started slowly making his way over to the little blue cat with a maniacal look in his eyes. He lowered his weapon to his side, “You are a very annoying, very insulant little cat…”

      Happy shook in fear but didn’t take a step back. Natsu, or anybody from the guild, wouldn’t cower in front of a guy like this, and neither will he. Erigor came closer…

      “Storm—”

      Erigor reacted and jumped back while making a wall of wind in front of him.

      “FIST!”

      Naruto’s vortex covered fist impacted against Erigor’s defense and the two of them yelled while wind started to pick up around them. The two opposing forces blew off each other and the railway shook from the powerful explosion.

      Happy tried to hold on for dear life but couldn’t keep his grip, slipping off and getting blown away while yelling.

      But before he could be blown away, Naruto jumped up and caught him. They spun in the air before the S-Class Mage slid against the ground away from Erigor. The ace of Eisenwald glared at the blond man, “It’s you…”

      Happy looked up at him in relief, “Naruto!”

      “I had to come running since you two idiots are so damn reckless.” He stood back up and eyed the man across from him, “So, what did I miss?”

    
    

    
      Lucy poked her head out the side of the vehicle, “Erza! Are you sure it was a good idea to tell Naruto to go on ahead? What if we need him for something?”

      “It’s more important that he help Natsu and Happy take down Erigor!” Erza yelled over her shoulder, “Naruto is fast enough to catch up to them by himself if he concentrates! They’ll be all right!”

      A concerned look crossed Lucy’s face as she sat back on her seat across from Gray and the unconscious Kageyama. Gray said, “Don’t look so worried. Despite how the Flame-brained moron may act, he’s pretty damn sturdy in a fight, believe me. And Naruto is one of the toughest guys I know. There’s no reason to fret.”

      “Well… yeah, I know that…” Lucy looked off to the side, “But still… I can’t help it…”

      “If there’s anything you should be worried about, it’s the fact we’re sharing a cramped space with a Dark Mage.” Gray pointed out as he noted the man sitting off to the side.

      Lucy chuckled nervously, “Y-yeah, but-I mean-he’s still knocked out. So, there isn’t any reason to worry about him, right?”

      Gray was silent for a minute before he looked over to the man with the bloody collar and leaned back, “She’s the only one who actually thinks you’re still sleeping. So you might as well wake up already. Save us the time.”

      Lucy looked between her guildmate and their enemy in confusion. Until one of Kageyama’s eyes slowly opened and glared at the Maker Mage. Gray smirked, “Good morning.”

      Lucy panicked and tried to push herself as far away from the Shadow Mage as she could. The Dark Mage struggled to sit up before looking at the black-haired man and weakly muttering, “When did you notice I was awake?”

      “I saw you shift around and try to keep as still as possible while not drawing our attention. You were looking for the best chance to escape or attack, whichever opportunity better presented itself while you were stuck here.”

      “Heh, for a Fairy, you’ve got a pretty useful eye on you.”

      “And for a Dark Mage, it seems a little pitiful to be picked up by the guys you were trying to kill. How does that feel?” Kageyama glared furiously as Lucy silently waved her arms rapidly to signal him to stop talking. Gray smirked, “Look, if you want to blame anybody for that, blame the guy with the pink hair. If it was me, I’d leave the suicidal Dark Mage where he lies.”

      Lucy shivered, “Geez Gray, that’s a little harsh.”

      “It’s true though.” He turned his head to look at he Dark Mage, “If the crazy bastard thinks he can change everything in his life by killing a bunch of old geezers, then let him think that with the rest of his twisted guild.”

      “You think you understand us?” Kageyama growled as Lucy flinched in fear, “You and your little guild just follow the rules and listen to whatever you’re told. You’re like cattle. You can barely even think for yourselves. You could never begin to understand the turmoil of people in Dark Guilds!”

      It was silent in the vehicle as Kageyama coughed in pain, overworking his beaten body and bloody mouth from the harsh yelling. Gray just sat there silently as Lucy looked over to him, wondering what he was thinking. He closed his eyes, “You’re right, I don’t know what it’s like being in a Dark Guild.”

      He continued, “I also don’t know what it is like to be utterly terrified of the rest of my guild and the idea of making them angry if I screw up.” He put a hand over his chest where his insignia was, “I don’t think that everyone else who isn’t in your guild should have to suffer just because your guys made some bad decisions. I don’t even think you should have to forfeit your life for men who probably don’t even value it. That isn’t what a guild is supposed to be like.”

      Kageyama and Lucy stared at the Maker Mage in silence as his words started to hit them.

      “DITCH!”

      The entire vehicle jumped up when Erza ran over a small hole in the track and they were flung out of their seats. Lucy hit the door and popped it open, flailing her arms as she fell out, “KYYAAAAAAA—”

      “Hold on!” Gray leapt forward and grabbed the back of her skirt before pulling her in and saving her life. Lucy fell back on his lap and he sighed, “Way to ruin the mood Lucy.”

      “It’s not my fault I almost died! Don’t blame me!” Lucy responded while clutching her chest to make sure her heart didn’t jump out.

      Kageyama watched the legal mages bicker between each other before he looked down at the floor. He didn’t want to admit it. He didn’t even want to think about it. But…

      What if these people were right?

    
    

    
      Naruto kneeled down and placed the tired blue cat on his butt before looking around. He asked, “Where’s Natsu? You didn’t leave him in a ditch somewhere, did you?”

      “Naruto! It’s bad!” Happy looked up at him with watery eyes, “That shirtless jerk blew Natsu off the rails and into the canyon! I-I couldn’t reach him because I was so tired! And-and he kept saying that Natsu was dead but-but…” Tears started to pool under Happy’s eyes as he thought the worse of what could have happened.

      “HaHaHaHaHaHaHaHaHa! That’s right! I already killed Salamander! So you should take note and be weary Hunter!” Erigor pointed at him, “This is the fate of anyone that stands between me and my goal! Certain death by the Shinigami!”

      Naruto looked over at him for a second before looking back at Happy. He patted the blue cat’s head and smiled, “Don’t worry, Natsu’s all right. He wouldn’t die from something like being thrown into an abyss. Hell, he’d be in more danger arguing with Erza than he would fighting this guy.”

      Happy blinked while looking up at him while Erigor fumed, “What did you just say?”

      “I said…” Naruto stood up, ‘There is no way in fucking hell Natsu would lose to a self-righteous, absorbed, arrogant prick like you that cares more about himself than his comrades.’ Naruto glared, “And plus, you’re too weak to kill someone like him.”

      Erigor started to see red as a vein popped in his head, “W-weak?! Weak!” He threw his hands up and back down, launching countless Wind Blades at the blond and cat, “I’LL SHOW YOU WEAK!”

      Naruto stood like a wall as Happy panicked watching dozens of razor sharp blades head straight for them. Naruto took in a deep breath…

      “Tempest Wave!”

      Naruto blew out a mighty gale of Wind chakra that blew away all of Erigor’s attacks. As Naruto’s breath attack calmed down, Erigor and Happy looked at the whiskered man with expressions of surprise and disbelief.

      Naruto shook his head, “You can’t beat me with wind. So don’t even try.”

      Erigor was shaking in shock before he threw his hands up and created a vortex under Naruto’s feet, “Stormbringer!”

      A tornado engulfed Naruto from under his feet and blew Happy away screaming. Naruto felt the wind currents smother him but he calmly formed a layer of Armor magic over himself. He brought his arms up and with a mighty roar brought them back down and dispersed the attack.

      Naruto then chambered his fist and channelled his magic into his fist, “Flying Gauntlet!”

      Erigor saw the massive ball of magical power soar at him and jumped off the rails to protect himself. Naruto’s attack traveled down the railway for dozens of meters before it landed against a rock formation and exploded, reducing it to nothing but rubble.

      Erigor started to twitch in anger as his fingers started to move in unnatural ways. His anger reached its peak as he started to wave his fingers in a magical pattern. He gathered a massive amount of magic and yelled with spittle coming out of his mouth, “EMERA BARAM!”

      A small cyclone was shot from Erigor’s fingertips, completely demolishing the railway and destroying the steel beams in the way. The violent onslaught of wind came straight at Naruto but he still did not falter from the sight of the powerful attack. Just before the spell hit him, he jumped into a low stance and gripped the hilt of his black blade.

      “HA!”

      Naruto pulled the sword out of its sheathe in an instant and with the power behind his swing, destroyed the power building up in the front of it. Before Erigor could react, Naruto summoned a cleaver from his Requip space and pierced the rubble between his feet. He let out a mighty roar as the gravel and rock around him started to quiver and shake.

      He ran the blade through the ground and aimed it at the Dark Mage as countless pieces of rock and earth started to converge on his position. Erigor raised his arms to protect himself as he was flooded with rocks in each and every direction.

      Moments later, dust started to settle around where Naruto’s attack struck and he stood watching the cloud silently. Happy lifted his head up when he realized the danger had stopped and looked at the older man, “I-is it over?”

      Naruto narrowed his eyes, “No. Not yet.”

      The dust cloud started to swirl and get blown away as a large figure could be seen through the haze. When it disappeared, Erigor’s body was covered from head-to-toe in an hurricane-like armor. His voiced was distorted as he chuckled, “I’ll give you this Fairy, you’ve pissed me off more than I thought imagineable. I resorted to using my Storm Mail to deal with you. And believe me, now that I’ve used this, there is nothing but pain and death that awaits you when I am done.”

      “Sure. Keep telling yourself that.” Naruto responded before he started to bend his knees. He sprinted forward at great speeds as Erigor charged in return. They were just a foot away from reaching—

      “—HAAAAAAAAAA!”

      A flaming rocket exploded from out of the ground and the two mages jumped back from the explosion between them. The fire was streaming off of a certain pink-haired Mage that pointed at the ace of Eisenwald and roared, “THAT WAS A CHEAP MOVE YOU FUCKER! YOU CAN’T GET RID OF ME THAT EASILY!”

      They were all surprised by his sudden appearance and outburst.

      Happy cheered, “Natsu! You’re okay! Thank goodness!”

      Natsu calmed down a little and looked behind him, “Happy! And… Naruto? Hey man, when did you get here?”

      “A minute ago.” Naruto motioned towards the canyon, “They said you fell over and were never coming out.”

      “Yeah well I grabbed the beams that went all the way down to the ground and I climbed my way up. I heard a bunch of racket goin’ on and I thought that bastard was attacking Happy!” He sighed in relief, “I’m glad he was just attacking you though. Now I don’t have to be so worried.”

      “Geez, thanks asshole.”

      “Now step back Naruto.” Natsu punched his hand and released some flames, “I’ve got some unfinished business with this jerk.”

      “Hey.” Naruto stepped forward and caught Natsu’s eyes, “In case you didn’t notice, I was in the middle of a fight you left. It’s my turn.”

      “What?!” Natsu hissed, “It was my fight first! I get to finish it!”

      “And I was here while you were off climbing like a monkey!” Naruto held out his fist, “If you want, we can settle this with Rock Paper Scissors.”

      “No way! You always win when you play that! You cheat or something!”

      “I don’t cheat. I’m just way better than everybody else.” Naruto started shaking his hand, “Ready? Rock, Paper, Scissors—”

      “Fire Dragon’s…” Natsu jumped over the blond and puffed out his chest before he spewed flames, “Roar!”

      The fire attack blew towards Erigor before they started withering away and disappearing. Natsu landed back on his feet before looking at him in surprise, “What the—”

      “Surprised?” Erigor laughed as he held out his hand, “Storm Mail sucks up all the wind and air around me and makes a powerful armor that can’t be beaten. And since all of it is circling around me, any fire or explosion you try to make won’t even start to cinder since the air is so uncontrollable. Your attacks are useless.”

      Natsu gritted his teeth as Naruto noted, “Natsu, it might be better for me to take this guy on.”

      “No! Stay back Naruto!” Natsu turned to look at his older friend, “I said I was going to make this guy pay for what he’s doin’! Just cause he can take my flames doesn’t mean that has changed in any way! If I hit the ground, broken body and unable to move, then I guess you can take up after that!”

      Naruto stared back at him for a moment before scoffing, “You idiot, I’m gonna stop the fight way earlier if you start getting your ass kicked.” Naruto sheathed his sword and sent the Earth sword back to his Requip space before stepping back, “It’s all yours. Teach this prick a lesson.”

      “RIGHT!” Natsu charged forward and started engulfing his arms in flames. But before Natsu could even get near him, his flames whimpered out and disappeared. He looked between his arms before he heard Erigor laugh and raise his hand…

      “Storm Shred.”

      A multitude of sharp wind blades shot from Erigor’s hands and fell down towards the powerless Dragon-Slayer. Natsu jumped off the rails and landed on a spire of rock before he jumped off it to give himself a boost. He dodged the bulk of the cutting attack before he came close to Erigor’s flying form and tried to grab him. But he was blasted away by the power of Erigor’s armor.

      “Haha, gonna have to do better than that punk!”

      Natsu slid against the gravel before he clicked his tongue and looked besides him. He noticed a piece of the railway’s steel was warped and broken from Erigor’s constant attacks and grabbed the end of it that was sticking out. With a roar he pulled it out of the ground and hefted it up on his shoulder.

      He let out a battle cry before he charged forward and threw the beam into the air and straight into Erigor’s chest. The metal beam stopped short of hitting the Dark Mage’s chest but Natsu followed after and kicked it, trying to push it further in. But his attack was countered and he was blasted into the ground, bouncing off the railway and feeling blood settle in his mouth.

      “Ready to give up?! Because I still want to settle things with Hunter over there! And you can’t do anything else Salamander! Face it you’ve lost!”

      Natsu lifted himself off the ground, looked up at Erigor in anger and… ran away in the opposite direction.

      Natsu ran past Naruto and Happy and continued sprinting for several meters. Happy looked at him in worry, “Natsu?”

      Natsu finally stopped running before skidding on his feet and entering a starting position. He yelled, “Naruto! Ready!”

      Naruto waited for a moment before he realized what he was probably going to do. He turned around and placed a foot back before yelling back, “Set!”

      “GO!” Natsu shot off like a bullet with a fire trail behind him. They all watched as the blazing bullet lost his flames but didn’t stop charging for even a moment. He came close to Naruto and Happy’s position before he jumped in the air with his feet out ready to pounce.

      Naruto lifted up his leg and Natsu landed on it like a perch. When Erigor finally realized what was happening, Naruto jumped up and leaned back before kicking Natsu at full speed towards Erigor’s flying position.

      Natsu reached out, “WRAAHHHHHHHH!”

      Natsu’s hand finally pierced through the wind armor, but he immediately felt his skin start to shred and peel away.

      “GAHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Natsu yelled in pain as blood started gather in the wind surrounding Erigor. But Natsu ignored the pain and pierced his other hand through the veil, and finally kicking his feet in until he had a tight grasp of his opponent.

      Natsu stifled the pain while Erigor laughed, “W-what now you idiot?! Gonna wait until all the skin along your bones starts to peel off?! If you want, I’ll save you the time and—”

      “Shut up.” Natsu growled lowly as he started to shake, “I’m so sick of your voice. Always chattering. Always gawking. Spouting off shit like the arrogant prick you are. Just hearing you… is pissing me off!”

      The Storm Mail around Erigor started to slow down and fade until it disappeared all together. Erigor looked around in shock until Natsu’s entire body burst into blazing hot flames. His eyes widened as he realized that the overwhelming power and heat from Natsu’s flames had completely snuffed out his winds. He looked up at the burning devil grabbing onto him…

      “This is for making us run around all damn day!” Natsu pulled his right fist back before planting it in Erigor’s stomach, making the ‘Shinigami’ gag and cough up blood.

      “This is for ruining the name of guilds everywhere!” Natsu dug his left fist into the same place, Erigor’s eyes nearly popping out of their sockets as he felt the iron fist dig into his gut.

      “And this…” Natsu raised both hands over his head.

      “IS FOR FUCKING WITH FAIRY TAIL!”

      Natsu brought both hands down on Erigor’s chest and roared, “FIRE DRAGON’S BRILLIANT FLAME!”

      Erigor screamed in pain as his whole body was covered in Natsu’s explosive power. They were both covered by a flaming orb before Erigor’s body shot out at vast speeds and skidded against the steel beams and gravel. When Erigor’s body finally started to slow down, his legs were up in the air and he was twitching before falling over defeated.

      Natsu landed on his injured feet and flinched in pain before he looked over himself. He shook his head, “This is gonna sting tomorrow.”

      “Natsu!” He looked over just in time to see Happy barrel into his neck for a hug. The blue cat rubbed his cheek against Natsu’s, “I was so worried! Things were looking bad for a minute! But you kicked his butt!”

      “Damn straight I did! What were you expecting?” Natsu said with a grin as he patted his friend’s head.

      Naruto walked over, “Good job man. Took a little longer than I would have like, but hey, each their own.”

      “Shut up you jackass!” Natsu yelled back before pointing at him, “If I wanted, I could have beaten him without your help! But I wanted to beat him quickly so that’s that!”

      “All right, I get it.” Naruto smirked before he raised his hand up. Natsu looked at it before he grinned and high-fived his friend back, “Way to go Natsu.”

      “Heh, it’s nothing.”

      “Guys!” They all looked back to see a four-wheeler appearing from the horizon and making its way to them at crazy speed. Naruto waved them over and after a few moments they finally arrived. Lucy jumped out the door as Erza and Gray followed at their own paces. She looked Natsu over, “What happened to you?”

      “Things gotta bit messy while I was fighting that shirtless asshole. But I totally handled it.”

      “Pfft, sure.” Gray scoffed as he looked at the damaged area around them, “You sure Naruto didn’t pop in at the end to clean up your shitty performance?”

      Natsu growled as Naruto laughed and helped Erza down from her seat, “I might of intervened somewhere in the middle but Natsu took that guy down himself. Granted, it got messy and bloody, but he definitely won.”

      “You guys doubted me?” Natsu asked indignantly with a scowl.

      Erza smiled, “Great work all of you. It was a hard day’s work but I’m glad we all made it.” All of them smiled and grinned at their accomplishment as the red-head started making her way to Erigor’s unconscious body, “Let’s take Lullaby, arrest Erigor and—”

      A wall of Shadow magic surrounded Erza and the rest of the group as they were caught off-guard by the sudden block. Kageyama started the four-wheeler and drove past them, using his Shadow Hand to grab the death flute lying besides Erigor.

      He tossed it to himself and looked at the flute before looking ahead towards Clover, “If he can’t save us, I will.”

      Kageyama and the four-wheeler faded out of sight and left the dome of Shadow magic around the heroes. The dome expanded before it blew up from the force of Fire, Ice, and Armor all destroying it.

      The Fairy mages looked around in surprise before Natsu looked at the trail Kageyama had made in such a hurry. He gritted his teeth and ran forward, “YOU BASTARD! I SAVED YOUR ASS!”

      Erza narrowed her eyes, “I guess gratitude isn’t a characteristic he’s very well suited with.”

      Lucy was scared, “What should we do?!”

      “Chase him!” Naruto yelled before he started running after him, everyone else following close behind before it was too late.

    
    

    
      Kageyama was panting heavily after turning the four-wheeler on full speed right from the get go. He just knew that the Fairy mages were on his tail and if he slowed down for even a minute he would probably get caught. And he knew they were gaining up on him fast because their yells of anger were getting closer.

      Right as he weaved through the trees, Kageyama finally spotted the building at the edge of the mountains that housed the guild master meeting. He jumped out of the vehicle and cringed from his injuries before he started running like his life depended on it.

      The Fairy mages all ran around the corner and spotted the injured Dark Mage. Natsu immediately fumed and charged after him, “YOU SONUVA BITCH! WHEN I CATCH YA I’M GONNA—”

      A pair of hands popped out of the bush and grabbed Natsu before pulling him in.

      The rest of the team looked at the phenomenon in confusion. Lucy looked around, “Natsu? Where’d you-EEP!”

      A pair of hands pulled Lucy in.

      And then Gray.

      Then Erza.

      Then Happy.

      Naruto got into a stance and looked around to sense any malice or ill intent but couldn’t find any. Before he knew it, a pair of large, hairy hands grabbed his feet and pulled them out from under him.

      “NO—” Naruto grabbed the dirt and tried to save himself before being pulled in.

      Kageyama spared a glance behind his shoulder to see there was no one there. He stopped running and looked around for the people that had stopped chasing him, “What the—”

      “*BLARGH*!” Kageyama was shaken out of his stupor at the sound of someone vomiting. He looked to the side to see a short man in a funny hat releasing the contents of his stomach into a nearby bush. The short man wiped his mouth, “Oh god, there has to be a healthier way to deal with my problems than looking at the bottom of a bottle. Ugh… but I still can’t find one. Damn, if I come home and those kids have caused a catastrophe.”

      Kageyama blinked in confusion as the small man grabbed his mouth again, “Oh no… breathe. Breathe. Breathe.” He avoided throwing up before he noticed the young man standing just a few feet away from him. He fixed his appearance, “Sorry. I didn’t know there was someone here. What are you doing all the way out here young man? You look kinda pale and… is that blood?”

      Kageyama’s eyes widened when he realized who was talking to him, ‘This man… he’s Makarov Dreyar! The master of Fairy Tail!’ Kageyama couldn’t believe the coincidence that was happening, ‘Why is he out here? How did he-no, this is perfect! If I can take out this man, one of the Wizard Saints, then the rest of those old geezers will be no trouble at all! This is my chance!’

      “Yoohoo, kid? You in there? Come back to reality. Helloooooooo?”

      Kageyama shook his head and looked down at the old man before giving him a fake smile, “Oh, I’m sorry, I was just day dreaming. It’s a nasty little habit of mine.”

      Makarov shrugged, “Whatever. You should probably get to a clinic or hospital kid, you don’t look to good.”

      “Oh I’m fine. I just got back from my job and decided to practice with my instrument before I went back home.” He held up the Lullaby flute, “I play the flute you see.”

      Makarov looked at the terrifying flute, “Geez, that thing is uglier than sin.”

      “Oh, it may not look very pleasant, but I assure you, the melody it releases is one of a kind.” Kageyama held the flute closer to his mouth, “Do you mind if I play you a tune?”

      Makarov thought for a moment before giving an indifferent groan, “Eh, might as well. Maybe a good song could ease my stomach.” He waved his hand, “Go ahead kid.”

      Kageyama smiled and raised the flute to his mouth.

      From behind a bush, Erza saw the Dark Mage make a move and prepared to pounce, “I have to stop him.”

      “Wait Erza-chan.” Bob stopped the Requip Mage from running out by grabbing her shoulder, “I already told you we got your message. Makky-chan just wants to talk with him before anything else happens.”

      Lucy looked at the man(?), “Are you sure?”

      “Trust us.” Goldmine said from his spot between Natsu, Gray, and Naruto, “Makarov has a plan. Granted, it might go bottoms up, but it’s still a plan.”

      The rest of the Fairy mages looked at the scene in front of them cautiously. Naruto shook his head, “Geez, Jiji is cutting it pretty close.”

      Goldmine nodded, “That’s always been his style of doing things.”

      Kageyama prepared to play the melody of death and seal the fate of one of his targets. Finally! When he was done here, he would go into the building and play for everyone there. And then, his guild will have had their revenge.

      …

      Then what?

      Kageyama stopped short of pressing the flute to his lip as his mind started to wander.

      What would happen next? Would Erigor and the rest forgive him for any mistakes he made? From past experiences, that seemed very unlikely. And what happened after they killed all the masters? They would be wanted and hunted by every legal guild in the nation, even more so than they already were!

      Was this really the answer to all their problems? Would killing these people really bring them happiness? Dammit, why were all those miserable Fairies flashing through his head! Shut up! Shut up!

      “Having second thoughts?”

      Kageyama opened his eyes again and looked down at the small Wizard Saint as he casually scratched his head. Makarov looked up at him, “Yeah, I can see it plastered all over your face. Believe me, I’m used to seeing troubled looks on people because I have to deal with a whole guild that always causes trouble. You wouldn’t believe how often I call them out on wrecking a town or destroying a landmark.”

      “So, you think that if you can snuff out me and the rest of us crusty old coots in there, that all your problems and worries will just disappear, right?” Kageyama froze in horror when Makarov easily predicted their plan, “Well I’ll just tell you now that it won’t. You aren’t the first person to believe that if he takes out the people that have caused him problems over the years that those problems will just disappear. And sadly I’m sure you won’t be the last.”

      “If you feel so powerless and weak, I can tell you now that you won’t find an answer or strength by relying on that flute. If you think you are weak, then find a proper way to gain strength, and people that you can truly rely on to help you gain it. Don’t succumb to the fear you feel from someone stronger than you. Don’t believe that using dirty tactics and underhanded methods will bring you salvation. Make your own path. And your own decisions.”

      It was silent between the young Dark Mage and the old Wizard Saint before he made a wrinkly smile, “That said, do you still want to play that flute?”

      Kageyama shook uncontrollably. He looked at the flute in his hands and the man in front of him, “I… I…”

      Kageyama dropped the flute and fell to his knees, “I can’t, not like this.”

      Makarov grinned, “Good, looks like you’ve taken your first steps towards your own path. Congrats kid.”

      “WOOHOO!” The Fairies all popped out of the bush and cheered, “WE WON!”

      Makarov saw them run towards him and panicked, “You guys! What was with that message earlier, huh?! Dealing with a Dark Guild in the middle of town?! I swear, if you kids broke something!”

      “Master, you were amazing!” Erza kneeled down and hugged the short man, “I’m so glad you are safe!”

      Makarov wheezed painfully, “E-Erza, your armor, it’s crushing my lungs!”

      Natsu and Gray crowded around them, “You were awesome Jii-chan!”

      “Yeah, way to go!”

      Lucy sighed in relief, “Thank goodness. Things were looking bad there for a second.”

      Naruto chuckled, “Yeah, so let’s just keep all the details about the destruction we caused to ourselves, okay? We don’t want Jiji to have a heart attack.”

      Bob walked out of the bushes and watched the little group celebrate. He placed his hand against his cheek, “My, they are always so rowdy, don’t you think?”

      Goldmine nodded, “Yeah, but that’s just the way they are I guess. Nothing can change that.”

      The group all laughed and cheered together for their success and finally beating Eisenwald.

      “No. Not yet.”

      They all went silent when they heard a strange, distorted voice reach their ears. They looked around for the source of the threat.

      “All of these chances passed. All of the souls I’ve been denied. No more.”

      They all looked down at the skull flute where they heard the menacing voice come from. The three eyes started to glow red.

      “If no one shall feed me, then I shall just indulge myself.”

      A thick, purple fog started to rise from the skull’s mouth. It went higher and higher into the air until it started to twist and gather together in one spot. All the guild masters from inside the building saw the purple mist start to form and ran outside. Everyone looked up in horror as the fog started to grow into a solid form.

      The fog disappeared, and in its place was a massive wooden figure with a three-eyed skull for a head. The monster raised its hands to examine itself before it looked down at the people below, “It’s been some time since I last took this form. I hope all of you will be enough to slate my appetite.”

      The Fairies were silent before they all spoke at the same time, “Holy shit(x7).”

      “WHAT IS THAT?!”

      “IT IS THE DEMON FROM ZEREF’S FLUTE!”

      “IT IS LIVING MAGIC! THAT MONSTER CURSED A DEMON TO DESTROY EVERYTHING!”

      “RUN!”

      Lullaby chuckled, “Yes, run away. Try to save your pitiful little lives. But when my melody reaches your ears, there will be nothing but oblivion awaiting you.”

      “EEYAHH!” Lucy shrieked in fear as she embraced Happy, “WHAT DO WE DO?!”

      Gray looked up at the monster, “He’s really big.”

      “And loud too.” Natsu said as he cracked his knuckles, “But I’m kinda happy that I can actually beat up on the thing that’s been annoying us all day.”

      “Don’t take this thing likely Natsu.” Erza’s body glowed before she appeared in her Black Wing Armor, “It’s still a demon created by ‘Black Mage Zeref’.”

      “And now… we can break it.” Naruto pulled his Kokuryū out of its sheathe and covered his body in Armor, “So let’s bring this big bastard tumbling down.”

      All four of them charged forward towards the massive demon. Erza and Naruto ran besides each other before holding their swords back. When they reached Lullaby’s feet, they swung their swords and left deep slashes along both of its legs.

      Lullaby cringed in pain before it noticed the pink-haired man climbing up its body. It tried to slap Natsu off but he stayed attached, resilient and unyielding. When Natsu finally reach Lullaby’s neck, he pulled his flaming fist back before slamming it into the demon’s cheek, “Fire Dragon’s Iron Fist!”

      Lullaby stumbled from the strong hit before turning towards the small human and shooting several blasts of magic from its mouth, “Damn fly!”

      Natsu jumped off Lullaby’s shoulder to dodge the multiple attacks, falling towards the ground before grabbing a branch to stop his descent.

      Gray slammed his fist into his palm and gathered his magic, “Ice Make: Lance!”

      Dozens of pointed spears flew out of Gray’s hands and impacted against Lullaby’s chest. The demon stumbled while Erza flew around its chest. She grabbed her sword with both hands and started slashing across its entire body. Naruto stuck to the ground and destroyed the massive demon’s footing, strike its feet and knees with the full power of his punches.

      Lucy looked up at her friends while they fought the monster off, “Oh man, do you think they’ll be all right?”

      “If you’re so worried, why don’t you help?” Happy asked while he cheered Natsu and everyone else on.

      “What the heck am I supposed to do? I can’t fight like the rest of them!” Lucy said as she started looking at her keys, “Maybe if I summon Taurus or Cancer they might be able to help but…”

      She stopped talking long enough for Happy to look up at her in worry, “Lucy?”

      Lucy grabbed one of her golden keys and held it out, “Open, Gate of the Maiden, Virgo!”

      A flash of light appeared and the pink-haired maid was summoned before her wizard. She bowed, “Hello again Princess, how may I be of assistance?”

      “Virgo, how well can you dig a hole?”

      Virgo raised her head, “I believe my skills at digging are top-notch Princess.”

      “And you can make them big too?”

      “Whatever size you want.”

      Happy looked up at the blonde, “Lucy, what are you thinking?”

      “Virgo.” Lucy pointed up at the massive demon as it fought off the other Fairies, “Can you dig something big enough to stop that?”

      Virgo looked back at her summoner, “Of course I can.”

      Lucy smiled, “Then start digging!”

      “You insufferable little ants! You shall pester me no more!” Lullaby kicked its leg out and nearly blew away Naruto, Natsu, and Gray from where they were attacking it on the ground. It waved its arms and forced Erza to give the demon a wide space. Lullaby started gathering magic into its mouth, “I shall end this battle here and now!”

      “Oh no you don’t!” Naruto pulled the Earth cleaver from his Requip and stabbed it into the ground, causing several spires of rock to pierce through Lullaby’s legs and limit its movement.

      Lullaby struggled for a moment before pulling its legs out and breaking the rocks holding it down. It stumbled back, “Puny human! Believing such a simple distraction would be enough to hinder—”

      Before it could finish, a massive patch of ground beneath its feet collapsed and caused the demon to fall over. While falling over, Lullaby accidentally unleashed its magical attack into the sky and away from its intended target. The demon panicked, “What?! How is this—”

      “Yahoo!” Lucy cheered before grabbing Virgo’s hands and jumping in excitement, “We did it Virgo!”

      “Are you going to punish me now Princess?”

      “Please stop that!”

      “This is our chance! Attack!”

      Naruto and Natsu charged forward to attack while Erza flew up in the air. Gray stayed in place and started to use his magic to create a powerful weapon. A massive bazooka appeared in his hands, “Ice Make:…”

      “Naruto!” Natsu jumped and landed in Naruto’s intertwined hands just in time for the whiskered man to toss him up in the air and over Lullaby’s head. He placed his hands together and gathered his magic, “Fire Dragon’s—”

      Erza flew over the trees in a maneuver to gain speed before she started flying towards the demon with her sword at the ready.

      As Lullaby finally pulled itself out of the hole, Naruto summoned his Wind sword and pumped his magic through the blade. A vortex of wind started to gather around him as he swung the blade at the demon’s legs. Naruto roared…

      “INFINITE STORM BLADE!”

      “HYAAHHHHHHH!”

      “CANNON!”

      “BRILLIANT FLAME!”

      Naruto’s innumerable blade attack completely shredded through Lullaby’s legs. Erza’s blade sliced through the wood and nearly cut the demon in half. Gray’s long-range attack impacted against its chest and left a crater along its body. And Natsu’s blast blew up the head of the Zeref creation.

      Lullaby’s body started to crumble and break as it fell backwards, “I-impossible. Humans cannot be… this… strong…”

      The guild masters, Lucy, and Happy all watched in amazement as the massive demon fell and crumbled away. Some of them started whispering, “Incredible.”

      “I’ve never seen fighting like that.”

      “They beat one of Zeref’s demons so quickly.”

      Makarov smirked, “Well they aren’t my biggest trouble makers for nothing.”

      The four mages walked out of the dust and everyone cheered. Lucy and Happy ran up to their friends, “You guys were amazing!”

      “Natsu!” Happy barreled into his best friend’s chest, “You beat that stupid demon!”

      “Of course I did!” Natsu gloated, “I brought that stupid wooden freak down with my flames! No problem!”

      The other three mages all took exception to this and glared at the pink-headed moron. Gray grabbed his shoulder, “Hold on dumbass, did those flames fry you brain too? My attack was the one that brought Lullaby down. You’ve gotta attack the body to get any real results!”

      “The body?! You attack the head, not the body! Are you stupid?!”

      Natsu and Gray glared between each other before Erza stepped in, “Now now you two behave. If it wasn’t for all of us working together, who knows what that demon would have done. That’s all that matters.” Things calmed down between all of them as they took what Erza said to thought. Erza then showed a small smile, “Besides, it was over by the time I cut through it.”

      “It was over?!”

      “No way!”

      “What the hell Erza?!”

      “If this is going to be a debate about who did the most damage then I believe I would be the winner.”

      “Okay, we need to straighten something up.” Naruto interjected as he looked between all of them, “It’s true, we all did some damage that could have beaten that thing first. But this is what matters… I let you guys fight.”

      “WHAT(x3)?!”

      “Yeah, if I wanted to, I probably could of beaten that thing all by myself. I just let you guys fight because you would’ve been mad if I took all the glory.”

      “That’s bullshit!”

      “Yeah, if anyone could have beaten that thing all by theirselves, it was me!”

      “I have a dozen armors specialized for sealing darkness and defeating monsters! I dare any of you to try and best me!”

      Lucy looked at them with a tired glare, “They aren’t seriously arguing about who beat the deadly demon first, are they?”

      Happy nodded, “Aye.”

      Makarov laughed at his kids antics before looking back at all the other guild masters. But he was surprised to see that all of them still had the same shocked, dumbfounded look on their faces. He followed their gazes… and felt his jaw unhinge.

      Taking a moment to calm herself down, Erza quickly glanced to the side. When she spotted their handiwork, her eyes turned into white plates and her body went ridged. She quickly grabbed Naruto’s sleeve and pulled his attention away from fighting long enough to point behind them.

      Before the demon had faded into mist, Lullaby had fallen backwards and completely destroyed half of the regular meeting building. Everyone was silent from shock as they looked at the aftermath their heroes had caused.

      Feeling their piercing stares, Naruto clapped his hands and nervously stated, “W-well, we beat the Dark Guild, saved everyone, and there is still half—”

      More of the building crumbled behind him as he tried to save face for Fairy Tail.

      “—at least a quarter of the building still standing. It looks like a job well done for us.”

      Gray and Natsu cheered, “Y-yay!”

      Happy jumped in the air, “That’s all ya need!”

      The guild masters angry glares did not change.

      The Fairies all took a step back away from them while Lucy looked over her shoulder, “Master, do you think you can calm them down by talking to them?” She received no answer and then noticed that the short man wasn’t behind them anymore, “Master?”

      “What are you idiots doing?!” They all looked back in time to see their guild master already down the dirt path and waving them over, “The old people are angry! Fucking book it!”

      “AFTER THEM!”

      The Fairies all ran away from the angry mob of guild masters as they yelled for them to pay for the damages.

      After a long day of fighting, the strongest team in Fairy Tail had successfully completed their first mission.

      Sort of.

    
    

    
      Done

      I just opened up an account on deviantART, and so far all I have done is save pictures I thought are cool. I’d like to change that.

      Sadly, I have the artistic ability of a limbless monkey throwing crap so I doubt anyone would want to see that. So if there is anyone out there that would like to draw art about any of my stories, please contact me. I could give you details about what they should look like or you can show me what you’ve done.

      I’d feel very honored if someone took the time to draw something up like that.

      As always.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    27. Law and Order: Fiore Branch

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 27: Law and Order: Fiore Branch

      I’ve been debating whether to release one long chapter or two smaller chapters. I decided on two chapters because the tone shift felt so weird that I won’t like putting it in just one chapter. So this one will mostly be for laughs while the next chapter will set up chapter 29, and I can hopefully release that one in conjunction with Fairy Tail releasing its 400th chapter.

      So I just found out Michael Jones from Achievement Hunter is voicing Sting in the dub for Fairy Tail.

      Worlds. Collide.

    
    

    
      “So how do we plan to handle this situation?”

      “They were reckless! They caused a panic in Oshibana, nearly destroyed the train station and the entire train track!”

      “But they did stop one of the Dark Guilds we’ve had on the wanted list for some time now. And the only alternative for the destruction they caused would have been to allow Eisenwald to escape and harm innocent civilians.”

      “That is true. Most of the members of Eisenwald were apprehended in that train station because they were tied up with steel beams.”

      “That seems… rather excessive.”

      “But proved very useful.”

      “Even so, we have reports that say when they arrived in Clover, they had a battle that destroyed a good chunk of the surrounding environment and decimated the regular meeting hall for guild masters.”

      “The reports actually say the building was only 3/4ths destroyed in the battle.”

      “Yajima-San, I’m sorry but there really isn’t much difference between mostly destroyed and completely destroyed involving property damage!”

      “Despite our complaints, they did an admirable job in retrieving the Lullaby flute.” Org said as he lifted up a glass container with the three-eyed skull flute in the middle wrapped in seals. He placed the container on the table, “What matters now is how we choose to approach this matter?”

      “They need to be punished!”

      “We can’t punish them for saving lives!”

      “Well we can’t just let them off the hook! If we leave them be then other guilds may start to believe that they can get away with similar acts of destruction without any consequences!”

      “Well then I have an idea.” The other members of the Magic Council all looked over to the blue-haired man relaxing in his chair with his feet propped up on the table. He lowered them when he got their attention, “If we can’t punish all of them, then why don’t we make an example of them?”

      The Chairman of the Magic Council, Crawford Seam, sat up in his chair, “What are you proposing, Seigrain-kun?”

      The young man with the intricate tattoo over his eye smiled, “Well, a few of the Fairy Tail members involved with the Eisenwald incident are pretty well known. ‘Salamander’ Natsu Dragneel—”

      The Council members groaned, “Ughhhhhhh.”

      “—the Maker Mage Gray Fullbuster—”

      “Ughhhh.”

      “That new member being acknowledged with the act of breaking down Duke Everlue’s mansion—”

      “Ughhhh.”

      “—the S-Class Mage ‘Titania’ Erza Scarlet—”

      “Ughhhhhh.”

      “—and the other S-Class Mage ‘The Hunter’ Naruto Uzumaki.”

      “Ughhhhhhh.”

      “Of course that troublemaker would be involved with this.” Michello spat with some venom in his voice, remembering the last time that rude blond boy stood in front of them years ago.

      “If you all are so worried that Fairy Tail is making themselves out to be such untouchable warriors, then it might be time to show how some warriors have to pay the consequences.”

    
    

    
      Dear Mom,

      It’s been more than a week now since I’ve joined Fairy Tail. It’s frantic. Loud. Crazy. Dangerous. But, I guess if I had to admit it, it’s been the most fun I’ve had for a while now!

      We were part of this big incident with a Dark Guild called Eisenwald that were trying to take out all the guild masters. But me and my team were able to save the day without too much trouble. Not to say there wasn’t trouble but… we handled it.

      Natsu and Happy were still as annoying and weird as usual, but they definitely proved how competent they could be when the cards were down.

      We also worked with another Fairy Tail member named Gray. He and Natsu don’t really get along and he says that he’s not nearly as bad as him but I realized that’s not true. But he’s pretty cool. And really strong. He just has this weird habit of taking off all his clothes and not even realizing it.

      I also met one of the most famous members in the guild recently. Erza Scarlet! I remember reading all of the articles about her. How she was one of the youngest and strongest mages in the country. And how she helped fight in that big battle against Damnation. Honestly, I thought she would be a big burly woman who was super terrifying but she was actually a super pretty lady. She’s still scary through, no argument there.

      And there’s Naruto. He’s a pretty cool and laid back guy. He seems kinda lazy at first but then I saw him fight and I immediately understood why that guy is so famous. He’s really strong. And when he fights, I don’t think he holds back. But he’s really nice to his friends and makes sure they’re all safe. I just have to remember not to get on his bad side.

      Apparently, Naruto and Erza are dating! I had no idea famous people like them were seeing each other!

      I wonder if that happens a lot in the guild?

      Anyway, we came back and found out that everyone from Eisenwald was arrested. Well, most of them at least. Turns out that Erigor, this creepy guy with a scythe, escaped before any of the authorities could come and arrest him. That terrifies me because both Natsu and Naruto beat up on that guy and he was still able to escape!

      I really hope we don’t meet that guy again.

      Anyway, it might sound kind of bad, but I promise I’m doing fine. Don’t worry about me.

      And don’t tell dad.

      Love Lucy

      The busty blonde newbie of Fairy Tail leaned back in her chair and stretched out her arms. She folded them behind her head and looked out the window in front of her and up at the clear blue skies. She felt the warm rays of the sun wash over her and moaned, “Ahhhhh~, I think today calls for a lazy day.”

      “Tell me about it. This place is pretty damn cozy for a newly bought apartment. And you said it was cheap too, right?”

      “Ohhhhhhh~, you could melt into this bed.”

      “Sleepy time~.”

      Lucy froze before turning around to see the voices that were filling her apartment. Sitting in her comfy chair was the Maker Mage Gray, wearing nothing but his boxer’s and lounging without a care in the world. And lying in her bed with dreamy looks on their faces were Naruto and Koyuki, resting side-by-side as they rested.

      Lucy punched Gray in the face, “WHAT ARE YOU DOING YOU PERVERT?!”

      Gray grabbed his nose and groaned as Lucy turned around to either punch or kick the sleeping blond.

      Naruto raised his hands, “Woah! Lucy! Don’t encourage violence in front of the child!” Naruto covered Koyuki’s eyes, “Koyuki, look away from the horror!”

      Koyuki followed along with his act, “Onii-chan, I’m scared.”

      Lucy stared at them while her eyebrow twitched before she turned around with a huff and walked over to the desk. She looked back at the home invaders, “Why are you guys in my house? And why are you naked?!”

      “Hey, calm down, all right.” Gray said with his hands up to calm her down before he leaned back in the chair, “If you must know I already took my clothes off before we broke into your house. My clothes are somewhere out in the street or something.”

      “That doesn’t comfort me. At all.”

      Naruto raised his hand, “I came here because we need to have one person looking out for him at all times. He gets in trouble because he’s always walking around town naked.”

      Gray argued, “What? Not always.”

      “Gray, for all the years I’ve known you, you’re naked 3/4ths of the time.”

      Lucy shook her head, “What’s with you? Why are you always naked?”

      Gray suddenly found himself attacked on both side, “What? I was just raised like that. It became a habit.”

      “Who the hell raises a kid to strip off all his clothes?”

      “Oh, and you had a perfect childhood?”

      Both blondes shrugged their shoulders, understanding that everyones’ childhoods had different quirks that sunk in.

      “Well it’s been great that you guys could barge in and we could talk about Gray’s stripping but this still feels weird. So…” Lucy pulled open her door and offered it to them, “If you’d be so kind as to leave.”

      Gray looked over at Naruto and shook his head, “I told you she forgot.”

      Naruto shrugged, “I thought she was smarter than that.”

      “I can’t really blame her. It was a pretty hectic day so there’s no way she could remember what happened before.”

      Lucy looked between them, “What? What are you guys talking about? What did I forget?”

      Naruto smiled, “Don’t you remember what Natsu and Erza agreed to before we all left?”

      Lucy blinked, “Huh?”

      Koyuki jumped up on the bed and cheered, “Battle!”

    
    

    
      The Fairy Tail members and other residents of Magnolia Town were gathering around in the street in front of the Fairy Tail guild. The street was bustling with conversation and lively expressions as they made a wide circle for the two mages in the center of the crowd.

      Lisanna made her way through the crowd with a water bottle in hand. She tapped the pink-haired man’s shoulder, “Here Natsu, keep hydrated.”

      Natsu turned around and grinned before he took the bottle, “Thanks Lisanna!” He started downing the whole bottle before wiping his mouth and handing it back to her, “Now it’s time to get fired up!”

      Lisanna nodded, “Do you have a battle strategy ready for the fight?”

      “Yep! Punch as hard as I can and take her down!”

      Lisanna sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose, “No Natsu. That’s not a strategy.”

      Natsu stopped bouncing on his feet, “It’s not?”

      “No! Because that’s the same thing you do all the other times you fought Erza!”

      “This time it’ll work! I’m stronger than I was before!”

      “You said that the last three times as well! I nearly ran out of gauze and bandages!”

      Natsu groaned and rubbed his temples. He rolled his eyes, “Okay, what about if I go for her legs or something? Trip her up?”

      Lisanna nodded her head excitedly, “Yes! Good thinking! Keep working with your brain and you might come out of this relatively light!”

      Natsu nodded before he held up his hand for a high-five. The youngest Strauss sibling eagerly high-fived him before making her way back into the crowd.

      The Dragon-Slayer took a deep breath through his nose before slowly turning around to face his opponent. Standing across from him was the stern scarlet-haired knight in armor. Erza’s arms were folded and she was waiting for call to fight her dear friend in a informal duel.

      She opened her eyes to look up and see the serious look on Natsu’s face. Their eyes met and the red-haired lady smiled, feeling eager at the chance to face the growing Dragon-Slayer. Natsu matched her smile with a big grin of his own.

      Lucy pushed her way through the crowd, “What the heck is going on?! W-why are they fighting?!”

      Gray followed up a few seconds later with Naruto bringing up the rear while carrying Koyuki. They stopped themselves, “Hey, did we miss anything?”

      Elfman shook his head, “Nope. They’ve just been staring each other down with a manly spirit.”

      Lisanna hung her head, “I can’t believe we’re actually letting them fight.”

      Macao interjected, “I can’t believe we ain’t holding this fight in some bomb shelter a mile under ground! This is probably gonna end with at least half the town destroyed!”

      Mira smiled, “I’m sure they can control themselves from causing too much trouble.”

      Naruto gave a disagreeing hum while lowering Koyuki to the floor, “I don’t think so. Erza said she was pretty excited about this fight.”

      Koyuki jumped up, “Onee-chan said that she was gonna fight Natsu-niichan seriously!”

      Happy flew up to their level, “Then get ready for a bloodshed!”

      “B-but they can’t really be fighting each other, right?” Lucy looked back at all the gather members, “They’re friends, aren’t they?”

      “They can be friends and still fight!” Elfman said with a strong tone, “Their manly spirits call out to them to fight!”

      Lucy raised an eyebrow, “But Erza isn’t—”

      Gray shook his head, “Don’t. We tried explain it to him but nothing pierces that thick skull.”

      Lucy sweated a little, “But they’re two of Fairy Tail’s strongest mages, right? Won’t it be dangerous for them to fight like that?”

      The members around her all turned to her and stared at her in confusion. She felt all their gazes focus on her, “W-what?”

      “What are you talking about them being the strongest?”

      “Well, aren’t they supposed to be among the strongest in the guild?”

      “Pfft.” Gray scoffed while some of the others just laughed, “Well that’s a stupid lie. What blind and dumb idiot fed you that garbage?”

      They got their answer when they heard some light sobbing and sniffling come from Mira as she covered her face. They all watched as the barmaid cried before all turning around and staring at Gray. The raven-haired man panicked, “O-oh, Mira, I-I didn’t know it was you! Um-I didn’t mean that! I didn’t mean a single word!”

      Mira wiped her eye, “I-I just thought that if they all worked together, t-then they would be really strong.”

      Elfman shook his head, “Well they’re all pretty tough but I don’t think they deserve the title of strongest.”

      Gray nodded, “I know I’m pretty strong but I’m sure I’ve still got a ways to go before reaching the strongest.”

      Levy said over her shoulder, “Although I don’t think it’s a mistake to say Erza is probably the strongest girl in the guild.”

      Lisanna nodded, “No argument here.”

      Mira rubbed her eyes before adding on, “What about Mahiro?”

      “Good point. But she isn’t an S-Class.”

      “Doesn’t mean she can’t hit like one.”

      “Hey Naruto, how strong do you think Mahiro is?”

      Naruto thought for a moment, “Meh, probably somewhere alongside Gildarts for power.”

      “But I still think Gildarts is the strongest in the guild.”

      “Yeah but of the guys still here, I’d hate to admit it but Laxus would probably have to be the strongest.”

      “What about Mystogan?”

      “Well we don’t even know how strong he is because we’ve never seen him.”

      “Even so, he’s an S-Class. So he’s definitely up there for strongest in the guild.”

      “Uh-hum.”

      They looked towards Naruto as he scowled and glared back at them, “Aren’t you forgetting someone? Cloak? Blond? Whiskers? Feeling pretty insulted without any mention of who the strongest in the guild is?”

      They all looked between each other before humming, “Oh yeah, Naruto’s pretty good too.”

      “Oh, pretty good?” Naruto asked incredulously while looking back at the Maker Mage, “There’s an entire town of free space around us, want me to prove you wrong?”

      Lucy’s head was spinning, “I… I am so confused right now.”

      Mira turned back towards the two mages about to fight, “So, who do you think is going to win?”

      “Erza.”

      “Erza.”

      “No competition. Erza.”

      “Erza always wins!”

      “Happy!” Lisanna reprimanded as she pulled the blue cat down from his floating space, “Show Natsu a little support! He might actually do pretty well!”

      “There’s no denying that Natsu’s got a manly, unyielding fire in his soul.” Elfman said, “But Erza’s a monster. No way getting around beating a monster.”

      “That’s not true.” Naruto countered with a shake of his head, “Just because you might be weaker than someone doesn’t mean that victory is certain for them. Tricks. Skills. Friends. Seeing the arrogance behind their strength. Nothing is certain in a fight.”

      “Hey Naruto!” Cana called out over the crowd from her little makeshift bookie area, “How much were you putting on Erza again?”

      “5000 jewels!”

      “Got it.”

      All of his friends looked back at him and gave him a silent, questioning glare. He shrugged his shoulders with a grin, “Well, I mean usually you can’t predict how a fight is gonna turn out. But Erza’s totally gonna win.”

      Erza prepared herself for the fight, “Tell me Natsu, what brought on this abrupt need for a duel?”

      “What do ya mean abrupt?!” Natsu yelled before pointing at the red-head, “I’m doin’ this because it’s been a long time coming! You used to kick my ass for just about everything! Now it’s time I get some payback! No holding back!”

      Erza smiled and nodded her head, “Very well…”

      The armor clad woman’s body was covered in light before her base armor changed into a red, black, and orange style instead. Her arms and legs were covered in body armor resembling dragon talons and she had a long red sword that touched the stone beneath her feet. Her red hair was done up into twin-ponytails and she had to a pair of wings protruding from the back. Erza gripped the sword and smiled at the pink-haired man, “I won’t hold anything back.”

      Natsu smirked and engulfed his fists in flames before pounding them together.

      Lucy looked between the two mages and shook in fear, “B-but the Master won’t let them fight, right? It’d be too dangerous!”

      And if waiting on cue, the short guild master came walking out into the middle of the space and looking between the fighters, “Okay, I want a good clean match. If you want to make a move but don’t know if it’s legal, just go with yer gut and hope for the best. And please, for the love of god, don’t break too much shit.”

      He raised his hand in the air and everyone around went silent. A small wind passed around them and the two mages tensed their bodies for the next move.

      Makarov threw his hand down before jumping out of the way.

      Natsu sprinted off the ground with his fist on fire and slammed it against Erza’s guarding blade. He immediately followed with a knee, another fist, and a wide hook kick towards her shoulder. But Erza blocked each attack with the blunt of her sword.

      When Natsu’s fist slammed against her blade she used the force of it to push him back and swing her sword at him. But Natsu ducked under the swipe and spun on his hands to throw two kicks at her with flames flowing off his legs.

      Erza jumped over his attack and started manipulating his flames so they circled around her. She held her blade up and the flames started swirling around her sword before she brought it down on him. But Natsu spotted her counter and used the flames on his feet to propel him to the side and away from damage as fire started spreading out in every direction.

      The audience took a few steps back and gasped in surprise before they started clapping and cheering at the amazing display.

      Natsu kept perched close to the ground before launching himself forward and swung his whole arm, “Fire Dragon’s Wing Attack!”

      Erza manipulated the flames and jumped away before spinning on her heel and preparing to strike. Natsu turned around and puffed out his chest.

      “HYAHHHH!”

      “FIRE DRAGON’S ROAR!”

      The two fire attacks collided with each other and a wave of brilliant flames scattered in every direction. After a moment, the fire died down and the two mages were standing across each other without a scratch on them. They lowered themselves into their respective stances and prepared for another round before dashing towards each other—

      “Excuse me!”

      Natsu and Erza stopped just short of contact and looked towards the location they heard the new voice call out to them. Walking through the crowd was a tall frog man wearing official garbs and a bag slung around his shoulder. He announced, “I am a messenger sent here from the Magic Council.”

      The people started to whisper and converse between themselves when they heard the frog man was sent here from the highest form of magical government.

      He reached into his bag and pulled out an envelope, “I’m here today to issue the arrest for property damage and multiple other charges for… one Erza Scarlet…”

      Erza blinked, “Huh?”

      “What?!”

      “What do you mean Erza’s being arrested?!”

      “What for?!”

      The frog took a step forward, “I’m sorry Ms. Scarlet but I’m going to need you to come with me.”

      “Hey! Hey! Hold on!” Naruto came out of the crowd and stood in front of Erza defensively, “I don’t know what’s going on but you can’t just take Erza for no reason! You have to at least tell us why!”

      The frog man was silent for a second before he tilted his head, “Are you Naruto Uzumaki?”

      Naruto was silent and looked back at Erza before raising an eyebrow in confusion, “Yeah. Why?”

      The Council messenger pulled another envelope out of his bag and handed it to the blond, “You’re under arrest as well.”

      Naruto took the envelope and looked it over, “Oh… crap.”

    
    

    
      Naruto sat on a couch placed outside the doorway to the hall. He looked down at the cuffs restraining his hands and rotated his wrist as a few silent moments went on. He probably didn’t need these cuffs, not that they really made any difference, but if the Council was calling him in for an arrest then he knew best not to argue and fight.

      He and Erza had been separated at the gates. They would probably still be having the hearing together considering they were being charged with the same crime but they didn’t want two influential S-Class mages in the same room together.

      Naruto looked up at one of the guards watching over him, “Pssh. Hey man, do you know how much longer this is gonna take? Why are we just waiting here?”

      The frog man answered with a professional tone, “We arrived in the middle of another trial being held at the moment. It should be done any second now and then we will move on to your hearing.”

      The massive door was nearly broken off its hinges after a powerful kick blew it open. Everyone was silent as a tall young man with long, spiky black hair swaggered his way out. He had studs pierced all over his face and arms and was wearing predominantly black colors. But something Naruto noticed first was the fact that on his right shoulder was a guild tattoo of what looked like a swirling purple staff.

      The man with the piercings spat out angrily, “Stupid fucking geezers! Wasting my time every goddamn chance they can! Anymore of this bullshit and I’ll bringing this whole fucking place down on its foundation.”

      He kicked the door in front of him and walked away. The waiting room was silent…

      “I believe it’s your turn now.”

      “Oh great.”

      Naruto stood out of his seat and was escorted down the familiar hallway towards the court. He took this moment to look around and feel a sense of nostalgia pass through him at the old building. Not fond nostalgia. Just nostalgia. Familiar surroundings. Familiar atmosphere. Familiar sterile air…

      Oh, and familiar faces.

      Leaning against one of the pillars directly in front of them was a gorgeous young lady wearing a white kimono with long dark-purple hair. She had lipstick on and she was causally playing with a teal orb resting in her palms.

      The frogs immediately spotted her and fell to their knees, “Ultear-sama! W-what are you doing here?!”

      “Relax everyone. I’m just here to greet our guest.” She pushed herself off the structure and made her way over to the slightly taller blond with a sway in her hips. She stood in front of him, “Hello again, Naruto-San.”

      He gave a small smile and chuckled before looking at the kneeling people surrounding him, “So do they just do that whenever they see you or were they trained?”

      “Just a bit of common courtesy actually.” Ultear stated before tossing her orb in the air and letting it hover around her, “They don’t want to make a member of the Magic Council mad. Or else there might be consequences to pay for.”

      “Speaking of mad Council members…” Naruto looked around expectantly, “Is Siegrain gonna pop up somewhere as well? I didn’t think he would pass up a chance to come and humiliate me while my hands are tied like this.”

      “Unfortunately, Siegrain-sama can’t come to see you. That’s why I’m here in his place.” Ultear looked towards him, “He had a distinct impression that you wouldn’t want to face him after how your last encounter turned out.”

      Naruto tilted his head, “Okay, he’s just as smart as I remember.”

      “I’ll be sure to pass on the compliment.”

      Naruto sighed and looked at the aloof beauty, “All right, what’s this all about?”

      Ultear gave a cheeky smile, “Why do you think this has to be about something?”

      “Because it’s always something with the Council.”

      Ultear gave an agreeing hum before she placed a hand on his shoulder and started circling him, “Everyone is feeling a little anxious about the fact you were all able to apprehend such a formidable Dark Guild with very little consequence. And they’re worried that you might think you can get off from any crimes of damages because of your actions.”

      Naruto rolled his eyes, “Are you kidding? We never hear the end of them bitching. Of course we know we aren’t beyond the reach of the Magic Council.”

      “Yes well they still like to make a show of power.” Ultear made a full turn around him and looked up at the slightly taller man, “So they’re just doing this to assure everyone that they still have control. A quick reading of charges, maybe a speech or two, and you and Titania will be on your way back home for your regularly scheduled bout of heroics.”

      Naruto was silent for a moment before narrowing his eyes, “There has to be more to it than that.”

      Ultear gave a knowing smile, “Why do you think there’s something more going on behind the scenes?”

      “Because there usually is.”

      “Nothing of the sort.” Ultear turned on her feet and started walking away, “Just make sure not to cause too much trouble and this should all be over soon.”

      She then looked behind him and smiled, “Or do. Personally, I’ve always been more of a fan for trouble and antics.”

      Ultear’s Thought Projection faded from existence and left the corridor quiet. The frog men stood back up and looked towards the whiskered blond, “You know Ultear-sama personally?”

      Naruto shook his head, “Nope. Just some girl I fought with a few years back.”

    
    

    
      “Will the defendants please take the stand.”

      The doors opened, revealing Erza and Naruto standing patiently while both of them were waiting for their entrance. They walked down the aisle towards the empty stand located directly in front of the Magic Council’s bench.

      Erza’s eyes ran over the entire bench and she spotted several familiar faces. Multiple members of the Council she had seen before in other cases where she had to come to the Council building. Yajima was sitting quietly but he spotted the young lady look over at him and he gave a reassuring smile and nod. Sitting on the opposite side of the bench was Siegrain, lazily sitting back in his chair and probably just enjoying the entire spectacle happening before him.

      He just seemed to satisfied with himself.

      She finally looked at her side to see Naruto absentmindedly scratch at the fuzz around his chin. She made a small smile so no one would notice. She thought it was cute that he was trying to grow a beard to try and look more rugged like the older men in their guild. It itched when they kissed but it was something she could survive with.

      Crawford announced, “Erza Scarlet. Naruto Uzumaki. Do you know why you stand here today?”

      Erza nodded, “Yes sir.”

      Naruto sighed, “I think we have a pretty good idea.”

      “You stand here today for the damages, destruction, and vandalism of multiple government buildings and structures. Including the Oshibana train station, the canyon railway, the destruction of the mansion used for the regular meetings located in Clover, and several other damages.”

      “Um…” Naruto raised his hand and got their attention. He stated in a matter-of-fact, “We only actually destroyed half of the mansion. The rest of it fell over by itself. So shouldn’t we only be charged with partial destruction?”

      A few of the members sighed at his question while Siegrain and Ultear were visibly laughing at his statement.

      Erza elbowed her boyfriend in the side and he stumbled a little. He looked at her in confusion, “What?”

      She sent him a glare and whispered loudly, “We can’t be charged for ‘partial destruction’ of government property stupid!”

      “But it wasn’t totally our fault! Putting aside the Lullaby thing, if it fell over after that then that’s a problem with how it was built. Blame the carpenter.”

      Erza sighed and shook her head, “The Magic Council isn’t going to send a complaint and arrest for a carpenter. And they aren’t going to charge us with partial destruction!”

      “Actually…” Yajima garnered everyone’s attention, “This has been a topic we’ve been discussing for a few hours now.”

      Erza looked up at them in disbelief as Naruto cheered, “Haha, I was right!”

      “No you are not right!” Michello argued from his spot, “You are still being charged with that destruction!”

      “Oh come on.”

      Siegrain smirked, “He’s right. It’s not exactly fair to punish them for something the demon flute did while falling backwards. Why don’t we unwrap its bindings and charge it with the damages?”

      “Are you out of your mind you fool?!”

      “I was joking. Just wanted to see if you really didn’t have any sense of humor after all these years. Apparently I was right.”

      “Why you—”

      “Enough!” Crawford yelled with a resounding tone that stopped everyone from continuing their banter. He sat back down, “We are here to hold a trial. If all of you are done bickering, we may contiune.”

      Everyone was silent and even Naruto stood back straight and coughed in his hand before staying silent. Crawford nodded, “Good. Now then—”

      *BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOMMMMMMMMMMMMMM*

      One section of he wall behind them exploded and completely wrecked the concrete and door. Everyone looked back in shock as a cloud of black smoke started settling around the large room.

      Was someone attacking them? Taking this chance at the trail to try and destroy the building.

      A figure started making their way through the smoke and laughed, “Hahaha, and I thought you guys in the Magic Council were pretty competent! But I guess you were wrong! Considering you got the wrong person so easily…”

      From the dust emerged Natsu, dressed in a spare piece of armor he had taken from a store in Magnolia. He was also wearing a blue skirt, black boots, and a red wig he had haphazardly thrown over his head while strands of pink hair were poking out. Several frog men came running up behind him before he yelled with fire shooting out of his mouth, “I AM THE REAL ERZA SCARLET! FEAR ME! I’M THE REAL CULPRIT!”

      Everyone watched with stark white eyes as the pink-haired man ran around and spit fire in every direction. Erza was completely baffled by the scene happening before her and even Naruto was caught off guard by Natsu’s stupid action.

      Until he realized how funny it was and covered his mouth to stifle the laughter.

      Erza looked towards him and glared but he couldn’t stop laughing . He choked, “I-I’m sorry Erza, but… but I can’t-pfffftttt.”

      Naruto continued to contain his laughter as Siegrain chuckled into his hand and Ultear tried to cover her giggles with her sleeve.

      Natsu then pulled out a rope tied to the back of his skirt and showed it to everyone, “BUT I’M NOT ALONE!”

      He pulled on the rope and they heard squeaky wheels start rolling over the marble floor. Another figure emerged from the smoke, this one not even remotely similar to the person they were trying to imitate.

      On top of a rolling platform were two barrels stacked on top of each other. Standing on top of them with a black blanket wrapped around his body and draping off the side was Happy. He had narrow eyes and a yellow handkerchief placed on top of his head. He yelled, “I am Naruto Uzumaki! Fear my whiskers and tremble at my tallness!”

      Naruto’s laughter died instantly and he stared at the scene with his eyes covered by his hair.

      Happy continued to yell, “How many people do you know with whiskers?! I am the one and only Naruto!”

      “AND I’M ERZA! WATCH ME WRECK SHIT AND BEAT THE CRAP OUT OF PEOPLE!” Natsu turned around towards the frog men trying to sneak up on him and pounced. He held one of them over his head and tossed him away towards a group of his coworkers. Natsu cheered, “Yeah!”

      Happy looked over at his best friend, “Natsu, Erza uses a weapon! Wave something around!”

      “Oh shit, you’re right!” Natsu looked for something to use before he ripped off one of the wooden planks in Happy’s barrel and started using it to break chairs. The two morons contiuned wrecking havoc before Natsu pointed at the Council, “HA! See! I’d like to see you try and catch the real Erza Scarlet now!”

      …

      Crawford slammed the gavel, “Put them all in jail for the night.”

    
    

    
      The jail door slammed shut and Natsu grabbed the bars, “ARE YOU KIDDIN’ ME?! LET US OUT DAMMIT!”

      Happy sat down in the corner and pouted, “I never thought I would be watching the rest of my life pass by from the other side of the bars. Natsu I kinda expected but I didn’t think it would happen to me.”

      “Why do you think I’m gonna spend my life in prison?! And you two!” Natsu pointed to the two people sitting across from him while they hung their heads with a sullen atmosphere around them. He yelled, “Why didn’t you two say anything?! Actually, why the hell did you let them take you away in the first place?! You didn’t do anything wrong!”

      Erza poked her head out of her arms and glared, “You idiot.”

      “Huh?”

      “We know we didn’t do anything wrong. The Council knows we didn’t do anything wrong. They just brought us in as a show that they still had influence over what happens in the kingdom. So other guilds wouldn’t think they could get away with just about anything.”

      Happy and Natsu looked between each other and tilted their heads, “Huh?

      “They would have read the charges, told us to be careful, something like a slap-on-the-wrist, and then we would have been home before the sunset.” Erza glared and her eyebrow twitched, “But then you idiots barged in and screwed everything up royally.”

      Natsu and Happy were silent for a moment before they sweated and leaned back, “O-oh.”

      “S-see, we didn’t know that.”

      “And on that matter, what was that exactly?” Erza crawled over and grabbed Natsu’s collar before glaring at him, “‘I’m Erza Scarlet. Watch me break shit and beat the crap out of people.’ Care to explain yourself?”

      Natsu stuttered at the tone in her voice, “I-I had to make it convincing.”

      “And that’s how you see me?”

      “N-no ma’am!”

      “I don’t see why you are complaining.” They all looked over at Naruto’s grieving form as he had his head hidden in his arms. He spoke dejectedly, “Transgender dressing. Breaking things while storming into a government building. Trying to get some insults in while you were yelling. It doesn’t matter. Because at least you got to be portrayed by a person. While I… got stuck… WITH A CAT!”

      They all looked at Happy as he thought for a minute before raising his paw, “I thought I did a good job of playing Naruto.”

      Naruto glared at Natsu, “WHY DID YOU BRING HIM?!”

      Natsu shrugged his shoulders, “I needed someone to act as you and I thought Happy was the best choice.”

      “Happy was the best choice?!” Naruto asked with a vein in his head, “Not Elfman?! Gray?! Loke?! Laxus?! Hell, Mira?! Why Happy?!”

      Natsu and Happy were silent for a moment before the pink-haired man pointed at the cat’s face, “He has whiskers.”

      “Whiskers?! That’s all it takes to imitate me?!” Naruto seethed in anger before he fell back down against a wall and groaned before shaking his head, “I hate you. So much.”

      Natsu scowled before sitting against the wall and looking around before groaning, “I’m hungry.”

      Erza sat back and moved some hair out of her eyes, “We’re all hungry Natsu. They’ll give us dinner in a few hours so just bear with it until then.”

      “But we’re hungry now~.” Happy moaned before looking up at Natsu, “What are we gonna do for the next few hours until we eat? Sleep?”

      Natsu looked around, “It is pretty dark in here.”

      “But I’m not sleepy.”

      “Me either.”

      “Oh okay, I think I’ve got something to help you guys with that.” Naruto said as he stood up and walked over to their side. Naruto grabbed Happy’s and Natsu’s head before he slammed them together. The Dragon-Slayer and flying cat moaned in pain before they passed out and started sleeping on the floor.

      Naruto sat back against the wall and scowled, “Idiots. I bet even I could’ve thought of a better way to get us out of here. Now we’re stuck in here till morning.”

      “Yeah.” Erza looked at her sleeping friends across from her before smiling and looking towards Naruto, “It might have been idiotic, but it’s the thought that counts.”

      “The thought of a dumbass.” Naruto chuckled a little and looked at her, ‘Hell, I’m an idiot, and even I thought this plan was stupid.’ He saw Erza smiling face and couldn’t help but chuckle while scratching his head, “Okay, it was pretty cool that they came to help us. I just really wish they didn’t substitute me for a cat.”

      “You should have seen your face.”

      “My face? You should have seen your face. When Natsu came running in with a skirt and wig you just completely crashed.”

      The two lovers laughed between each other as they sat in the jail cell. Naruto sighed and looked up at the ceiling, “What are we supposed to do until the morning?”

      “I don’t know about you but I think they had the right idea.” Erza adjusted her sitting position until she was leaning more against Naruto and rested her head on his shoulder, “I’m going to take a little nap.”

      Naruto looked at the girl leaning against him like a pillow and narrowed his eyes, “What about me? What am I gonna do while you sleep?”

      “Try sleeping to. This will all be over quicker if we just close our eyes.”

      Naruto grumbled and felt Erza slowly relax into his arm. He looked down to see her with her eyes shut and quietly breathing while nuzzling into his side. He then looked up to see Happy and Natsu somehow cuddling together and snoring loudly.

      He sighed before deciding to follow in their lead. He sat back a little, leaned his head back and a little against Erza’s, and shut his eyes for a quick nap.

      Down the walkway stood a figure, quietly staring at the jail cell full of sleeping Fairies. He smirked before walking away and back into his chamber.

    
    

    
      Siegrain opened the large doors to his chamber and walked in to see Ultear lazily siting across the seat of his chair. Her legs hung off the side while she spun her orb in hand before she noticed the blue-haired man return. She stopped spinning her orb, “So, what were they all doing?”

      “Sleeping, if you would believe it. Like there wasn’t a care in the world.” Siegrain sat in the chair opposite her and looked back down at the game of chess that was already in process. He leaned forward in a thinking posture, “It’s actually quite enviable how they can relax so easily.”

      “Well I’m glad you seem to be envying the Fairies. But if I’m forced to work then you’re forced to work as well.” Ultear sat up and stood out of the chair before handing him a file on the table, “Here. Everything you wanted to know about the situation on Galuna Island.”

      Siegrain took the file and started flipping through it, looking at the pictures of several men and women dressed up in strange garments. But the most important image was one of a massive demon, mouth open like it was roaring out in agony and completely encased by ice. Siegrain nodded, “How much longer do you think it will take before they unfreeze Deliora?”

      “A few days. A week at most. Just a little more Moon Drip and the shell should start melting away.” Ultear sat on the armrest and looked over his shoulder, “Once they release the demon and kill themselves fighting it, I’ll use the spell you gave me and take control of it. What are you going to do with it once you gain control?”

      “Perhaps I’ll keep it around as extra muscle until the time the Tower is complete. It couldn’t hurt to have a trace of Zeref’s magic to use when we’re resurrecting him.” Siegrain sat back in his chair and placed the file to the side before looking back at the chess game, “I actually feel quite cruel in making you take this task upon yourself. There is no worse task than asking a child to erase the existence of their own parent.”

      Ultear scoffed, “I’m grateful for your sympathy but it is wasted on that woman. I’ve told you before that she barely counted as a mother and she was a failure as a person. As far as I’m concerned you only asked me to go on a job that requires me to melt ice.”

      Siegrain looked up at his partner and gave her a mildly amused look, “My, you’re quite warped in your way, aren’t you?”

      “Like you’re one to talk. This was just how I survived.” Ultear stood up and walked over to the window and looked outside at the setting sun. She sat against the windowsill and held her orb in her hand, “We’re almost to the end. Zeref’s resurrection is just around the corner, and with it, a brand new world.”

      “The field has been set. The players are taking their positions.” Siegrain reset the chess board and clasped his hands together in thought, “Now all that’s left is to play the game.”

      “Goodness Seigrain-sama, where might I be on that board? A Queen? A Knight? Or just a little Pawn you’ll toss aside when the time comes?”

      “Your position on this board is entirely up to you, Ultear. Whether you want to be a piece that sets up everything to happen or a pillar that changes this very world is something you can choose yourself.” He reached over and gently tapped the black pieces of his opponent, “The resistance has already started forming their ranks. The legal guilds. The Rune Knights. The Magic Council. No doubt that Fairy Tail will become a problem while we’re trying to apprehend the final piece.”

      “Yet they’re still just pieces in the game. All of them planned for and calculated.”

      Siegrain was silent for a moment before shaking his head, “No. Not all of them are just pieces.”

      Ultear stopped spinning her orb before looking over at the blue-haired Wizard Saint, “Oh?”

      “In the wide spectrum of how this all plays out, the only other person I could consider as a player would have to be Naruto.”

      Ultear was quite surprised by his answer before showing interest in his choice of nemesis. She titled her head, “Really? He doesn’t exactly strike me as someone who would match you in an intellectual bout.”

      “He’s not. He can’t plan ahead for errors or fail-safes. He isn’t capable of guiding people or using them for his advantage. He doesn’t even know that he’s a part of this game. But everywhere he goes it’s like he throws a wrench into the system. He plays every move with his life on the line and somehow comes out to tell the tale. When it comes to the End Game and the last moves need to be made…”

      Siegrain looked up at the seat across from him and stared at the super-imposed image of Naruto sitting in the chair. He lowered his hands, “He’ll be the last obstacle to break before the new world can come to fruition.”

      He reached over and grabbed the King piece across from him before running his fingers over it, “The Hero’s pain and work will finally come to light. The Savior will bring an end to this world and usher in a new paradise. And all of this will be complete…”

      He crushed the black piece in his hand until it was nothing but dust.

      “When I bring an end to The Villain and his false world.”

      ########Omake: Teach Us Mira-sensei########

      “Hi there everyone~!” The beautiful white-haired woman appeared wearing a lab coat and a pair of glass on the bridge of her nose. She winked at the camera, “Are you all ready for another lesson~?”

      Someone played stock audio of a crowd cheering.

      “Today, our experimenter is one Naruto Uzumaki.”

      A light shined down from overhead to reveal the whiskered blond sitting in a chair by himself. He looked around, “Why am I here?”

      “And my assistant for this experiment, Lucy Heartfilia.”

      Another light shined down and revealed that sitting right besides Naruto was Lucy. She looked around in confusion, “Why am I here?!”

      Mira smiled and spoke with a cute tone, “Let’s all give a big hand to our friends helping us today with our experiment~.”

      Naruto stared at her, “Mira, what’s going on? You just told me to take a seat and do whatever it is you say?”

      “Me too!” Lucy looked up at the model in worry, “Mira-San, why did you tell me to be the ‘control’ in this experiment?”

      Mira ignored them and turned back to the camera, “Now everyone, don’t try this at home. What we’re going to do today is dangerous and may cause injury if you don’t have the right preparation.”

      “Say what?”

      “Can I please not do whatever this is?!”

      Mira stood back up and smiled, “Luckily for us we have people here today to make sure things don’t get too crazy. Let’s all give a big hand to our volunteers.”

      Mira motioned to the side to reveal Natsu, Gray, Erza, Elfman, and Haply all dressed up in black suits with sunglasses. They were standing still and prepared for anything.

      Natsu touched his ear, “Eagle 2, this is Eagle 1, all things clear on my side. How’s yours look, over?”

      Gray, right besides him, touched his ear, “Eagle 1, all clear on my end, over.”

      Naruto’s eye was twitching, “What are you idiots doing?”

      Erza touched her ear, “Mira told us what she was planning to do so we prepared ourselves for what might happen, over.”

      Elfman touched his ear, “I may have failed the first time I experienced it but as a man I won’t screw up this time, over.”

      Happy touched his ear, “Aye sir, over.”

      Lucy eyes were wide as plates and she was shivering, “I-I’m so frightened right now.”

      Mira threw her hands up in the air, “Today’s experiment is…”

      The lights turned on to reveal a table in front of the two blondes. It was covered with…

      A multitude of alcohol and liquor.

      “How do different alcohols affect a certain blond male Fairy of ours?”

      Naruto and Lucy stared at the table. Then they looked between each other and blinked before looking back at the table. Naruto smiled and shrugged his shoulders and reached for a bottle, “I’m just drinking? Is that it? I take back everything I said about this silly game.”

      Lucy watched Naruto pop the lid of a bottle before pouring it into a cup for him to drink. She turned towards the scientist in charge of the experiment, “Mira-San, am I supposed to be drinking too or—”

      “Now as you can see, the subject is blissfully unaware of his condition while intoxicated. As such, while he consumes the alcohol, we will see how his behavior affects our non-intoxicated subject, our control.”

      Lucy blinked, “Wait, what?”

      Beer:

      Naruto was swaying in his seat with a stupid smile on his face with random hiccups every few seconds. Lucy stared at the now drunken blond after a good twenty minutes of drinking. She leaned back in her seat and looked towards the camera, “I-is he gonna be okay?”

      “Please do not talk directly into the camera.”

      “Heeeeeeeeeeeey, Lucy!” Naruto threw an arm over the girl’s shoulder and caused her to yelp before he held his drink up, “Wanna quick swig~? I betcha’ll like it.”

      Lucy shook her head, “N-no thanks.”

      “Nonsense!” Naruto stuffed the bottle in her mouth and Lucy’s eyes became white like plates as she waved her arms in protest. He pulled the bottle back and she fell out of her chair coughing before he laughed, “Atta girl!”

      Lucy coughed up some beer with a tear in the side of her eye before she looked up at the other people with her, “Why are we doing this?!”

      “Don’t worry Lucy, we’re ready to abandon this place for safety at any moment.”

      All her friends dressed in suits were crouching and ready to run at any moment while covering Mira at all sides.

      Whiskey:

      Naruto stopped drinking from the whiskey bottle and wiped his nose before whimpering, “A-and then, after a whole day at work, I-I came to the guild, I asked for a bowl of ramen, a-a-and there wasn’t any left! I-I couldn’t blame Mira because she’s so nice and she works so hard but still, I-I was so sad~.”

      Lucy was really surprised by his personality change from quirky and happy to sad and melancholic. She patted his back, “T-there there. It’s okay.”

      “T-thank you.” Naruto was about to take another drink of his bottle but it fell out of his hand and rolled on the floor. He slumped back in his chair and started sliding out of it, “Uhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh~.”

      Lucy looked back at all of them, “Is this normal?”

      Erza nodded her head, “Something about whiskey just makes him sad. Keep an open ear and he should be fine.”

      Mira wrote away on her clipboard, “Buy. Surplus. Of. Ramen.”

      Tequila:

      “What the hell are you looking at?”

      Lucy shrank back, “N-nothing.”

      Naruto scowled, “I know you’re lying. You’re looking straight at me.”

      “Y-you told me to.”

      Naruto stood out of his seat and got in her face, “Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “I-I’m Lucy.”

      “Liar! I know Lucy! She’s a nice girl with blonde hair and keys! You think you could be Lucy?!”

      “I-I told you I’m Lucy!”

      “Who the hell is Lucy?!”

      Gray and Natsu came in at the sides and retrained his arms as he started jerking around, “Hey! Who the hell are you guys?! Let me go you sonuva—”

      Elfman came flying in and slammed squarely into Naruto’s form, pinning them all on the floor.

      Lucy shook in her seat and fixed her hair, “I-I’m starting to really regret this decision.”

      Scotch:

      Naruto calmly took a sip of his glass and sat back in his chair. He looked up to see Lucy, Mira, and everyone else staring at him expectantly. He raised an eyebrow and spoke with an uninterested tone, “What?”

      “Are… you feeling okay?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “You seem… sober? How is that possible? You drank… like… a bar.”

      Naruto shrugged his shoulder and swirled the drink in his hand, “Maybe I just came full circle. I don’t feel any different.”

      Everyone blinked in surprise and looked between each other. Lucy ran a hand through her hair, “Well, that’s unexpected.”

      “Yeah. Almost as unexpected as you saying that in order to make rent this week you were thinking of taking that candy-gram job where you go to someone’s house and give them a kiss on the cheek.”

      …

      Lucy blushed, “W-what?”

      “Remember? That’s what you told me when we met up in the middle of the street.”

      “I-I told you to keep that a secret! W-why are you saying that now?!”

      Naruto gave an indifferent shrug and continued drinking.

      Mira hummed and looked at her clipboard, “It appears that when he drinks scotch, he doesn’t have the ability to contain secrets anymore. So he—”

      “Once Elfman took a job where he went to a little girl’s birthday party and dressed up like a fairy princess.”

      They all looked at the largest man there as his jaw was completely slacked. They all snickered under their breath.

      Gray composed himself, “Well Elfman, I had no idea you were into that kind of stuff. Maybe—”

      “Gray was once mistaken for a male stripper while walking in front of a lady’s dance club half-naked. They grabbed him, forced him on stage, and he said it was one of the best paying jobs he ever got. He still sometimes goes back for an easy buck under the name Icy Dazzletush.”

      Gray went pale as his biggest secret was revealed to everyone.

      Naruto looked down in his glass, “It’s all right man, people do a lot for their jobs. Erza told me she was doing something that required her to wear a suit today so she asked to borrow a pair of my boxer’s to get into the mindset.”

      Mira looked over at Erza in surprise as the beautiful red-head avoided her gaze.

      “I got interested in the idea so I switched underwear with her. I’m wearing a black thong right now.”

      Mira jumped in front of the camera, “Okay, that’s enough for today! I hope you all had a fun time with us today and I hope you all learned that—”

      “Mira’s only doing this because she feels insecure after Jenny Realight told her she’s all boobs and no brain.”

      “Turn off the camera! Turn off the camera! Turn off—”

      *Bzzt*

    
    

    
      Done

      Must do more work. Must get more chapters out.

      Must. Finish. Part 3. Before. End. Of. Year.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    28. New Faces

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 28: New Faces

      I forgot to mention this last chapter but someone responded to my post about drawings pictures for this story. Guess who it was?

      KitsuneDragon.

      That’s right! The guy who wrote the most badass anti-hero Naruto I’ve seen on this website drew a picture of my Naruto and has it up on his deviantART page. If you haven’t seen it yet then you can check it out in my profile page.

    
    

    
      “FREEDOM! IT SMELLS SO SWEET!” Natsu roared at the top of his lungs before chugging down a whole mug of booze. He threw the mug across the hall and it beaned someone in the face but he cheered none the less, “HOORAY FOR FRESH AIR!”

      “CHEERS!”

      For some reason, the guild was celebrating the release of four of their members after just one night in a cell. Some of the Fairy members were sitting at a table and Lucy was watching the excitable Dragon-Slayer jump in joy at the end of his incarceration. Lucy turned to Lisanna sitting next to her, “Why is he acting like he just came out from a life sentence? He was only in there for a night.”

      Lisanna looked as Natsu laughed on top of a table and she shrugged her shoulders, “Well, Natsu’s always been happy about the little things. He’s… you know…”

      Gray grabbed his mug, “An idiot?”

      Lisanna turned towards the Maker Mage and gave him a small look before Elfman nodded, “If he was a real man he wouldn’t have gotten himself caught for no reason.”

      “Yeah well…” Lucy looked forward and stared dryly at the blue cat lying on top of the table, “It looks like he isn’t the only one playing out the jail time.”

      “I’m serious guys, I don’t know if I can live on the outside anymore. I spent too much time behind the bars. I’m institutionalized now.” Happy said while staring up at the ceiling and wondering if he really could adjust to the outside world again after his time in prison.

      “You were in there for one night. And you said you slept through most of it.”

      “Yeah but I could’ve been there for a lot longer.” Happy sat up and started counting on his paw, “I would have to start shanking people. Smuggling in supplies for favors. Sell Natsu for some cigarettes. I don’t smoke but I still would’ve done it. I don’t think I can ever go back to the way I was.”

      Lisanna pushed a plate full of fish to his side.

      He beamed, “Fish!” He picked one up and started munching on it with a dreamy expression, “Chank mew, Linamma.”

      The other people at the table looked at the youngest Strauss sibling in amazement before Lucy said, “You are amazing. You need to teach me how you do that.”

      Natsu placed his hands on his hips and continued to laugh, “Man, we might actually start listening to those old guys if they threatened us with jail every time we screwed up!”

      “SHUT UP!”

      Natsu was hit with a flying drop-kick as Naruto’s boots dug into his cheek. The pink-haired man was sent flying away as Naruto landed and pointed at his friend in anger, “We wouldn’t of had to spend a night in jail if you and Happy didn’t interrupt the trial like idiots!”

      Natsu popped up from the rubble of a broken table and held his cheek, “Hey, we were doing it to help you guys!”

      “We didn’t ask for you help! We would have been done in an hour and gotten home! Instead, you decided that was the best time to come barging in dressed in drag! And not very good drag mind you!”

      “I did it because those jerks interrupted my fight with Erza!” Natsu blinked, “Oh, speakin’ of which…”

      “ERZA, OUR FIGHT ISN’T OVER YET!”

      A vein almost popped, “ARE YOU SERIOUS?!”

      Mira pouted from behind the counter with Makarov sitting on the wodden top while dozing off. She cupped her hands around her mouth, “Natsu, don’t start fights just when you get back!”

      “But I’ve been waiting for this fight! No more interruptions!”

      Sitting at a table a few meters away was Erza and Koyuki. The little brown-haired Senju was looking up at the older woman as she yawned. Erza rubbed her temples, “Please Natsu, not now. We didn’t sleep very well yesterday and I think I have a headache.”

      “You can’t keep putting this off forever! Your time is coming!”

      Koyuki looked over at Natsu and had a childish pout on her face. The little girl stood up on the seat and started reprimanding the older man, “Natsu-niichan, you’re being mean! Stop being mean to Onee-chan!”

      Natsu shook his head, “No way Koyuki! I know a headache isn’t enough to stop a monster woman like her!”

      “Onee-chan doesn’t feel good because you were snoring all night long! It’s your fault so you need to stop!”

      “No it wasn’t!”

      “Yes it was!”

      “Nah-uh!”

      “Uh-huh!”

      Everyone looked back and forth as the powerful Dragon-Slayer argued verbally with the energetic five-year old. And was somehow losing.

      Koyuki felt a hand grasp hers as Erza stood out of her seat, “Okay, if you really want to continue Natsu then I won’t argue.”

      “YEAH!” Natsu jumped down from the table and sprinted at Erza with the intent to fight for as long as he had to. He pulled a fist back—

      But he was instantly defeated when Erza jumped up and kick him in the face before following through and planting his head into the floor.

      Everyone stared in silence as Erza stepped off Natsu’s face and revealed the Dragon-Slayer with a boot mark across his nose. His leg twitched a little but he didn’t stand up or move.

      Koyuki cheered, “Yay! Onee-chan wins!”

      The guild just started laughing at Natsu’s defeat and started applauding for Erza’s win.

      Mira was clapping her hands as well before she noticed Makarov snap awake. She looked at her short master in wonder, “Master, is something the matter?”

      “No, nothing’s wrong.” The wrinkled old man rubbed his face before staring forward with a serious gaze, “But he’s finally back.”

      Mira tilted her head, “Who’s—”

      She collapsed behind the bar almost immediately.

      This caused several heads to turn as some people noticed the plucky barmaid had passed out behind the counter, “Mira?”

      Koyuki’s eyes fluttered for a moment before she fell on her butt and laid across the table.

      And then Happy’s eyes shut and he fell forward as well.

      Followed by Lucy.

      Then Levy.

      Then Cana.

      And Elfman.

      Naruto felt an immense wave of fatigue and tiredness wash over him and he nearly stumbled back while holding his head, “Crap. Not again.”

      Nobody could keep their eyes open for long before they dozed off and fell out of their seats. Not even Gray or Erza could withstand the powerful need to slumber as they fell over unconscious as well.

      The entire guild hall was full of sleeping and snoring mages.

      A shadow started to grow across the room and a man walked in from the large doorway. A man wearing a dark blue cloak and bandages all over his limbs started walking through the sea of sleeping mages. He had several intricate staffs strapped to his back by a green sash wrapped around his chest. But it was impossible to discern his features because his head was covered by a bandana and his face was covered by a scarf.

      He took a few steps forward until he was standing in front of the short Wizard Saint. The man spoke in a low tone, “I’m back.”

      Makarov opened an eye and looked at the S-Class Mage that always put everyone to sleep when he walked into the guild. He grumbled, “Mystogan, why must you always put us to sleep when you come here?”

      “It saves me trouble.” He walked over to the request board and plucked a piece of paper off for a job, “I’ll be taking this one.”

      “Mystogan!”

      The staff wielding man looked behind him to see his fellow S-Class Mage, Naruto, with bags under his eyes and struggling to hold himself up with a table. Naruto glared at the strange man, “Why the hell do you have to do this every time? It’s a pain in the ass for everyone when we’re in the middle of something and you come pull this shit!”

      “It’s good to see you too Naruto. Always find your conversations to be so riveting.” Mystogan stated before he started walking towards the doorway.

      Naruto furrowed his eyes and made a small scowl. Two years now and he still couldn’t quite get a read on who this guy was or what he wanted. He only appeared back in the guild for another job and that was like once in a blue moon.

      Mystogan walked out of the guild and his body faded away like an illusion.

      Everyone in the guild awoke in shock before sitting up again. Lucy rubbed her eyes and yawned, “W-what happened?”

      “Did… did we all pass out?”

      Lisanna rubbed her head, “Did Mystogan come by again?”

      “Yeah.” Naruto answered while pushing himself back up to his feet and rubbing his stomach with a wince, “He came in and picked up a request flyer before just leaving. Just like all the other times.”

      “Figures. That guy’s like a textbook example of an introvert.”

      Lucy scratched her head and looked to the other people at her table, “Who’s Mystogan?”

      Lisanna looked over to the blonde girl, “He’s a member of the guild but we don’t really know anything about him.”

      Gray stretched out, “Every time he comes here he casts some kind of Sleeping magic over the guild and knocks everyone out. When we come to again we’re all on the floor and there’s a job missing from the request board.”

      Lucy was amazed by what he said, “He puts everyone in the guild to sleep? How is that possible?”

      “He’s strong.” Elfman said, “We’ve never seen him before but he’s one of our S-Class mages. Only a few people have ever actually seen him.”

      “Wow, really?”

      “Yeah. Jii-San sees him all the time and Naruto figured out a trick to keep himself awake when Mystogan uses his magic to put us to sleep.”

      Lucy blinked in surprise before looking over to the whiskered blond as he walked over to Erza to see if she was okay. Lucy looked back over to Gray, “How does he do it?”

      “Whenever he notices everyone falling asleep he just slaps himself or gives himself a jab in the stomach. The feeling of pain staves off the need to sleep long enough for Naruto to try and figure out why Mystogan keeps putting us to sleep.”

      Lucy was surprised by that method of staying awake, “Geez, how’d he figure out how to do that?”

      Lisanna smiled nervously, “One time he was eating a steak when Mystogan came through so he fell asleep on a fork. He woke up screaming immediately after.”

      Lucy cringed.

      Erza dusted off her skirt and looked over to see Koyuki slowly start yawning and open her eyes. She looked over to Naruto after he had decided to ignore the pain in his stomach, “Did he have anything to say?”

      Naruto groaned and scratched his head, “Nope. It’s still just an in-and-out deal. He said about ten words to me before leaving this time though.”

      Erza hummed, “That an improvement from last time.”

      Naruto grumbled as he thought back to the few times Mystogan came through the guild and he tried to strike up a conversation with the loner. The whiskered Mage didn’t know why but he felt like if he could talk with the aloof Mage, he might be able to become friends with him.

      “Have you tried confronting him yet?”

      “Of course I have! I’ve cut him off before he walked out of the guild but he just fades away like he was a mirage! I even tried stealing his mask but he jumped away before I could!” Naruto gripped his head and groaned, “Two years and I still don’t even know what that bastard looks like.”

      “I do.”

      Naruto’s eyes flipped open and he looked upwards at the sound of the confident voice. Everyone else looked up as well to see a figure leaning over the railings of the second floor with a lit cigar in his mouth. The spiky blond man with the lightning bolt scar smirked when he felt everyone’s gazes land on him.

      Naruto narrowed his eyes in annoyance when his least favorite member of the guild reared his smug face into the conversation.

      The older man smirked, “I saw him with his mask off once when he didn’t think anyone else was looking. I bet you would love to know what he looks like, right? Wanna beg and see if I feel generous?”

      Naruto scowled, “In your dreams, asshole.”

      Lucy looked up at the man staring down at them and could feel a great presence coming off of him. She felt overwhelmed, “W-who is that?”

      Gray spat out, “That’s Luxus. Don’t even bother trying to talk with him. He doesn’t give anybody else the time of day since he’s an S-Class.”

      Lucy blinked before looking back up at the man as he tapped the ash off his cigar. This guy was an S-Class Mage just like Erza, Naruto, and Mystogan. But for some reason this guy felt so much different from how the others felt. While they were strong, they still talked with everyone else and enjoyed the time with their friends. But this man… she could tell he was intimidating and frightening just from standing there.

      Natsu finally popped out of the ground with the same energy he had before and pointed upstairs, “Laxus, we still have a deal to settle! Meet me outside and we can finish our fight!”

      Erza slapped him upside the head, “Pace yourself idiot.”

      “She’s right Natsu. I don’t feel like wasting my time going outside to lay your ass across the street.” Laxus snuffed out his cigar on the railing before taunting the pink-haired man, “Why don’t you come up here and try?”

      “All right! Fine!” Natsu stormed towards the stairs to go up and challenge the arrogant Lightning Mage. He jumped over the counter, “I’ll be up there—”

      A massive hand slammed against Natsu as he jumped in the air and blew him back through several sets of tables until he impacted against the back wall. Makarov shrunk his hand back down to normal size before grabbing his wooden staff again, “When you earn the status to go up there.”

      “Hahaha! And I don’t think that’s happening anytime soon Natsu!” Laxus chided while pounding the banister and cackling at Natsu’s pathetic display. He rubbed his eyes, “And I bet you’ll have an even harder time making it when I become the next guild master!”

      Everybody felt varying feelings of distaste and nausea at his self-confidence, like it was already set in stone to become their next guild master.

      Makarov addressed the man standing over them, “Laxus, don’t just assume it’s your position so easily. There are a lot of candidates that show promise and merit for leading this guild.”

      “Oh right, my mistake. I forgot we have such a varied and grand assemble to choose from for the next master.” Laxus announced with a wave of his hand before he started counting off from his fingers, “Let’s see, we have…”

      “An old man that’s been missing for years and is already buried somewhere in the ground in an unmarked grave. A reluctant mute that can’t look anyone in the eye and shits himself at the idea of talking to someone. A weak little girl who can’t get over the fact that she failed the expectations she set for herself and everyone else…”

      Mira visibly flinched while looking at the ground in shame and tightly gripping a washcloth in her hand.

      “Some woman who’s trying everyday to look scary and assert herself while in reality she’s just a pathetic little girl hiding behind some armor.”

      Erza gritted her teeth and glared at the powerful Mage.

      “And, of course, the crippled freak.”

      Naruto furrowed his eyes while the metal of his prosthetic creaked when he gripped his fist. That. Was not. A funny joke.

      “Laxus!” Makarov yelled in a still tone, “That’s enough.”

      Laxus rolled his eyes before standing up straight and looking down at all of them, “Make no mistake, I will be the next guild master. And I’ll be the one to make this guild truly great. Whether any of you are still here when that happens is entirely up to you.”

      He walked away from the railing and there was a flash of light followed by a rumble of thunder and he disappeared from the guild. The rest of the guild was left there is silence while still looking up at the second floor.

      Naruto growled and glared down, “That prick always knows how to make me mad.”

    
    

    
      Erza and Koyuki were dressed in their pajamas, sitting atop Erza’s bed in Fairy Hills while it was almost nighttime outside. Erza was gently combing Koyuki’s brown hair after they had both gotten out of the baths while the little Senju played with a kitten toy. They silently sat together in the room and enjoyed their little moment together.

      Koyuki looked up at Erza, “Onee-chan?”

      “Yes?”

      “Why did Laxus-niichan say all those mean things to everybody? They all seemed really sad and hurt when he was talking.”

      Erza continued to comb her hair while thinking back at Laxus’ arrogant show of determination to rule over the guild. It was the same thing he had been saying for years and he always meant every word of it. Erza sighed, “That’s just the kind of person he is. He finds some kind of reassurance in knowing that people remember how strong he is.”

      “But he said all those means things to you and Onii-chan, right? But isn’t he family too?” Erza finished combing the younger girl’s hair before she looked over at the red-head, “That isn’t what family does, right?”

      Erza laughed a little before pulling Koyuki into her lap and wrapping her arms around the little girl, “Actually that’s just what family does sometimes Koyuki. We yell at each other. We insult each other. We argue with each other. Sometimes we make each other so blindingly mad we can’t even stand it. But that doesn’t change the fact that they’re still with us through thick and thin.” Erza gave a small smile, “He maybe a total jerk, but I’m sure we can still count on Laxus when the time comes.”

      Erza smiled and ruffled Koyuki mop of hair before the younger girl smiled and hugged Erza’s chest.

      *Tap*Tap*

      They both looked over at the window when they heard the sound of tapping against the glass. When they turned they saw Naruto standing outside the window and giving them a small wave. He didn’t even seem to mind that they were up on the second floor.

      Erza moved Koyuki off her lap and walked over to the window before opening it up for him to step through. He walked in and stepped into her room, looking over at where she had knocked the walls into two other rooms to fully encompass everything she owned. He chuckled, “I forget how big this place is sometimes.”

      Koyuki was jumping in her spot, “Onii-chan, did you come for a sleepover?!”

      Naruto shook his head, “Nah. You know guys can’t spend the night here in the dorm Koyuki, it’s against the rules.”

      Even though Erza loved him and they did have times where he snuck into her room for ‘visits’, she still enforced the rules of the dorm like any good den mother would.

      Erza saw he was dressed up in his full outfit and had a pack of supplies over his shoulder. She titled her head, “You’re going off on a job? This late?”

      “Yeah.” Naruto looked off to the side, “Something about hearing Laxus talk just makes me want to blow off steam and punch something.”

      Erza smiled and laughed while he kneeled down next to Koyuki, “I just took a quick mission from the lower request board. Something about stopping bandits or marauders outside of a town called Datura so it won’t take too long. I’ll be gone about a day or two.”

      Koyuki looked up at her big brother, “You gonna be safe?”

      “Of course I am!” He hugged the little girl as she hugged back, “I’m always safe. So don’t worry, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Naruto pulled back and ruffled her hair as she giggled before he stood back up and looked at Erza smile at him. He shrugged his shoulders, “I promise I’ll be careful.”

      “I know you’ll be careful. I’m more worried about how much trouble you’ll cause.” Erza stepped forward and wrapped her arms around his neck, “Come back soon, all right?”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      They looked into each other’s eyes before Naruto looked down, “Koyuki, turn around. This is the gross part.”

      “Ewwwww~.” Koyuki said before she turned around and covered her eyes so she didn’t see the display between the lovers.

      Naruto wrapped an arm around Erza’s hip and they leaned in and kissed. Their kiss lingered on for a good minute as they cherished each other’s feeling and warmth.

      They finally stopped and pulled back from before smiling, “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      They separated and Naruto walked over to the windowsill before saluting and jumping off the side.

      Koyuki ran up to the window and looked outside in time to see Naruto walking back towards town.

      She settled back down and jumped on the bed before looking up at Erza as she watched her lover leave, “Onee-chan, he’s gonna be okay, right?”

      Erza looked back at her and smiled before nodding, “Yeah, he’ll be fine. There isn’t much he can’t handle.”

    
    

    
      From the request form, Naruto could probably tell that the people he was supposed to be stopping were some criminals that came charging in and extorting the town. Threatening them with violence for money and stealing supplies for themselves. He just thought some people were feeling scared and asked for a way to stop them from going any further.

      This… this was not what he was expecting.

      The town was bleak, and a few of its building were destroyed. Shops were broken into and supplies were spread in a mess all over the concrete street.

      People were running through the streets in a panic, most trying to assist the injured and beaten while some couldn’t cope with their losses and were just crying in despair. Naruto walked through the street and looked around, catching sight of children with bloody bandages over parts of their bodies and men limping with crutches under arm.

      He was silent as he looked around at everything in horror.

      “Don’t be stupid you brat! You’ll get yourself killed!”

      “I can do it! I’m strong enough dammit!”

      “You’d be going off to die if you tried to face those monsters!”

      Naruto looked over to the side to see a boy, probably just older than eleven, argue with a group of young and older men. He had spiky blond hair but Naruto couldn’t see his face while he continued to shout.

      “Get out of my way! I can do something about this!”

      “We ain’t gonna let some kid kill himself trying to be a hero!” One man caught the kid by surprise and wrapped his arms around him before pulling him away, “It’s for your own good!”

      “Let me go! Let me go!”

      “Let him go! He’s strong enough to do anything!”

      “Shut up! You’d just get killed with him if you left!”

      Naruto watched them carry the boy away before someone yelled to him, “Hey?”

      The blond man turned around to see several man looking at him with wary eyes. One of them started walking towards him, “What do you think you’re doing here?”

      Naruto blinked and realized he came here for a mission, “I… I’m from Fairy Tail. I… got your request.”

      “Show us. Show us some proof.”

      Naruto noticed that they were starting to gather a crowd with scared women and men looking at him like they were ready to jump at any minute. He slowly and carefully gripped the end of his right sleeve before pulling it up until it showed his black tattoo.

      Some people let out a deep breath of relief while others were still wary of this newcomer.

      “Let him through.”

      They all looked over to see a middle-aged man with a scraggly beard walk through the crowd. He looked Naruto in the eye, “Are you really the Mage that took up this job?”

      Naruto nodded, “Yeah… is this really just marauders?”

      The man was silent for a moment before he motioned for the Mage to follow him. Naruto was reluctant for a second before he started following after the man, walking through the ruined town until they arrived at a small tent.

      The man sat on a stool and rubbed his face with a cough before looking at the younger man, “I’m the mayor of this town. I’m the one that made the request you took. And to be honest… I lied to you.”

      Naruto had already ascertained that much. He crossed his arms, “What’s going on here?”

      The man ran a hand over his face before stopping over his eyes and shaking his head. His voice nearly broke, “There were so many of them. They robbed us… stole from us… beat us… and when there were those few fools that tried to stand up to them, they decimated them without a second thought. We tried to get help and send word but they threatened us. They told us if we said anything or made contact with other people then… then they would spread a wave of death over this town and let the streets run red with the blood of the children. Yet I… I still did this. I risked the lives of everyone because I was so scared.”

      Naruto watched the man make a descent into despair before he narrowed his eyes, “What’s going on here?”

      The mayor shook his head, “I lied because I knew if we sent out word of who was really here then they’d send an army of Rune Knights. But before they would even get here then they would slaughter all of my people. I-I had to find someway to get the message out. Against these people.”

      Naruto asked again, “Who’s here? What’s going on?”

      “It’s a Dark Guild.” The man shook his head, “One of the worst…”

      “Grimoire Heart.”

      And just like that, everything else in the world went silent. He couldn’t hear the sounds of rustling wind or people sobbing outside. He didn’t notice he was sitting in a tent with a man pouring out all his fear into his words. Hell, everything around him just turned into a black space as Naruto’s eyes slowly started to widen.

      They were here.

      He was here.

      Somewhere close.

      The mayor lowered his head in shame, “I’m not asking you to fight the guild alone. I-I’m not even asking you to fight at all. Just please, please, get word out to someone before it’s too late. Warn the Rune Knights to take precaution before coming here. Tell guilds to hide themselves before attacking. We can pay you. We’ll get the last of our remaining funds and even more if you just give us some time. I…” He rubbed his eyes, “I can’t stand to bury anymore of our dead.”

      Naruto was silent for a moment as the mayor looked up at him.

      “I can’t do that.”

      The mayor’s eyes widened as Naruto stood up and turned to the exit, “Any large attack force would be recognized immediately and they won’t hesitate to kill you if they think you had anything to do with it. Hell, they’d probably just kill all of you to tie up a loose end.”

      Naruto opened the tent flap up, “I won’t take this job.”

      The mayor sat their in horror before Naruto walked away without saying another word. The mayor fell to his knees and cried, “You’re killing us. Walking away now… YOU’RE KILLING US!”

      Naruto walked down the street while the mayor’s cry echoed through the air. But he wasn’t paying any attention to what was being said. His mind was preoccupied with something else.

    
    

    
      Camped in a clearing within the forest, a hundred or so mages started moving their supplies and equipment into a small airship parked just a few dozen feet away. They were reloading their ship because they would soon be departing to meet back up with the main airship at any moment.

      One man walked over to a large tent that had been rolled up to move before calling someone else over, “Hey, come help me with this!”

      Another man came running over and picked up the other side before hefting it up and loading it in. When they finished they started talking to each other, “Why did we even come all the way out here for to begin with?”

      “Hades-sama ordered all of us here while he made some business with another guild. He said this location might have been one of the places to release a key.”

      “But it wasn’t. There wasn’t a key here. Or anywhere near here.”

      “We don’t argue with his decisions. People don’t survive long when they try to argue with Hades-sama or the Seven Kin.”

      “Yeah whatever.” They looked around at the final supplies, “Now that we’ve taken everything from that town, what do with do with it?”

      “Don’t know. Probably destroy it? Same like we always do.”

      “Makes sense. But not all of the Seven Kin are here right now. Do you think they’ll be able to destroy the rest of the town all by-ah-ah-*Achoo*!”

      “Gesundheit.”

      “Thanks.”

      The other man shook his head, “That wasn’t me.”

      “Oh, then who was it?”

      They heard a whistle and turned around to see a blond man with mismatched brown and blue eyes glaring at them. He cracked his knuckles and smirked.

    
    

    
      ( “The negotiations with Tartarus have finished. We haven’t come to an agreement yet but once we’ve freed Zeref then I’m sure they’ll come around.”)

      “Any reason we couldn’t come along with you and the others?”

      ( “Bringing more of you would only have complicated matters and made it more difficult to talk. I’m sure there are a few of you on each side who are eager at the idea to see who is stronger. Especially you.”)

      “I suppose you’re right. When will you be arriving?”

      ( “Within the hour. Just stay there and we will come find you.”)

      “Where’s Ultear during this matter?”

      ( “Ultear is preoccupied with another assignment I gave her. She won’t be reporting in for some time so don’t expect word from her anytime soon.”)

      “Understood.”

      The Communication Lacrima shut down and left the four people sitting in the dark.

      “Uhahahahahaha! Figures Ultear-San would get a job that sounds the most fun. Whenever you receive a job from Master Hades, you’re guaranteed some fun!”

      “She’s not doing this for fun. She’s doing this as a job. It would be wise not to confuse the two.”

      “For you maybe! I think there’s no point in doin’ some hard like that if you ain’t gonna find some joy in it! What about you Meredy? Do you think we should try and find some fun?”

      “I’m worried about Ul.”

      “Uhahaha, I don’t see why you should! Ultear-San can handle herself! You should just relax! Follow Kain’s example!”

      “Omnomnomnomnom.”

      “See? Why don’t you try having some ice cream too? Betcha you’ll feel better!”

      “Not hungry.”

      “Pfft, suit yourself. Hey, how long are we supposed to wait here?!”

      “An hour. The ship will come pick us up and—”

      “Then let’s find somethin’ to pass the time! There’s still a whole bunch of that village standing after this time! Why don’t we go see who can kill the most people first?!”

      “That seems unnecessary.”

      “So?! We’re gonna have to do it anyway, right? Let’s make a game out of it!”

      “No thank you.”

      “I don’t feel like wasting my energy killing people that can’t even put up a good fight.”

      “Omnomnomnomnom.”

      “Fine, whatever. More for me. If you want me, I’ll be down in the village—”

    
    

    
      The room inside the small airship shook when the explosion reached their ears. They turned towards the exit to hear the sound of their subordinates yelling and fighting.

      “Looks like you might actually find something interesting to do after all, Zancrow.”

    
    

    
      Naruto gritted his teeth while holding a man by his collar before tossing him like a rocket into a crowd of mages.

      The whiskered Mage pulled out his black sword with a resounding roar before he sprinted through the crowd, obliterating their weapons and blasting men away with his overwhelming power.

      Dozen of mages started building up their magic and fired wave after wave of attacks at the whiskered blond. He gathered chakra into his hand and sent a wave of Wind to block the attacks before sprinting through the smoke cloud and dodging the rest of them. He spun through the onslaught of deadly strikes before he planted his fist in one man’s face and sent him flying.

      Naruto started beating down Mage after Mage as he was ruled by pure instinct and anger to beat these men down and destroy everything they had. He sliced through supplies. He destroyed hardware. He tossed Grimoire Heart members aside left and right as he prepared for the upcoming battle.

      While Naruto wasn’t surrounded, he threw his head back and yelled at the top of his lungs, “HADES, COME OUT HERE NOW! I KNOW YOU’RE STILL ALIVE YOU DECREPIT OLD FUCKER! COME OUT HERE AND WE CAN FINSIH THIS! HADES!”

      The Grimoire Heart members all looked at Naruto and prepared to charge him again before they all cowered and stumbled back in fear.

      Naruto was confused why they were running until he felt a massive surge of heavy and dark magical power press down on him.

      It wasn’t Hades. He had committed that man’s magical signature to memory after he was nearly killed as a child. But still, this power was immense.

      “He isn’t here right now. But would you like us to send him a message for you postmortem?”

      Naruto slowly turned around and looked back at the people trying to suffocate him with their combined magical power.

      One was a tall man, muscular with tan skin and a goatee. He had hair that shot out in every direction and a tattoo of a line going down his left eye. He was adorned with a somewhat tribal outfit and he had his arms crossed while looking the blond man over with a calculative gaze.

      Standing besides him was a much shorter, younger girl that barely passed his waist. She was a little girl that showed no outer emotion while she wore a strange winged headpiece over her pink hair and a purple leotard with a cape.

      Besides her was a young man with long, bushy blond hair. He was wearing a yellow and blue outfit with a guild tattoo over his right pectoral. But the most unnerving characteristic about this man was his eyes that looked over you like a slab of meat and a psychotic grin like a serial killer about to carve out his next victim.

      And finally, there was the largest person in the group of four, both in height and girth. His skin was pale white, like chalk and snow, with shaggy black hair over his round head. He barely wore any clothes, wearing only tights and a double strapped pattern over his chest to hold his cape up. And he was eating the last of his ice cream before tossing the rest of the waffle cone in his mouth.

      Their magic power was strange, unnerving, and terrifyingly powerful.

      Naruto pointed from left to right, “Lanky Stick. Little Stoic Brat. Psycho Rape-Face. And a Walking Tub of Pudding. Okay…”

      Naruto hefted his Kokuryū on his shoulder before holding out his right fist.

      “Who wants the first go?”

    
    

    
      Done

      I always thought that Mystogan’s magic wasn’t deflected just by strength. I thought he usually left Makarov awake because he needed to send off on the requests. And I used the pain equals awareness idea because that was a tactic they sometimes used in Naruto to make themselves alert when they were afraid.
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      “Are you sure there wasn’t any answer!” Makarov yelled in a panic as he started walking back and forth on the countertop.

      Mira nodded her head with worry evident on her face, “Yes, of course I did Master, but there was still no answer.”

      “Shit. Shit. Shit.” Makarov rubbed his temples, “How? How could we let something like this happen again? Natsu was there when Naruto was punished for stealing a job but he still stole one!”

      Everyone in the guild was in worry because Natsu, Happy, and Lucy had disappeared after stealing an S-Class job from the second floor request board. Apparently, Laxus had seen the blue cat fly through the window and steal the job but he didn’t do anything to stop the matter. Now the three of them were off on a job they weren’t fully capable of taking.

      Hell, they had even sent Gray to go stop them but they hadn’t received any word back from him all day.

      They were trying to get people to go after them now that they had left Hargeon but Erza was out of town for another few hours and they hadn’t been able to reach Naruto at all.

      Lisanna was terrified as she sat at her seat and covered her face with her hands, “W-why would he do this? He-he can’t—”

      Eflman sat next to his little sister and comforted her, “It’s gonna be okay, Lisanna. We’ll catch them and bring them back. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      But Lisanna couldn’t help but panic. She was still terrified of the idea of taking an S-Class job when she wasn’t ready for it. And just knowing that Natsu and Happy were foolishly running into one while dragging Lucy along did nothing but increase the pit in her stomach.

      “Dammit!” Makarov grabbed the Communication Lacrima and started making the call to his whiskered S-Class Mage, “C’mon Naruto, pick up. Pick up, pick up, pick up.”

      ( “We’re sorry, the Lacrima you are trying to contact is disconnected. Please try again later or contact a communication service for help.”)

      “Shit!” Makarov threw the Lacrima on the ground before yelling, “What the hell could that idiot possibly be doing that’s more important than this?!”

    
    

    
      “DODOSKOI!”

      Naruto leaned to the side, barely dodging the massive palm strike that caused a burst of air pressure and completely obliterated the tree directly behind him. Naruto used the change in direction to spin on his feet and slash across the fat man’s chest.

      *Ching*

      Once again, the pale white man used his bare hand to block his black blade and they bounced off each other with the sound of metal clashing. He still left small scratches against the man’s skin but compared to the devastating cuts he was expecting they were nothing.

      Kain swung his arm out for another powerful palm strike and scrapped against Naruto’s cheek as he slid in to get in the fat man’s space. He gathered Armor around his hand and yelled before planting his fist into the Dark Mage’s ribs. But as Naruto’s fist was about to break skin, Kain’s body turned transparent and he expanding like a gas.

      Naruto jumped back in shock and watched as Kain’s face appeared in the mist before solidifying again into his normal form. He got into a fighting stance again and his skin started to shine before he pounced with extraordinary speed and tried to attack Naruto again.

      Naruto and Kain continued to cross blows as sparks and earth started flying everywhere. The other three Dark mages watched as Naruto evaded and rolled over the ground before thrusting his sword at Kain’s form, the fat man evading his dangerous blade by constantly switching properties between defensive and offensive.

      They were the only people left in the area because they ordered the other Grimoire Heart mages to hide in the airship and fly off a few hundreds feet in another direction.

      Zancrow, the man with the crazy eyes, placed his hands at his sides and groaned in displeasure at the fight. He started acting fidgety, “Man, why did we let Kain get the first go at killing the guy?”

      “Because he was the first one to make a strike.” Azuma was watching every move the reckless but surprisingly capable Mage made as he evaded Kain’s attacks and took every small opportunity to go for a finishing blow. Even if he didn’t know what Kain’s magic was, to force the Dark Mage to constantly use his Lost Magic to evade a defeating blow was nothing short of impressive.

      “Yeah but he didn’t even call dibs or anything! He just attacked when the other guy called him fat and that was the end of it! How boring.” Zancrow watched the fight continue before looking down at the short girl beside him, “Hey, Meredy, got any idea who this guy is anyway?”

      Meredy kept her eyes trained on his form as he moved around, “I think so.”

      “Well do you want to tell us?”

      “Need more time.”

      Naruto slid against the grass and dodged Kain’s punch before gathering a gust around his feet and spinning on the floor to kick the fat man’s legs out from under him. But Kain jumped dozens of feet up in the air and stayed floating for much longer than any fat man his size should.

      Naruto spotted his floating form and tried to manipulate the wind around them so he could get a good hit on the floater. But then his body became shiny again and he came hurdling down towards the ground, “Iron Rush!”

      Naruto felt danger flare in his mind and jumped back as far as possible as the fat man came crashing into the ground like a meteorite. Naruto watched as the dust settled and the pale man stood out of the crater he formed. Naruto sighed and stood up before scratching the back of his head, “Okay, I give up. I can’t figure out what the hell you’re doing. One moment you’re heavy and strong enough to parry my sword with your hands, the next I’m cutting through you and you start floating like a feather. What the hell are you?”

      The fat man was silent before he finally cracked a smile and laughed, “Woo-wee, l-looks like I’ve got you hanging on the ropes. You are t-too scared and unsure about what you face. The true power that stands before you.” The fat man waved his arms around and lowered himself into a stance, “You will never be able to comprehend Kain Hikaru, member of the Seven Kin of Purgatory.”

      Naruto stood there silently for a moment as a beat passed. Naruto raised an eyebrow, “So your name’s Kain Hikaru?”

      Kain was silent, “…No.”

      “I’m pretty sure you just said Kain Hikaru.”

      “I-I’m sure you are mistaken.”

      “I’m not.”

      Kain was trying to avoid eye contact with the whiskered man, “W-w-well, it doesn’t matter. I’m still going to have my vengeance for the slander you used against me!”

      Naruto raised his brow and thought back to what he might have said to his enemy that would have angered the man so much. He titled his head, “You’re mad… because…”

      “I am not pudding!” He started rubbing his hands over his fat, “This is muscle! I am a muscular man!”

      Naruto averted his eyes, “Okay, I get it weirdo. Stop rubbing yourself.”

      “Ladies love a man with a lotta junk in the trunk! More for them to grab a hold of!”

      “I’ll take your word for that man.” Naruto said uncomfortably while the large man seemed to admire his love handles, “I seem to be doing just fine with my girlfriend so I’ll just stick with that.”

      Kain froze in place with a cold look on his face before he slowly looked up at the man in black. He shook a little, “Y-y-you have a g-g-g-girlfriend?”

      Naruto answered, “Yeah.”

      “Y-you talk with her a-and hug her?”

      “I-um-yeah, I guess.”

      “And… a-and you k-k-kiss her too?”

      “Oh we do way more than just kiss but yeah that’s the idea.”

      “WOO-WEE!” The man’s body started to shine like a light bulb and he roared in outrage at the Fairy Mage. He sprinted forward and struck at Naruto, causing the blond Mage to widen his eyes in shock before leaning out of the way as a beam of light shot out of his hand and exploded the ground behind him.

      Kain started to send a barrage of attacks that pounded against Naruto’s black sword, causing a multitude of explosions against the blade and straining Naruto’s strength. During the onslaught of attacks, Kain reached out for Naruto’s head but he ducked under the large hand and uppercutted the Dark Mage’s chin.

      The Grimoire Heart member flew back from the strike to his chin before landing and skidding against the ground. He coughed up some blood that coated his mouth before looking back up at Naruto who had lowered himself into a defensive stance. Kain reached down to his side and pulled out one of the dolls strapped to his belt, “I’ve decided to put an end to you. And I will use my great Ushi no Koku Mairi magic to do so.”

      Naruto narrowed his eyes and tensed himself, “What does that do, exactly?”

      “My Lost Magic.” He held up the crude little doll in his hand, ‘This is Mr. Cursey. He’s how I utilize my magic. With this, I am capable of controlling anyone I please with only a strand of their hair.’ He pointed to a little strand of black hair placed on top of the doll’s head, “This is my hair. With this, I can change the properties of my body to whatever material I want. Iron. Cotton. Mist. And even Light. And when I have your hair, then I will torture you and make you regret ever insulting me.” He held out his hand and screamed, “Now give me your hair!”

      …

      Naruto looked at the man strangely for a moment as he continued to hold out his hand.

      Naruto shook his head, “No.”

      Kain looked at him with horrified shock, “W-what?! Why not?!”

      “Because you’ll hurt me if I do.”

      Kain was distraught when Naruto said that and he fell on his hands and knees.

      The other members of the Seven Kin either sighed or shook their heads in disappointment. He always did this. He always explained his magic in detail before attacking someone. It was ridiculous.

      “Fine then!” Kain placed his spare doll at his side again before jumping in the air, “If you won’t surrender it willingly, then I will take it from you!”

      Mr. Cursey’s body turned into iron and Kain’s body started falling back down at Naruto. The Mage gathered Wind around him and created a barrier of currents to block the heavy blow before the ground cracked and exploded around them.

      Azuma, Meredy, and Zancrow stood there unaffected as a blast of wind covered them and was followed by a dust cloud. The crazy-eyed Dark Mage looked over at his comrade, “What do you guys think about this dude? Gonna be able to fight much longer against Kain’s attacks?”

      “He isn’t injured so far and he seems to be saving his energy for something else. He is extremely capable if he’s been able to avoid Kain’s attacks.”

      Meredy didn’t add into the conversation as she continued to look forward through the dust.

      Zancrow scoffed, “Whatever. This guy was digging his own grave the moment he tried to attack us and if he can’t handle Kain then he won’t be able to handle any of us. This guy is as good as—”

      Naruto appeared out of the dust and leapt over Zancrow’s head while pushing his head down like he was playing leap frog. The Dark Mage stumbled forward while holding his head and turning towards the running man, “Hey you fucker, watch where you’re—”

      Kain followed behind and knocked Zancrow over into the dirt while Meredy stepped back to avoid injury.

      Naruto and Kain ran all over the clearing and exchanged blows as the Dark Mage’s iron hand was parried by Naruto’s sword. Both of them disappeared in a burst of speed, followed by a clash of power, and appearing ready for another strike. Naruto dashed forward with his sword extended for a thrust but Kain changed to mist and let him pass through.

      Kain changed to iron and turned around just as Naruto pulled a hand back and countered Kain’s palm with one of his own. They pushed away from each other and rolled along the ground.

      Naruto lifted himself up and looked back up to see Kain pushing himself back up. But the Dark Mage started to chuckle heavily and looked up with a smirk before raising his hand. He opened his hand and revealed a strand of blond hair in his fingers, “I have you.”

      Naruto scowled while Zancrow clapped his hands, “Yeah! Way to finally show some competence, Kain!”

      Kain reached for another Mr. Cursey doll on his belt and placed the strand of hair in the doll’s head. He held it out, “You are now under my control. Anything I desire, you will be forced to do it. You are a puppet under my whim.” He started raising his hand around the doll, “What shall I make you do? Bend you back until it snaps? Crush your arms until they become puddy? Anything is possible.”

      “You think it matters?” Naruto stood back up and glared Kain down, ‘Do whatever you want to me, it won’t matter. Crush my legs… break my arms… plant me in the ground… I won’t stop!’ Naruto sheathed his sword before holding his arms out and trying to intimidate the Grimoire Mage, “Do your worse! It won’t do anything against me!”

      Kain furrowed his eyes, “F-fine! You think my magic won’t work on you!” Kain raised the doll over his head, “Then let’s see what happens when I plant your face in the ground!”

      Kain brought his arm down and slammed Mr. Cursey into the ground at his feet. Kain heard the sound of the earth shattering from someone slamming against it. He chuckled and raised his head with a smirk…

      Before his eyes nearly popped out of his head and his jaw went slack.

      Naruto was still standing there, a big shit eating grin on his face and repeatedly raising his brow like he was expecting Kain’s surprise.

      Kain looked down at his doll and was confused by what had happened. This was his hair! Blond hair! If it wasn’t his, then who…

      Kain flinched and looked behind him. His eyes widened when he saw Zancrow’s face planted in the ground and the man’s body was unmoving, with Meredy and Azuma looking down at him in surprise.

      Kain’s brain started to work in overtime as he tried to figure out what happened for Zancrow to receive the damage from his attack. They were running around… attacking each other… the whiskered Mage jumped over the other members of the Seven Kin when—

      …

      He grabbed Zancrow’s head, pushed off it to run away, and kept that hand closed until he pushed Kain’s hand away.

      Kain’s pupils shrunk, “Oh no.”

      Naruto appeared next to him with a smirk, “Yep.”

      Naruto grabbed Kain’s side before landing his fist in the pale man’s face and sent him flying across the clearing. The fat man rolled and bounced off the dirt with a bruised chin and bloody mouth before looking back at Naruto, “I-I won’t be stand for this anymore! I’ll finish you off and—”

      Kain reached for his Mr. Cursey doll but realized it was missing from his side. He panicked and looked around him to try and find the catalyst to his magic but it was nowhere in sight.

      “Yoohoo.”

      Kain looked up to see Naruto with a cheeky smile holding his curse doll in his hand.

      Kain’s jaw fell to the ground.

      “So~, whatever this thing does, you do it too, right?” Naruto put his fingers between the doll’s legs and pushed them out into a complete split.

      “Owwwwww~!” Kain followed the doll’s movement and did a straight split in the air.

      Naruto held the doll upside down and started shaking it.

      “Ahhhhhhhh~!” Kain started shaking in the air and getting sick.

      “Break dance!” Naruto started making the doll dance and watched as Kain followed along helplessly. Moon walk. 360 Flares. Pop and lock.

      “And a crotch grab for style!”

      “Ohhhhhhhh~.” Kain moaned while grabbing his crotch and winking in a different direction. Before realization dawned on him and he slid to Naruto’s feet and begged, “P-please give that back! Master Hades will be so cross with me if I misplaced Mr. Cursey again! He was already mad when I lost it in the frigde! And left it in a fire! And dropped it out of the ship! Please~, give it back.”

      Naruto watched the man grovel at his feet before smiling, “Okay, you can have it back. I’m a generous man.”

      Kain nearly cried, “Thank you! Thank you!”

      Naruto held his hand out and dropped the doll, letting it fall through the air and to Kain’s waiting hands.

      Kain didn’t even seem to notice as Naruto lifted his leg so high it was almost perpendicular to the ground. Naruto silently whispered, “Hikaru…”

      “BURST!”

      Naruto kicked the doll with his full power and sent it flying into the sky, Kain following after as he screaming in the air, “WOOOOOO-WEEEEEEEEEeeeeeeeeeee—”

      *Twinkle*

      The Grimoire Heart disappeared in the sky like a twinkle before even his echo faded. Azuma looked between his flying companion and Zancrow as he was still lying in the dirt. He looked back up towards the blond Mage as he was now glaring towards him. Azuma was feeling an overwhelming need to fight the man standing in front of him.

      “I’ll defeat him.”

      Before Azuma could make a move, Meredy started walking past him and towards the taller blond in front of her. Azuma watched as the short girl marched forward until she stood directly across from Naruto by at least ten feet.

      Naruto was silent until he asked, “Okay, and what’s your deal?”

      Meredy was staring up at the man before speaking in a monotone voice, “You are Naruto Uzumaki. S-Class Mage of Fairy Tail. Better known as The Hunter.”

      Naruto stared at her before nodding his head, “You know who I am.”

      Meredy contiuned, “Master Hades told me that you fought with him once. And you left marks on each other.”

      Naruto nodded, “Yeah, that’s right.”

      Meredy furrowed her eyes, “You are #2 on my list.”

      Naruto inquired, “What does that mean?”

      “Maguilty Sodom!” Meredy threw her hands out and several magical swords appeared behind her. She swiped towards Naruto and her swords flew through the air until the Fairy Mage pulled out his sword and parried all of them.

      Sparks started to fly as Naruto’s Kokuryū scrapped against Meredy’s magical blades. The Grimoire Mage threw her hands and tried to follow the whiskered man as he flipped and jumped away from her swords.

      After rolling along the ground, Naruto stood back up and started waving his sword and parrying the magical swords away as they dissipated into dust. He narrowed his eyes, “I don’t know who you are but I don’t enjoy hitting children.” As Naruto blocked all the blades, one started coming at him from the side and he held out his left hand to break it, “You can’t beat me just from summoning swo—”

      Instead of making physical contact, the sword phased through Naruto’s prosthetic before it disappeared.

      Naruto’s eyes widened in unimaginable pain before he dropped his sword and grabbed his metal arm in agony, “AHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Naruto nearly toppled over as he held his arm and was panting for air. T-that was impossible. This arm was dead. He hadn’t felt a single sensation in it for more than 8 years. But he felt that sword go through his arm. It felt like the sword was slowly being forced through the bone and skin in his arm and he couldn’t do anything to stop it.

      More of the pink-haired girl’s blades floated over him and prepared to skewer him. He dove for his sword and blocked her swords before jumping back as far away from her as possible. Naruto didn’t know what that was, but it caused pain through a limb he hadn’t been able to feel for nearly a decade. Those things were dangerous.

      “Even if you try to block my blades with your false arm, you will still feel the sensation of steel craving through your flesh. You can’t stop it.”

      Naruto raised his head and glared coldly at the girl, causing her to flinch a little at the sheer hostility she was feeling from looking in his eyes. She steeled herself and summoned a dozen more swords before sending them soaring at him.

      He leaned and dodged the first blade before falling forward and sprinting close to the ground at immense speed. In just a few seconds, Naruto was at one end of the clearing to another while destroying her swords and preparing to attack her. He didn’t feel good hitting children but she was still a Dark Mage, so if he had to incapacitate her then that was the best choice.

      Meredy was scared as she watched the powerful man storm towards her. She held her index and middle finger out as they glowed pink before she swiped at herself and the Mage running towards her.

      Naruto appeared before her and placed a hand against her stomach, knocking the air out of her lungs. But just as he hit her, he felt immense pressure against his chest and all the air leave his lungs.

      Both Naruto and Meredy stumbled backwards while clutching their chests, Meredy falling on her butt while Naruto coughed painfully. He cringed before lifting his shirt up only to see there was no bruise or physical injury on him. As he looked himself over, he noticed a glowing pink seal with a heart on his wrist, “W-what the hell?”

      “S-Sensory Link.” Naruto turned his head to look back as Meredy struggled to stand back up on her feet. She succeeded with a pained look on her face and panted before looking up at Naruto. She raised her fist and revealed a similar seal over her wrist, “O-our senses are linked. Anything one of us feels… we both experience. Pain. Injury. If you try to defeat me, then you will only be hurting yourself in the process.”

      Naruto looked down at his wrist while he tried to comprehend what she was saying. It was true. He felt like he was wearing something on his head. He could feel the sensation of breathing even when he wasn’t. He could even feel a pulse through his left arm like it was flesh and blood again.

      Meredy ignored the strange feeling of having a prosthetic arm and stood back up, “People are hesitant to get into a fight when they know that injury is certain if they do.” She held out one of her arms and a magical sword appeared over her.

      “But I’m prepared to give myself away for the purpose of helping my guild!”

      The sword came down and phased through her arm before disappearing.

      Meredy cried out, “AHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Naruto held his arm, “GAHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Another sword appeared and cut through her leg. And then her arm. Her forearm. Her shoulder. Her feet. If she couldn’t land a hit on him directly, then she would break him through agony and pain. All that mattered was he would weaken or pass out from pain and then Azuma or Zancrow could finish the job. That’s all that mattered. Those thoughts ran through her head as her body was filled with agony and pain.

      Naruto felt like swords were slashing through his body and carving through him, even as no physical injuries appeared on him. He gasped for air and even felt tears run down his face as the pain started to settle. He looked back up to see Meredy cowering and holding herself as a few tears came out of her eyes.

      She was just a kid. And she was doing this.

      Another sword was about to come down and slash Meredy’s body to stimulate shock until the sword was stopped in its place. Meredy widened her eyes to see Naruto standing over her and holding the sword by its grip before crushing it and making it disappear. After it was done, Naruto opened his eyes and glared down at the girl before raising his other hand.

      *Smack*

      Meredy almost fell over when Naruto’s slap struck her face. He ignored the stinging sensation in his cheek and yelled, “WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING TO YOURSELF?!”

      Meredy held her cheek as the tall blond man yelled down at her, “How could you torture yourself like this?! It hurts right?!” Naruto rubbed the tears forming in his eyes, “How could you willingly do something like this to yourself?!”

      Meredy shook on the ground before shaking her head and yelling back with equal ferocity, “What would you know?! You know nothing about what we are willing to risk for our goal! If I have to, I will give my life away without a second thought!”

      Meredy was grabbed by her collar and lifted to Naruto’s face—

      “EVEN WHEN YOU’RE SCARED AND PRAYING FOR HER TO HELP!”

      Meredy’s eyes widened when Naruto said that before he grabbed his head, “I couldn’t see it but you were screaming for someone to help you! Someone you love, right?! Would they be happy knowing you sacrificed your life like this?! Hurting yourself like this?! While you were scared?!”

      Meredy felt a new surge of emotions flow in her while his words rang through her ears. Sadness. Pity. Empathy. Anger. Disappointment. Understanding. But… they weren’t her feelings.

      They were his.

      Even as he yelled and held one of his enemies close to him like this, he still looked at the pink-haired girl with eyes of sadness that she was willing to do something like this for their purpose.

      Meredy was too shocked to answer.

      “Meredy! Drop the link!”

      On reflex, Meredy deactivated the Sensory Link and closed her eyes. Naruto barely had any time to react as he dropped the girl in his hand and tried to guard himself from a burst of black flames covering his vision.

      They stuck to his body and Naruto was rolling on the ground screaming as Meredy watched. She heard footsteps come besides her and looked up to see Zancrow with a bloody forehead and the same psychotic smirk on his face. He walked past her and towards the burning Fairy Mage, “I’m takin’ it up from here. So get outta way.”

      Meredy looked back to see Naruto trying to rip off his cloak before she struggled to stand up and limb out of the way of Zancrow’s sight.

      Naruto jerked on the ground before ripping off his burning cloak and throwing it to the side in a panic. He patted his body checking for injuries before he watched as his cloak turned to ash because of the intense black flames. He was worried for a moment before looking down at his wrist and seeing that the link he had with the girl was deactivated, so she didn’t feel the heat from that last attack.

      “Sup fucker, you feeling the power behind my flames?” Zancrow held out his arms and his entire upper body was coated with black fire as he cackled, “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet!”

      Naruto watched the crazy Dark Mage laugh maniacally while increasing the heat of his flames. When Natsu was weak or tired, his body would sometimes exude blue flames. Usually, his were red and orange flames because he felt excited or pumped up. And sometimes, his flames would even go white if he was really pushing himself.

      But never had he seen black flames before. And in the hands of this lunatic then Naruto was not eager to stick around and see what it was like.

      He pulled out his sword and attempted to stand back up but fell to a knee and grunted in pain. Zancrow laughed, “Oh, sowwy, looks like the pain Meredy caused you is still a little too fresh, huh? Don’t worry~.” Zancrow threw his hands out and a massive wave of black flames engulfed Naruto, “Uncle Zancrow’s gonna make it all better!”

      Naruto didn’t waste any time. This guy was way different than Kain and Meredy. His magic was purely offensive and he didn’t have any qualms about how he used it.

      Naruto braced himself on the ground and pushed off with Storm Step, maneuvering through a small gap between the flames and blowing them all away with the massive air pressure.

      Zancrow watched Naruto escape before cackling and waving his arms around with a massive torrent of black fire, “What’s wrong Fairy boy, I thought you were tough?! What happened to all that bravado?! Realize you can’t win against a real fighter?!”

      Naruto rolled along the ground before swiping his sword and blowing the black flames away from him. He manipulated his Wind chakra and started swiping the flames away with an even stronger gust while matching Zancrow’s glare with his own.

      But Zancrow just widened his grin and started to manipulate the form of the flames until they appeared like large toothed animals. They started chasing Naruto and attempting to smother him in flames but he flipped over them with amazing agility. But as he kept moving, more and more of them started to pile up until they attack on all sides and covered him in a ball of black fire.

      The ball of black flames expanded before it burst apart with red flames mixed along. Zancrow raised an eyebrow when he saw Naruto kneeling on the ground with another sword in his outstretched hand, a sword with a deep red pattern and slowly exuding flames from its blade.

      Naruto charged forward with his Kokuryū in his right and the Fire blade in his left. Zancrow swept his leg and threw a wave of black fire at Naruto’s feet but the S-Class Mage vaulted over them before bringing his sword down on the Dark Mage. Zancrow pushed his sword back with hands ablaze and they started exchanging attacks.

      Zancrow blocked the sword and evaded the swipes at his head while cackling like a demon, “That’s a little better! Maybe you aren’t so much of a disappointment as I thought Fairy! Still pathetic but better than I thought!”

      Naruto growled, “You talk a lot of shit for a freak who looks like he’s gonna bite into human flesh at any second!”

      “And you look like you’re trying really hard to hit me with these puny little flames of yours! What, can’t get them up properly?!”

      “Good talk freak, but I’m just waiting for the point where you break and bleed trying to match these dragon flames—”

      Naruto swung his elemental sword and Zancrow caught it in his mouth, flames and all. The whiskered man’s eyes widened in shock as the Dark Mage breathed in and sucked all the flames off the sword until it was just a hunk of metal. He grinned around the sword before biting down and breaking it off into pieces.

      Naruto’s eyes widened as Zancrow looked at him and grinned, a trail of blood going down the corner of his lip.

      “FLAME GOD’S BELLOW!”

      Naruto raised his arms in a guard as the extremely powerful attack hit him at point blank range and sent him flying into the forest. He impacted through several trees before slamming against one and groaning in pain. He fell to the ground, smoke and steam coming off his body while his sleeves and a portion of his shirt had been burnt away from the intense flames.

      Zancrow rubbed his mouth, “Surpisingly appetizing flames for something created by a shitty dragon, but still not worth a damn in front of me. So~, have you realized yet?” Zancrow’s body became engulfed in black flames and his eyes became red saucers, “Before the might of my Flame God-Slayer magic, you and all your little tricks are useless.”

      Naruto lifted himself up to his feet and his arms hung at his side while Zancrow grinned. He held out his hands before the flames morphed into mouth-shaped forms. They jetted out of his arms and came on either side of Naruto, “Flame God’s Supper!”

      Naruto looked back up and used Storm Step to blast off the ground and nearly take Zancrow’s head off with his knee before the crazy man leaned out of the way.

      Naruto skidded against the dirt before sprinting forward and swinging his sword at Zancrow. He dodged again but Naruto followed through and tried to knock him down with a roundhouse and hook kick.

      Zancrow blocked and pushed back the powerful kick and swiped at Naruto’s face but he leaned back and sent a kick straight up towards Zancrow’s chin. His boot scrapped against the Dark Mage’s jaw and Naruto spun through the air and blasted him back with a gust of Wind chakra.

      Zancrow skidded against the dirt before flipping back up and throwing his hand out, “FLAME GOD’S KAGUTSUCHI!”

      Naruto punched, “STORM FIST!”

      The two elemental attacks blew the mages away while a massive explosion occurred between them. Zancrow spun through the air and formed his flames into a scythe, “Flame God’s Scythe!”

      Naruto flipped through the air and over the scythe as he sheathed his blade. When he landed his hands glowed and the Wind sword appeared from his Requip before he held it over his head. He brought it down and summoned a typhoon a razor winds at the Fire Mage, “Infinite Storm Blade!”

      Meredy flinched and watched in surprise as the entire area was covered in explosions of wind and flames. They had been fighting for much longer than the Fairy Mage spent fighting her and Kain. All of Naruto’s tactics and forethought had been substituted to pure power and techniques to defeat the God-Slayer. While Zancrow was no longer trash talking but still cackled like a demon while he tried to burn the other blond to a crisp.

      Azuma continued to watch the fight play out before him and narrowed his eyes.

      Zancrow came falling down with his hands overhead before slamming down on the earth and sending waves of fire in every direction. Naruto switched out his Wind sword for his Earth cleaver and stabbed it into the ground. Dozens of rock spires popped out of the dirt and the sea of black flames parted away from Naruto’s form.

      Zancrow was left standing in a field of smoke and dust as the only distinguishable figures in his sight were the pillars. He scoffed and held his arms out in a challenging manner, “What~? Is this it? Big bad Fairy can’t fight anymore so he’s decided to stay hidden? That’s pathetic man!”

      There was a whoosh through the air and Zancrow’s ears perked.

      “Flame God’s Bellow!”

      Zancrow spewed black flames and completely destroyed one of the spires behind him. But even with the impressive display there wasn’t any sign of Naruto to be found behind it.

      He sensed the sneaky Mage move around behind him again and destroyed another pillar.

      He disappeared and destroyed another.

      The Grimoire Mage was jumping back and forth while destroying the rock formations and furiously trying to find the Fairy Mage.

      He grew tired of the game and yelled, “Enough! If you’re just gonna hide like a mutt with his dick between his legs then I’m gonna reduce everything here to a pile of ash!” He took a deep breath, black flames pouring in around his mouth and his magic power flaring to its highest point. He screamed, “FLAME GOD’S—”

      Before Zancrow’s attack was initiated, one of the spires broke apart and Naruto came bursting through it. He threw out his palm and stuck Zancrow’s neck, nearly destroying the other man’s Adam’s apple and collapsing his throat.

      Zancrow stumbled back while grabbing his neck before Naruto tackled him to the ground and held him to the dirt. He raised his metal hand and gathered a massive amount of Armor into it to deliver the finishing blow.

      Zancrow was in immense pain but he knew he could at least kill this man before he ended everything. He set his hand on fire and thrusted it towards Naruto’s ribs.

      Naruto roared and brought his fist down on Zancrow’s face. The power from his fist was powerful enough to create an air wave that blew the dust and smoke away from around them.

      But it didn’t connect.

      Naruto’s fist was hovering just an inch over Zancrow’s face while the Grimoire mage’s hand was blocked by a tree root before he could deliver a finishing blow.

      Naruto turned his head to see that wood had popped out of the ground and encircled itself around his waist, shoulder, and forearm to stop the force of his attack. He tried to break free but the wood was far stronger than he expected.

      It started to move and slowly pull Naruto off of Zancrow before they both heard footsteps approaching them.

      The tall man with the stern face stood there with the same stoic expression while staring at Naruto. He spoke without looking to his comrade, “Zancrow, you’re injured. You and Meredy need to head for the airship and get the men to treat your wounds.”

      Zancrow gurgled and coughed while giving the man a death glare.

      “Since you can’t argue anymore I’m just going to take that as a yes.” He yelled over his shoulder, “Meredy, help Zancrow up and head back to the ship.”

      Meredy came walking in slowly between all the others and tried to help Zancrow up. But the God-Slayer protested and swatted her hands away until she finally got a hold of his arm and started pulling him away. While retreating, she looked back and her eyes met with Naruto’s until a massive wall of trees popped out of the ground and blocked their escape route.

      Naruto covered his body in Armor and broke out of his restraints before wiping himself off. He took a moment to catch his breath from the intense fighting before looking up at the slightly taller man. He spat out, “And who might you be?”

      “Azuma.”

      Naruto looked back at the massive wall of trees before looking the muscular man over once again. He could generate and manipulate trees at whim. They popped out of the ground like weeds without him even trying.

      It was like he was facing Hashirama again.

      Naruto looked over the massive tree wall, “I didn’t think you would do something like hold me off to save your comrades. I’m impressed.”

      Azuma kept his stern face, “Don’t misunderstand, I only did that so they wouldn’t get in the way.”

      Naruto matched his cold expression, “Get in the way of what?”

      Azuma didn’t answer and just looked the man over. Blond hair. Mismatched eyes. Metallic left arm. Whiskers. S-Class Mage of Fairy Tail.

      Azuma spoke again, “So you really are Naruto Uzumaki of Fairy Tail, aren’t you?”

      Naruto narrowed his eyes, “That’s right.”

      “Hades told me that he once fought a boy many years ago. A foolish and weak child that challenged him and attempted to beat him. But he was completely outclassed and beaten despite the fact Hades was extremely weakened from recent surgery. It seemed certain that he was going to die, but then the boy tapped into his most primal instincts and rage and pushed his strength further than humanly possible. Because of that little oversight, Hades lost his first Demon’s Eye, was beaten near death, and earned those scars down his face.” Azuma looked Naruto in the eyes, “He says that boy grew up into a man in the Fairy Tail guild. Are you that boy?”

      Naruto’s memories resurfaced of that horrible and painful day he was stupid enough to try and fight Hades. He still remembered the overwhelming fear and pain he felt from being decimated by that old man’s power. He growled, “Does it matter?”

      Azuma started walking towards Naruto, not making an attempt to guard themselves as they felt neither was going to make the first strike. Azuma stood directly in front of the man just a few inches shorter than him and spoke, “Hit me.”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow.

      “You are tired and weary from fighting Kain, Meredy, and Zancrow. Whether you thought they were difficult opponents or not does not change the fact you are beaten. If you are too weak to fight, then there will be no point in me even trying. So hit me and—”

      It was instantaneous.

      Naruto’s fist dug straight into Azuma’s stomach and actually lifted the man off his feet. Azuma’s eyes widened and blood came out of his mouth as Naruto followed through with his punch and sent the man flying into his wall of trees behind them. Despite the tree’s extraordinary durability, it broke under the power Naruto had sent Azuma flying and he burst out of it and into the other side.

      Naruto slowly pulled back his outstretched fist and looked at the man lying on the ground unmoving. He shook his head, “It was your own fault for underestimating me.”

      “You’re right.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened and he looked up to see Azuma rolling on his hands and knees while clutching his stomach. He groaned and coughed up globs of blood until they marked the dirt beneath him.

      Naruto was shocked as Azuma slowly but steadily lifted himself back onto his feet while facing away from him. He put all his strength into that hit. Naruto wasn’t trying to stall fights with these people and he tried to beat this guy with one overwhelming punch. But he took it. And not only that, he was standing after it!

      Azuma stumbled a little and held his head, “That was powerful. If it was a normal person, that would have destroyed their organs. You… really are as powerful as the stories say.”

      Azuma lowered his hands and stood still for a moment until a chuckle could be heard. And then he started laughing, “You’re strong. Really strong. I remember Hades telling me that story for so many years now. And I always thought, always dreamed, of fighting this person that had terrorized my guild so greatly.”

      He turned around and had a large grin on his face as he flared his magic, “You’re the one, Hunter. Someone I’ve been waiting to fight for years. Someone worth my time.”

    
    

    
      A bird flapped its wings and landed on the mop of black hair that was perched on the side of the tree.

      Kain waved his hand and the bird flew away as he sighed and held onto the large tree he had finally landed on after flying for who knows how far. He found Mr. Cursey lying on a branch and he picked the doll up but he was still stuck in this tree.

      He sighed, “I’m hungry again.”

      He heard the sound of rustling air and a whirling engine and looked behind him to see a massive ship hovering hundreds of feet in the air. He felt his whole body start to glow before he disappeared from the tree top.

      He reappeared inside the airship and fell to the floor with a grunt. He lifted himself up and rubbed his head before looking up and freezing.

      The old man sitting in his throne spoke, “What might you be doing all the way out here, Kain?”

    
    

    
      Azuma summoned a tree trunk out of the ground beneath him and manipulated it to pull back. It snapped forward and threw the Dark Mage at staggering speeds at the unsuspecting Fairy Mage.

      Naruto raised an arm and winced while blocking Azuma’s first punch. The man’s strength was incredible but as long as he could block then—

      “Bleve.”

      *BOOM*

      An explosion blew up Naruto and he screamed in pain as he was blasted away. He stumbled and stood there in surprise before he noticed smaller explosions occur around his body. They ignited into one great big blast and Naruto yelled in pain at the unexpected move.

      He opened an eye after the explosion to see Azuma sprinting at him for a second attack. Naruto planted his feet in the ground before ducking Azuma’s punch and uppercutting the man in return.

      Despite the strike to his chin, Azuma didn’t stop grinning as he grabbed Naruto’s outstretched arm and punched him across the face again.

      Naruto winced before he covered his other fist in Armor and struck Azuma’s cheek. He didn’t stop and covered both fists in magic and started swarming on the Dark Mage.

      Azuma was struck back and forth with each of Naruto’s punches that landed on his face. He blocked a punch before he kneed the Fairy Mage in the rib and punched him in return.

      Naruto rolled against the ground and looked back up to glare at Azuma’s stern but excited face.

      They sprinted off the ground and started sending a barrage of punches at each other. Naruto’s magic covered fists staggered and bruised Azuma with every strike that landed. And Azuma’s powerful and explosive punches injured and weakened him in return. They would send knees, elbows, kicks and whatever else they could to try and get a lead in the combat but they were evenly matched.

      A massive root popped out of the ground at Azuma’s feet and lifted him away while knocking Naruto back. He snarled and jumped on the root as well to give chase to the man. Azuma was still crouched on the top of the massive rising root so Naruto spun and kicked in the air to send a sharp Wind attack ahead of him.

      Azuma saw it coming and jumped off the side as a second tree came growing out of the massive barrier surrounding them. Naruto skidded on the root and watched as Azuma raised above him again. In fact, the Dark Mage was taking this battle opportunity to increase the size of their battlefield, letting branches, roots, and trees pop up everywhere around them. He was making the tree barrier so tall that it started to dwarf the trees of the forest around them.

      Naruto clicked his teeth and jumped up so he was standing along the side of the other root. Azuma threw his hands out and a series of quick explosions occurred around the entirety of the branch.

      Naruto saw the blasts come towards him and let himself fall off the side of the tree before he landed on a lower branch and jumped up at Azuma.

      The tall man swiped his hand, “Burst Claw!”

      Naruto held his arms up to guard before an explosion followed with his hands swipe and blew him up. He lost his momentum and started falling before he opened his eyes again and seemed to step in midair. Azuma’s eyes widened and Naruto yelled, “Void Storm Step!”

      Naruto jumped off thin air and soared at Azuma with the intention of crashing into his ribs. But Azuma’s body turned into wood and he sank into the tree at his feet, barely missing Naruto attack and letting the blond man fly off the side.

      “What?!”

      Naruto flipped in the air and landed on another tree while looking up at the spot where Azuma disappeared. Apparently, he could blend in and merge with the trees he summoned. Which means he could be anywhere because their entire view had been filled with trees.

      A hand popped out of the trees and grabbed Naruto’s leg before Azuma’s upper body appeared as well. He spoke, “Tower Burst!”

      A massive explosion occurred around them with Naruto at the center of it. The blast could be seen for nearly a mile as the people hiding in the smaller airship watched as the wooden area was filled with light from the explosion.

      Naruto yelled as Azuma let go of his leg and let the blond fall from the tree. He fell onto a lower root and the Fairy Mage was gasping for air after the powerful attack had injured him. He groaned and pushed himself up to his knees, noticing that most of his shirt was missing now and part of his pants had been burnt off as well. He ripped the last of the cloth off his chest before standing up and taking a deep breath, wincing at his sore ribs and injured skin.

      He looked up as Azuma appeared standing upside down from a root above him with his arms crossed, “You have strength but if this is all you have to show for yourself then I’m disappointed.”

      Naruto circled his shoulder around to limber up, “I can’t help it. It’s a pain in the ass to fight someone who can appear out of anywhere he wants.”

      Azuma raised an eyebrow, “Are you asking for a handicap?”

      “No. Don’t trouble yourself on my account.” Naruto slowly lowered his hand to his sword and gripped the handle while his other hand held the sheathe in place. He lowered himself into a horse-rider stance and closed his eyes.

      Azuma watched the man stand still with his hand on his sword.

      *Swish*

      There was the sound of a blade being drawn and the black sword was barely taken out of its sheathe. Naruto whispered, “Vacant Eye.”

      The sword clicked back into its sheathe. And most of the extending branches, roots, and trees that littered the space above him were sliced into pieces.

      Including the one Azuma was merging out of.

      Naruto pulled his sword out and jumped up at the falling Tree Mage. He held his sword overhead and slashed down, leaving a deep cut over the outsides of Azuma’s arms before another tree appeared and carried him away. Naruto grabbed onto it before charging after the retreating Mage.

      Despite Azuma’s surprise, his stern look didn’t falter as he threw his hands out and hand shaped wood started heading towards Naruto. The Fairy Mage gripped his sword with both hands and sliced up the tree attacks before they exploded behind him.

      Naruto’s sword came swinging in but Azuma raised an arm and several thick roots appeared to shield him from the blade. While Naruto’s blade was stuck, he punched Naruto in the face and made him nearly fall back. But the Fairy kicked out and nearly toppled the Dark Mage over before dislodging his sword and swiping across Azuma’s chest.

      The Grimoire Mage stumbled back before looking down at his chest and seeing the large gash across his pecs. He swiped his hands towards the blond and hundreds of branches flew at him, “Ramus Sica!”

      Naruto jumped back and started destroying most of the branches by cutting through them. But a few of them evaded through his swipes and cut along his legs and forehead.

      He grabbed his sword and swung down with a mighty cut, slicing the root in half and causing both him and Azuma to plummet down to the root beneath them. He gathered Armor into his fist and prepared to crush the Grimoire Mage when they landed but Azuma merged into the root and Naruto’s fist destroyed it when he landed.

      He jumped off the falling bark and landed on the side of the tree wall before he sprinted across it to make sure Azuma didn’t come and grab him again.

      The Tree Mage grew out of one of the roots and looked up to see the Fairy Mage running along the trees. Naruto jumped off the wall and flew towards Azuma before he held out his hands, “Burst Claw!”

      Naruto sent a one-handed barrage of Armor attacks, “Knights’ Crusade!”

      The magic and explosion attacks intercepted with Azuma and Naruto crossing blows in the smoke cloud.

      Azuma grabbed Naruto’s arm and tossed him aside before creating another root and planning to use it to end the fight. Naruto jumped off the tree and high into the air over Azuma before using his Wind to stop overhead and aimed his sword down.

      Naruto propelled himself downward with his Kokuryū thrusted forward, “Void Storm Step!”

      Azuma threw his hands up and ignited all the trees around them, “Ultimate Tower Burst!”

      All the trees they had used as their battlefield glowed orange before exploding upwards into a tower of fire. The massive explosion was so powerful that the residents of Datura down could see it all the way from their homes. It could even be spotted by the huge airship coming over the forest.

      The remains of the smoldering trees fell to ashes as the huge smoke cloud spread in every direction.

      Naruto came flying out of the smoke and crashed against the burnt ground several times before just rolling along with it. Once he finally started moving, he noticed that his entire body was injured with gashes, bloody bruises, and terrible burns. He forced himself up by using his sword as a crutch while waiting for Azuma to appear.

      He took a few deep breathes to try and still his blurry vision. He could barely feel and magic left in his body. His chakra was running dangerously low. His whole body was hurting and he knew he couldn’t continue this fight for much longer.

      “A-Ah…”

      Naruto looked back and saw a figure slowly walk out of the smoke. He stumbled and nearly tripped but he finally emerged to face Naruto.

      Azuma was covered in blood, soot, bruises and burns. He had a pained look on his face and he gripped together his right arm, the limb sliced through the middle up to the elbow from where Naruto’s sword thrusted through. Blood was gushing out in every direction and the bones were visible.

      Naruto nearly vomited at the sight but he heard Azuma let out a laugh between the gasps for air. Azuma looked up with livid eyes, “T-this is it, Hunter. This is a fight unlike any other. The one I’ve been waiting for. Thank you for helping me realize that.”

      Naruto stood there and watched the man prepare to continue their fight even as blood seeped out of his grievous wound.

      He closed his eyes and sheathed his sword, “I’m done.”

      Azuma looked at him in shock, “W-what?”

      “I’m done. I won’t fight you anymore.” Naruto pointed to his ruined arm, “If you don’t get that thing fixed, you’re going to die. And I’m not fighting some fool who’s gonna bleed out just to satisfy his bloodlust. Leave with your guild, leave the village alone, and don’t ever come back. If you hurry, maybe you can—”

      *BOOM*

      Naruto opened his eyes and looked over in surprise as a smoke cloud started coming off of Azuma’s arm. A second later, there was a thud and Azuma’s forearm and hand landed on the floor after they had been blown off.

      Naruto watched in horror as the smoke blew away and Azuma’s right arm was nothing more than a stub at the elbow, cauterized by the explosion that blew the rest of it off.

      Sweat dripped down Azuma’s face but he kept his stern expression while looking at Naruto, “This fight… isn’t over… until one of us is dead.”

      Naruto narrowed his eyes and decided to finish this stupid fight now. He sprinted forward and prepared to knock the battle-loving psychopath unconscious—

      But several dozens blades with intricate and unusual designs riddled the ground directly in front of him.

      Just as he stopped, another figure appeared out of the sky and kicked him in the jaw, sending the Fairy Mage flying back from the unexpected strike.

      Naruto held his chin and sat up to see the two figures that appeared out of nowhere. One was a young man with a fluffy collar, wearing glasses and his silver hair done in a pompadour style.

      The other was a goat man, with a black jacket that stopped just over his abs and black pants that ended at his knees.

      Naruto was speechless when looking at these two newcomers that interrupted their fight.

      The swords all faded into dust while the goat man looked over his shoulder at his injured comrade, “Azuma, that’s enough fighting. It’s time for you to come back to the ship.”

      Azuma glared at the goat, “Caprico, this doesn’t concern you. Get out of the way.”

      “This concerns all of us Azuma.” The quirky dressed man spoke with his hands in his pockets, “Blood dripping from your body… friends and comrades laid across the field… truly this is the scene of a horrible tragedy playing before our eyes.”

      Azuma shook his head, “No Rusty, this is proof of a strong opponent. A real fight I haven’t gotten to experience in a long time. So don’t interrupt.”

      Naruto narrowed his eyes while he examined these two new men. They were strong, he could already tell that much. They must have been more of those Seven Kin members showing up. That made six so far.

      Caprico looked at Azuma, “He will be angry with meh if you don’t come back soon.”

      “Not until I’m done.”

      “Your excitement and lust for battle clouds your pain. Come back with us so we may—”

      “I said not until I’m done with the fight!”

      “Azuma… get in here now.”

      Everyone shut up when the gravely and assertive voice filled the burnt clearing. The Grimoire Heart airship lowered into their sights behind Azuma and there was a man standing on the edge of the deck with his arms folded in front of him. His presence was horrifying. His glare was staggering. His long white hair was covered by by a horned helmet and a long white beard came down from his chin. His muscular shoulders were covered by a black cape. And he had three long scars coming down underneath his right eye that was covered by an eyepatch.

      It was him.

      The guild master of Grimoire Heart.

      One of the people he hated most in the entire world.

      Hades.

      Hades spoke with a gruff voice, “We found Kain sitting in a tree a few miles away. We picked up the other airship and have Meredy and Zancrow in the infirmary. We’re done here. It’s time to move out.”

      Azuma breathed raggedly before looking back at the old man, “This is the fight I was promised when I joined you. The fight I’ve been waiting for. One where I’m truly alive. I’m not going to walk away from it now.”

      “We aren’t here to entertain your fantasies, child.” Hades’ voice completely destroyed all intentions of an argument as he narrowed his eye at the mutilated man, “We did what we were supposed to do. Our men are in need of fixing. There’s nothing more to do with that village. So we are leaving now. Besides… it appears like your foe has completely forgotten about your existence at this point.”

      Killing intent spread through the whole area and caught everyone who didn’t have their guard up by surprise. They all looked back to see the whiskered blond flaring his remaining magic and chakra to their highest point while glaring down the white-haired man.

      Hades cracked a small smile, “Hello again boy. I see you grew up quite well. And you still have that look in your eyes after all this time. Very good.”

      Naruto took a step forward with his voice laced with fury and hate, “I’ve been waiting… to see you again… for a very long time.”

      “And I’m sure you’re eager to have another bout. But things have changed considerably since we last met. And I don’t have time to play with you right now.” He turned around and headed inside the airship again, “I’m sure you and I will meet again some other day, but we have more pressing matters to concern ourselves with so we will be making our way out.”

      Naruto pulled out his sword and sprinted forward, “Oh no you don’t!”

      Hades turned back around and shot his Chain magic at the blond man, catching Naruto around the neck and lifting him up before throwing him back into the forest. When Naruto crashed through the forest, Hades looked down below him, “Azuma, close him off.”

      Azuma reluctantly followed his order and summoned a massive tree barrier to block them off from Naruto’s attacks. Caprico clapped his hands and captured Azuma and Rustyrose in small pods before jumping back up to the deck and walking inside. The ship started to lift off and raise itself hundreds of feet into the air.

      Hades was making his way inside before a figure in the shadows of the throne room spoke, “Hades…”

      The guild master of Grimoire Heart stopped and looked back to see Naruto standing on the top of the tree barrier, with sword in hand and gasping for air. He smirked, “You really did grow to be quite tenacious, didn’t you?” He looked to the man in the shadows, “Take care of him.”

      Naruto watched the ship start hovering and prepare to take off. He summoned up the last of his strength and jumped up with a Storm Step with his hand outstretched, “HADES!”

      The man in the shadows raised his hand and Naruto stopped in midair. Before the gravity around him increased ten fold and he fell to the ground like a falling meteorite. Naruto crashed into the earth and made a crater that rocked the entire area before the ship disappeared with tremendous speed.

      There was a smoke cloud from where he came hurdling down to the forest and small animals were sitting on the edge of the crater that had formed. A hand shot out of the smoke and the animals ran away when Naruto pulled himself out. Blood was dripping from his head and his eyes were glazed over before he looked up at the sky…

      “W-wait… get… back… he—”

      Naruto passed out from his injuries and fell on the grass in the forest with no one in sight to help.

    
    

    
      “He’s waking up.”

      “Someone, get the mayor, quick!”

      Naruto’s eyes slowly peeled open and everything was white until they readjusted and he realized he was in a hospital tent. He blinked and slowly looked over to the side to see several nurses surrounding him and several people standing just outside of the tent peering in.

      Naruto slowly started to sit up and cringed when he felt pain and soreness run through his whole body. One of the nurses came to his side, “Please, be careful. You’ve been sleeping for the last few days now.”

      Naruto looked himself over to see bandages wrapped around his head, arm, shoulder, chest, stomach, legs, and basically any other place on the human body where you could wrap gauze around. He realized he wasn’t wearing a shirt and looked to the side to see his blade resting on top of a grey t-shirt folded besides his bed. He rubbed his head, “What happened?”

      The front of the tent flapped open and the middle-aged mayor walked in. He saw Naruto was sitting up in his bed and looked at the nurses, “Could you give us a minute?”

      They nodded and left the tent, leaving only him and the resting Mage to talk to each other. He pulled up a seat by Naruto bed and sat down, “You’ve been sleeping for the last two days. Some of us were worried you might never wake up.”

      Naruto stretched out before grabbing the spare shirt and pulling it over himself. He fixed the edges, “How did you find me?”

      “There were explosions and fires occurring all over the forest around you. We had to come and see what was going on. When we did, we found you resting on the edge of a crater nearly dead and exhausted.” He sat up in his chair, “The doctors say you may need another week before your injuries start to properly close up—”

      “No need.” Naruto pulled the Sky sword out of his Requip and placed it against his chest before it started working its magic. He breathed out in relief as he could already feel some of the pain and soreness start to relieve itself.

      The mayor watched the young man heal his wounds before asking, “Why did you do this?”

      Naruto shrugged, “Well I’m thankful for the hospitality and everything but this thing does great work and I’ve got to get back home soon. I’m sure they’re gonna have my ass for being gone for so long without contacting them.”

      The mayor shook his head, “No, why did you fight that Dark Guild? Didn’t you say you wouldn’t take the request?”

      “I said I wasn’t going to take your request because I didn’t want anyone else getting involved with this matter. Grimoire Heart was going to destroy your town no matter what so I had to take action while I still could.” He didn’t feel like mentioned that he had a grudge against that guild and wanted revenge against them as much as possible.

      The mayor looked at the young man, “Then please, let us pay you for what you’ve done.”

      “Why? I didn’t take the request? You can’t pay me for doing that.”

      The mayor looked at the blond in confusion before shaking his head, “T-then what can we do to repay you for what you’ve done?”

      “Just help your people. They’ve suffered a lot and they’re lost. They need someone to help them along again.” Naruto looked at the mayor, “So make sure to do that. That’s all that matters.”

      The mayor was silent before he nodded his head. He took the man’s hand and bowed his head, “Thank you. Thank you for saving these people. For saving all of us.”

      Naruto just accepted the mayor’s thanks with a smile, “No problem.”

    
    

    
      Naruto was walking out of Datura town, with his pack over his shoulder and wearing the grey shirt and white pants he was given. Everyone he passed in town came up to him and shook his hand. Some gave their most earnest thanks and some even fully embraced him in a hug. He smiled and took their thanks with a grin…

      But he didn’t feel any better. And it wasn’t just because his entire body hurt.

      Grimoire Heart still got away. Hades was still out there and they were all planning something horrible for the future. Sure, he knew there was a team of extremely powerful mages called the Seven Kin, but even with him going all out in his fights, they still proved a challenge.

      “I’m sure you and I will meet again someday…”

      That was an understatement. Until Hades was defeated and Grimoire Heart was destroyed, Naruto was not going to let them succeed in their plans. He would be ready next time. And he would win this time.

      He stopped walking before he hung his head and sighed. He spoke loudly, “I know you’re following me! I noticed you since I walked out of the tent! C’mon out and tell me what it is you want!”

      Naruto turned around and looked towards a tree he could sense a presence from. Slowly, a figure walked out from behind the tree…

      And revealed a small cat with red fur standing on his hind legs, wearing a white vest. He was shaking a little but he didn’t stop looking up at Naruto.

      Naruto was surprised by the sight of a cat with a familiar appearance to Happy. He raised an eyebrow, “What the hell?”

      “HYAH!”

      Naruto absentmindedly raised his arm and blocked a surprise kick to his head from behind him.

      His short assailant landed on the ground before jumping back up and attempting to punch Naruto in the face. But Naruto just easily blocked his fists with his palm without even looking in his direction.

      The child kicked at him. And punched at him. But still there was no result from his attacks.

      When he kicked again, Naruto grabbed his leg and tossed him to the side gently. He watched the kid land on his feet before talking, “All right kid, that’s enough. Stop it before you get yourself hurt.”

      The boy took a deep breath and his chest and cheeks puffed out.

      Naruto had seen that attack pattern dozens of times before, “Oh no.”

      “WHITE DRAGON’S ROAR!”

      A beam of light shot out of the blond boy’s mouth and hit Naruto, causing a big dust cloud to form in the area of attack. The blond twelve-year old watched the dust cloud expectantly before he realized that the Mage wasn’t coming out again. He raised his hands in the air and cheered, “I win!”

      “Not even close.”

      The young boy felt someone grab his collar and lift him a foot off the ground. He waved his arms and legs in the air, “Hey! Let me go you jerk! Let me go!”

      “Calm down. I’m not doing anything!”

      Naruto felt someone tap against his shin and looked down to see the red cat waving his little fists, “Let Sting-kun go you bully!”

      Naruto just ignored the cat’s punches and turned the boy around so he was facing him. Naruto raised an eyebrow, “You’re the kid who was being held back by all those adults, right?”

      The boy being held up by his collar had spiky blond hair going out in every direction, with black eyes and a thin scar going over his right eyebrow. The boy stubbornly looked off in another direction away from Naruto and didn’t answer.

      Naruto shook him a little, “Aren’t you?”

      The boy grumbled a little before mumbling, “Y-yeah.”

      He leaned down and picked up the red cat by his collar as well before holding them both up at the same level. He looked between the two of them, “And you guys are friends I’m guessing?”

      “Y-yeah.”

      “Yes sir.”

      Naruto sighed and lowered the two down to their feet before looking between them, “Okay, and who might you two be exactly?”

      The boy was hesitant but he pointed at himself, “My name is Sting. And this is Lector.”

      Naruto looked at the short blond, “And you’re a Dragon-Slayer, right?”

      Sting looked off to the side and nodded his head.

      Naruto looked between the young boy and the red cat that stuck to his side. A Dragon-Slayer… with a talking cat by their side.

      Geez, three for three.

      “What exactly are you trying to do Sting?”

      Lector answered while pointing up at the Fairy Mage, “Sting-kun is gonna prove how strong he is by beating you in a fight, Naruto-kun!”

      Naruto looked at the cat, “Oh really?”

      Sting stood up, “That’s right! All the adults in the town stopped me from fighting against that Grimoire guild when I could’ve helped! So I’m gonna prove how strong I am by beating the guy that beat them!”

      Naruto hummed and nodded for a moment, “Except I gave it my all and couldn’t beat all of them. And now, tired and injured, I’m not even a little winded from stopping your attacks. So~…I think you owe those adults some thanks for saving your ass.”

      Sting’s confidence shrank a little and he hung his head, “Uhhhhh.”

      “But Sting-kun is super strong!” Lector argued while looking up at the whiskered man, “He beat a dragon all by himself!”

      He looked to the boy with the scar down his eyebrow. Naruto asked, “Do you know a dragon called Igneel?”

      “No. I don’t know any dragon other than Wiesslogia.”

      “And did he vanish too?”

      “No. Wiesslogia never vanished. He’s…” Sting’s eyes hid some pain and he looked away, “He’s just gone.”

      Naruto stood there for a moment before scratching the back of his head, “Sting, why do you want to get strong?”

      Lector and Sting looked up at him in confusion, “Huh(x2)?”

      “I said why do you want to prove your strength? Why do you want to be strong?”

      Sting blinked for a moment before announcing proudly, “I-I want to become strong so I can make Lector proud! He believes in me so I’ll get stronger and prove myself by beating strong people too! Dark Guilds! Mages! Someday, I’m gonna beat Salamnder, Nastu-San, in a fight and prove myself!”

      This kid wanted to fight Natsu? Were all male Dragon-Slayers ambitious idiots or something?

      “Instead of trying to get strong to prove yourself…” Naruto pointed to a Lector, “Why don’t you get strong for him?”

      “Huh?”

      “Huh?”

      “Well obviously you want to make him happy, right? And he’s your friend?” Naruto knelt down and poked Lector in the stomach, earning a little giggle from the standing cat, “What would you do if someone tried to hurt him?”

      “Never!” Sting stood in front of Lector protectively while glaring at the whiskered Mage, “I will never let anyone hurt Lector or make him sad! He’s my friend!”

      Naruto looked at the young Dragon-Slayer glare at him before smiling and standing up, “Good. Maybe you’ll find some strength in wanting to help Lector and anyone else you become friends with down the road. That’s how I became stronger.”

      Sting and Lector looked at the older blond before looking between each other in confusion. Naruto started walking away before Sting realized he was leaving, “H-Hey, what about our fight?! I still wanna face you!”

      Naruto didn’t turn around, “I’m not feeling up to it right now. We’ll just have to put a rain check on that fight, okay?”

      Sting grumbled a little before yelling, “Naruto-San!”

      Naruto stopped and looked back as Sting pointed at him, “I’m gonna become strong! Whatever way I can! And when I do, I’m gonna beat you and Natsu-San! And then I’ll be the strongest! So you better prepare yourself for when that day comes, got it?!”

      Naruto looked at the stubborn and defiant blond boy glare down someone stronger than him and say he wasn’t gonna stop until he won a fight.

      Was this that déjà vu thing he heard about?

      Naruto laughed and turned around before waving over his shoulder, “Sure! I’ll be waiting for you then, Sting!”

      Sting and Lector watched as Naruto disappeared over the hill and out of their sights. Lector looked up to see Sting looking down at his own palm and think about something, “Sting-kun?”

      Sting closed his eyes before gripping his fist and smiling.

      “Someday.”

    
    

    
      Done

      This is a mile stone for Fairy Tail! 400! I feel like we’re reaching the end! And Naruto too! The Last movie is coming in December and we’re reaching the end of the manga too!

      This is monumental.

      The next chapter starts the next big arc with the introduction of our favorite piercing loving psycho. You all know the one I’m talking about.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    30. Drums of War

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapters 30: Drums of War

      Thanks for 1400 reviews. Thanks for over 500,000+ views. Thanks for following these thirty chapters.

      As if it wasn’t already a certain fact, Erza keeps her status of Badass firm and strong.

    
    

    
      “Ahhhhhhhh~. Smell that great Magnolia air~.”

      Naruto never could explain it, but something about coming back to this place after a hard mission or long trip just relaxed him. The way the sun lightly shined down on the town making it warm but not too hot. The fresh scent of water coming from the aquifer, foods and merchandise from the streets, and the sounds of people going about their day was just relaxing.

      He loved this town!

      Now that he was back from his job, he was gonna take a break. Enjoy some downtime. Hang around the guild. Eat some of Mira’s food. Talk with his friends. Play with Koyuki. Maybe he and Erza could go up to her room in Fairy Hills and have some alone time. He was feeling energetic.

      Of course, he probably wasn’t gonna be able to hide what he did over the last job. He still had bandages all over his body as proof. He would have to tell Jiji about it. And Erza too.

      …

      Shit. They were gonna be so pissed at him.

      As Naruto was deep in thought, he heard people mumble while sparing him glances. He blinked and stopped while listening to the whispers around him.

      “That’s one of the Fairy Tail Mages, right?”

      “That’s Naruto-San.”

      “It’s so unfortunate what happened to their guild.”

      “Do you think he knows?”

      Naruto’s attention perked with their rumors and a pit started to grow in his stomach. He started to pick up speed and ran around the last few corners before arriving in front of his guild.

      Or what was left of it.

      Several large, stainless metal pillars were skewered into the building like it was a crappy pin cushion. The once old but beautiful structure was now broken and disgraced by the injustice that had been done upon it.

      Naruto’s eyes were wide and frozen before they slowly started to narrow. He gripped his fist until his knuckles went white and he growled, “Who the hell did this?”

    
    

    
      “WHAT THE HELL DO YOU MEAN WE AREN’T GONNA DO ANYTHING ABOUT THIS?!”

      Everybody flinched when Natsu’s booming voice resonated through the 1st basement floor. Although they weren’t voicing their displeasure as loudly as the Dragon Slayer, they agreed with him 100%. They knew who had disgraced their guild and has a chance to make them pay.

      Makarov dug one finger into his ear, “Okay Natsu, first, you need to lower the damn volume. The basement has really good acoustics so you’re basically ripping through our ear drums.”

      “SCREW THE VOLUME!” Natsu yelled again angrily while pointing up the stairs they just descended, “They wrecked our guild! We know the guys who did this, right?! Let’s go kick their asses!”

      There were murmurs and grunts of agreement all around them.

      Erza was consolidating an upset Koyuki before looking at their master with conflict in her eyes, “I know we aren’t trying to instigate inner guild fighting Master, but we can’t let something like this go so easily.”

      “That’s right!”

      “They wrecked our home!”

      “Those bastards!”

      Gray sat down at one of the tables in the basement and scowled, “Those stupid Phantom assholes have always been bashing heads! If they wanna fight I say we kick their asses and make them pay!”

      There was a resounding roar of agreement between the members as they were ready for battle at any moment.

      “Hey!” Makarov clapped his hands and got their attention. He patted his knees, “We aren’t gonna fight these guys just because of something like this. Inner guild fighting is prohibited by the Magic Council and fighting would threaten both guilds with being disbanded. I’m not risking a chance like that over some petty vandalism.”

      “Petty!” Elfman argued, “Master they nearly leveled the whole guild hall!”

      “Ah, this baby’s had cracks and breaks in her for dozens of years! Get some planks, some concrete with a little elbow grease and she’ll be good as new!”

      “Master—”

      “It’s final.” Makarov spoke firmly while looking at the members of his guild, “You are not to engage the Phantom Lord guild in any fighting. Is that clear?”

      The members of the guild all looked between each other and grumbled.

      “Is. That. Clear?”

      “Yes sir.” They all nodded their heads, some still showing great displeasure at leaving this act unpunished but still following their master’s order.

      Suddenly, the sounds of creaking wood and stomping feet reverberated over their heads. It started getting louder and louder as it moved towards the door to the basement. The Mages all readied themselves for the worse and prepared for battle.

      Naruto came sprinting down the stairs with a frantic look, “What the hell happened to our guild?! Did you idiots throw a party with monsters or something?!”

      They all sighed in relief and relaxed when they realized it was just Naruto.

      Erza came to his side, relieved that he was still okay, “Naruto! Thank god you’re all right! We didn’t know what happened to you!”

      Koyuki hugged her big brother tightly, “Onii-chan!”

      Naruto was a bit surprised by their worried behavior and tried to calm them down, “Y-yeah, don’t worry, I’m fine. But what happened to the guild? Why are there metal spikes sticking out of it?”

      “It was Phantom.” Macao said from over at a different table, “They attacked in the middle of the night when no one was around.”

      Naruto snarled his teeth. There was always an animosity between their two guilds but they never played on it because it was illegal for guilds to fight each other. And yet now those bastards were destroying their guild hall.

      Naruto took a deep breath, “What are we going to do about this?”

      “Nothing.” Makarov retorted immediately. Naruto looked like he wanted to say something but the short man spoke first, “We aren’t waging war. It’s just a building we can fix. It’s not worth the trouble of putting a bullseye on our backs for the Council to aim at. If any of you have any more complaints, shove ’em down your throats and keep ’em there.”

      Makarov swiftly ended all arguments that the whiskered man and the rest of the guild had to give. Naruto grumbled and sat in a chair, “This is bullshit.”

      Natsu frowned, “Totally.”

      “Like I said, keep your complaints to yourself. Now on to another matter…” Makarov firmly pointed at Naruto and yelled, “Where the hell were you when we were calling you several days ago?!”

      Most of the guild looked at the bandaged blond as he sat up at all the attention. He tilted his head, “What?”

      “We tried to communicate with you to try and have you go on a rescue mission.” Mira said from besides Makarov, “But every time we contacted you we couldn’t reach you.”

      Naruto blinked, “You guys didn’t contact me.”

      “Yes we did.”

      “No you didn’t.”

      “Yes we did!”

      “Hey if you guys tried to contact me…” Naruto held out his hand and his Communication Lacrima appeared from his Requip, ‘Then I would’ve gotten a message that said… holy shit, you did. Thirteen times. Huh.’ Naruto looked back up sheepishly before grinning and scratching his cheek, “My bad.”

      Some of them just hung their heads and groaned at the blond’s stupidity.

      “Idiot.”

      Naruto laughed a little before looking at the master seriously, “But what happened? Why did you need to contact me?”

      Makarov crossed his arms, “We needed you to take on a capture and return job for the guild. One of utmost importance.”

      Naruto sat up, “What was it?”

      Loke pointed at the people sitting besides Naruto, “Natsu, Lucy, Happy, and Gray all took an S-Class request from the board and ran off.”

      Naruto blinked. He looked over to see Lucy, Gray, Natsu and Happy all avoiding their gaze in shame. Naruto turned to look back forward and was just silent.

      A corner of his mouth turned upwards…

      And then the other side…

      Then he started stifling a laugh so arduously that tears started appearing in the sides of his eyes.

      “Pfft… pfft… pfffff-ahahahaha. Hahahahahahahahaha. AHAHAHAHAHAHA! AHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!” Naruto lost all control and started cackling like a demon. He coughed and covered his aching ribs and lungs but still couldn’t stop laughing, “AHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA-ah, ow! Oh, it hurts to laugh! But-ahaha!”

      Natsu slammed his hands on the table, “IT’S NOT THAT FUNNY!”

      “OH YES IT IS!” Naruto stood and yelled back. He looked at his hands, “Finally! Years now! Years! Years I’ve been the only idiot who was ever stupid enough to steal an S-Class request! And now, four idiots do the exact same thing at once! It’s like a dream-fucking-come true!”

      Lucy cowered in fear, “H-he’s joking right?”

      Gray shook his head, “Nope. Not in the least.”

      Naruto was literally bouncing on his feet like an eager child, “Oh! Oh! Please tell me the punishment hasn’t happened yet! Please tell me I get to watch it! Oh, I need to get a camera! I’m not losing this chance!”

      Everyone actually leaned back a bit to give room to the surprisingly eager mood of the blond. Makarov shook his head, “We aren’t punishing them yet.”

      You could literally hear the sound of Naruto’s soul cracking from dissapointment.

      Makarov drank from his mug, “We need to sort out this little dispute with Phantom first. That takes precedent over the punishment. If I still feel like it afterwards then we’ll do it but right now we need to concentrate on the matter at hand.”

      Naruto blinked for a moment before pointing at Natsu and the others, “I’ll give them the punishment. Please. Let me have this.”

      Makarov just gently chopped his head, “Nope.”

      Naruto was frozen in place after being denied his dream. Mira walked up to his side and patted his head, “There there.”

      While Naruto slumped, Mira looked over her friend and noticed the bandages that covered his body. Mira asked, “Naruto, why are you injured? Did something happen?”

      Naruto stood back up ridged, “Oh, um—”

      Makarov stood up, “Yeah, what exactly could you possibly have been doing to get so beat up? And why the hell couldn’t you come when we called?”

      Naruto blinked and looked around at the condition everyone else was in, worried and preoccupied with the situation at hand. He saw Erza and the others look at him for an answer before he scratched the back of his head, “Actually Jiji… can I talk to you upstairs? Alone.”

      Makarov raised an eyebrow before shrugging his shoulders and jumping off the counter, “Whatever kid, your call.”

      Makarov started jumping up the stairs as Naruto followed shortly after. He felt someone grab his arm and looked back to see Erza staring at him with concern, “Naruto, what happened? What do you need to tell Master?”

      Naruto smiled and kissed her on the forehead before smiling, “I’ll tell you later, I promise. But I just feel like Jiji should hear this first.” He took Erza’s hand off his arm before climbing up the stairs and out of sight.

      The others watched Naruto leave before Gray turned around and jerked his head over, “What do you think he wants to tell Jii-San?”

      Lucy looked timid, “Do you think he’s okay?”

      “Ah, he’s fine!” Natsu waved off their concern with an annoyed glare, “Naruto’s a tough bastard so don’t worry about him. We should be trying to convince Jii-chan to help fight against those Phantom assholes!”

      Mira reprimanded the Dragon Slayer, “No Natsu. I know you’re upset, we all are. But Master is just as mad about it as the rest of us—”

      “Really?!” Natsu yelled as he pointed upstairs, “Because he didn’t look upset! Not at all! It looks like he doesn’t even care!”

      “Natsu!” Erza yelled at the pink-haired man. She faced him, “This isn’t about us yelling and shouting to try and get retribution! Master knows that if we take action, there will be consequences! Ones we won’t be able to walk away from! It might seem painful right now but don’t be goaded into playing this game with that guild. Trust Master. Are we clear?”

      Natsu exhaled heavily and grumbled.

      “Natsu…”

      Natsu closed his eyes, “Yeah. We’re clear.”

      Natsu scowled and walked away as Erza sat at the table tiredly. Gray nodded his head, “I still think he’s right. We should teach those guys a lesson.”

      “I don’t like this any better than you.” Erza said, “But there are serious consequences to fighting with other guilds like this. The reason we have rules against actions like this is so the terrible battles and fights guilds had together over a hundred years ago don’t happen again. When guilds fight, there is nothing but destruction and pain as the result.”

      Lucy nodded, “No, she’s right. I remember reading about the early days of when guilds were setting up everywhere. They were always fighting each other for territory. For sponsorship. To show that they were the strongest to trust in. And it was… just horrible.”

      “Master wants to make sure we don’t go too far with this and start a war.” Mira lowered her head, “He’s just as concerned about this guild as much as us.”

      “Lisanna!”

      They looked back to see Natsu and Happy standing there while Lisanna walked away. Happy looked up at his best friend in confusion as Natsu scratched the back of his head.

      Gray sighed and shook his head, “Guess this is the part that sucks the most. The fallout.”

      “YOU DID WHHHHHAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAATTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT?!”

      The entire basement shook and rumbled as Makarov’s booming voice resounded through the structure. Everyone covered their ears as his baritone pounded through their ears. They heard a lot of smashing and crashing before it all went silent again.

      …

      “What the hell did that idiot do this time?”

    
    

    
      “Geez, that got serious really fast.” Lucy stated to herself as she walked along the bank of the aquifer that ran through their town.

      Lucy remembered reading the stories about Fairy Tail and Phantom Lord having a strong rivalry. For years now there had been a dispute about which guild was the best of the best.

      Phantom Lord was the bigger guild, there was no doubt there. It had dozens of sub-guilds covering the country with hundreds of members. It was the older of the two guilds as well, being one of the most famous guilds for many generations now. And for a long time when you were asked which guild you thought was the best in the country, the answer would probably have been Phantom Lord.

      And then came Fairy Tail.

      A newer guild, causing ruckus and mayhem everywhere they went. But the people in the guild were goodnatured and righteous, helping everyone that asked them for assistance no matter the danger. Their Mages were strong and kind, and they were the guild that seemed the most like a family. And with these positives, it became more and more famous to rising and aspiring Mages.

      And then, there was the news that the guild’s strongest members conquered Damnation, the Independent guild that had terrorized people everywhere for decades.

      People were so frightened of Damnation’s name and reputation that they never dare challenge one of its brutal members. Yet this guild conquered and defeated those monsters, bringing the once horrific guild into a downhill fall and causing the remaining members to run off into hiding.

      People around the nation cheered for Fairy Tail and sang them praises. In an instant, Fairy Tail had skyrocketed to the top position and became the most famous guild in Fiore.

      Which meant that Phantom Lord probably wasn’t happy their reputation was being compared to the newer guild’s achievement.

      Lucy stepped off the ledge and walked along the sidewalk, “Man, and I almost joined Phantom Lord too. When you start off wanting to join a guild, your thoughts instantly go to either Fairy Tail or Phantom Lord. But the way everyone was talking about them, they must not be as great as I thought.” Lucy thought for a moment before shrugging her shoulders and smiling, “Oh well, I’m in Fairy Tail now anyway. And I can’t think of anywhere else I’d like to be than there with all my friends.”

      Lucy unlocked the door to her apartment and opened it…

      To reveal all her friends.

      Gray bounced on the bed with a pleasant smile, “Wow Naruto, you were right, this thing is super soft.”

      Koyuki pouted and waved her arms around, “Gray-niichan that’s no fair, I wanna sit on the bed too!”

      “Well stop complaining and get up here kid.” Gray reached down and helped the little girl onto the bed before he patted her head, “Better?”

      “Yep!”

      Erza sipped from her tea cup and smiled, “Lucy has very good tastes in tea. This is delicious.”

      Naruto walked out of the kitchen with a sandwich, “Yeah but she needs to buy some more food. There’s only enough food in there to feed one person. What was she thinking?”

      “Lucy’s not very smart.” Happy informed them while he scratched his claws against the fresh carpet, “She can never plan ahead for anything. That’s why we’re so worried about her.”

      Natsu was just lying on the floor with a scowl on his face.

      They all looked up to see Lucy standing in the doorway with eyes as big as plates.

      Happy waved, “Hiya Lucy!”

      Gray nodded, “Yo.”

      Koyuki cheered, “You’re home!”

      Erza bowed her head, “We are very grateful for your hospitality.”

      Naruto waved and ate the sandwich, “You need to buy more ham.”

      “WHY ARE YOU ALL IN MY HOUSE?!” Lucy yelled angrily while pointing at all the intruders.

      Erza answered, “The Master wants to make sure we aren’t attacked by ourselves so he ordered us to stick together. We’re a rather close group so we decided to stay together until this is all over.”

      Lucy’s eye twitched, “But why are you in my house?”

      “You’re the newest member so we wanted to protect you. We snuck in through the window to prepare for everything.”

      Lucy rubbed the bridge of her nose, “You know, some people call that breaking and entering.”

      Erza had a twinkle in her eye, “We call it camaraderie!”

      Lucy opened her mouth to comment but noticed in the corner of her eye that everyone was just shaking their heads. She promptly shut her mouth and reluctantly agreed with letting them stay with her.

    
    

    
      Lucy walked out the bathroom after her shower and was drying her hair. She let out a content sigh before looking at her friends, “So is this the first time Phantom has ever attacked us, or is this a recurring thing?”

      Erza was sitting on the edge of her bed while Naruto sat further in, Koyuki on his lap as he dried her chestnut hair. The red-head shook her head, “We’ve butted heads before but nothing on this scale.”

      Naruto grumbled, “Yeah. It’s usually just between which of us deserves to take a job.”

      Natsu spat out, “Or how they’re a guild that can get anything done better.”

      Gray continued, “Or how they’ve got seniority over us.” Gray sat up in her desk and waved the pieces of paper in his hand, “Hey, are you writing a story with Levy or something?”

      Lucy immediately snatched the papers back from him and pushed him out of her seat, “Ow! What the hell?!”

      “Don’t read this! It’s private!” She opened a drawer and threw the papers inside before locking it shut. She turned around and everyone was staring at her questioningly. She blushed and fixed her hair, “Yeah, so, Phantom. Can we do something about them?”

      “We shouldn’t.” Erza crossed her legs and shook her head, “The argument can go on for as long as we want but the truth is our guilds are rivals. We’re evenly matched in power.”

      Natsu scoffed, “They wish.”

      “It’s the truth Natsu, no matter how much you say otherwise.” Erza narrowed her eyes, “If we have quality in our members, then Phantom definitely has quantity. Their master holds the same rank as ours does, One of the Ten Wizard Saints.”

      Lucy eyes widened, “Wizard Saints?!”

      “Yep.” Naruto nodded his head, “The top tier of Mages in Fiore chosen by the Magic Council. Jiji’s one of them, just like Master Jose of Phantom.”

      “And Siegrain of the Magic Council.” Erza said with narrowed eyes.

      “Plus Phantom’s got its own best Mages to worry about.” Gray said while sitting up on the floor, “The Elemental Four. Four strong wizards that are basically the S-Class of their guilds.”

      “W-woah.” Lucy spoke nervously, “That’s sounds bad.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not the worst part!” Happy flew up in front of her and started waving his paws, “Besides the Elemental Four, they also have a super powerful Mage as their ace! A Dragon Slayer!”

      “What?!” Lucy yelled before looking down at the pink-haired Mage lying on her floor with a scowl.

      Natsu glared at the ceiling, “‘Black Steel’ Gajeel Redfox. The Iron Dragon Slayer.”

      Lucy was completely overwhelmed by this information. She sat back in her chair and looked at all of them in surprise, “There are other Dragon Slayers?”

      “Of course.” Erza nodded, “Even if it is a rare form of magic, there is always a possibility of others practicing the same magic. Although ‘Black Steel’ is the only other Dragon Slayer we know about.”

      “Really?” Naruto raised an eyebrow before tilting his head, “Because I’ve met-like-two others besides Natsu.”

      Everyone else in the room looked at the whiskered blond in surprise. Nastu sat back up with wide eyes, “What?!”

      “Yeah.” Naruto nodded his head, “I’ve met two more Dragon Slayers, they were just kids but they definitely used the same kind of magic.”

      Natsu jumped over the table and grabbed Naruto’s shoulders, frightening Koyuki as she clambered over to Erza’s side, “Do they know where Igneel went?! Can I ask them?!”

      Naruto head flew back and forth before he grabbed his friend’s hands, “Natsu! Calm down! I tried asking them that already!”

      Natsu looked hopeful, “And?”

      Naruto gave his friend an apologetic look and shook his head. Natsu let go of Naruto and hung his head, “Dammit.”

      Happy came flying over to Natsu’s side and patted his friend’s head, “It’s okay Natsu. We’ll find him one day.”

      Gray looked over at Naruto, “You met more people like Charcoal Brain? That’s crazy.”

      “You wanna know what the craziest part about it was?” Naruto looked at all of them, “They both had cats!”

      Everyone in the room just blinked in silence before looking towards Happy. Lucy asked, “Like, normal cats or—”

      “Like Happy cats!” Naruto interrupted, “Talking. Walking. Annoying as hell! Both of ’em! One of them could fly!”

      “That… definitely sounds like Happy.”

      “That’s amazing.”

      “Happy!” Natsu looked at the cat, “Why didn’t you tell me about this?!”

      “I had no idea!”

      Gray sighed, “The world is bigger and stupider than we can ever imagine.”

      Natsu groaned and rubbed his head, “Ahhhhh! This day sucks more and more! Our guild gets attacked! Lisanna’s mad at me! And Lucy doesn’t have enough food!”

      “I wasn’t buying for a group!”

      Natsu fell back on his ass, “My head hurts.”

      Erza and Naruto looked at each other. Naruto looked down at the hot-headed Mage, “Natsu, have you said anything to Lisanna yet?”

      Natsu looked at him in confusion, “What?”

      “I mean have you gotten a chance to talk to her since you got back?”

      “No.” Natsu crossed his arms with a miffed expression, “I tried talking with her earlier but she just walked off all pissed and mad. Don’t know why.”

      Erza gave Naruto a knowing look and he nodded. He looked at his friend, “Natsu, you should apologize to Lisanna.”

      Natsu blinked, “What? Why?”

      “Because she was worried about you running off like an idiot and taking that request. That’s what happens when you do something dangerous.”

      Natsu looked off for a moment, “But I came back alive. I’m fine. Why is she worried?”

      “Natsu…” Erza spoke in a calm tone while looking at her old friend, “How she feels right now… is the same as you felt when she went with Mira and Elfman on that S-Class job.”

      Natsu’s eyes widened in realization as he looked down in shame. Happy came flying over and hovered by his head, “Natsu?”

      “Yeah… okay.” He turned around with a smile and motioned for Happy to follow, “C’mon buddy, let’s go see Lisanna before she gets more angry at us.”

      “Aye sir!” Happy cheered with a smile while he followed behind the Dragon Slayer. They charged out the door and left the others behind in Lucy’s house.

      Gray shook his head, “1000 Jewels he screws thing up even more.” He felt a soft kick in his shoulder from Lucy as she glared at him and shook her head.

      Lucy looked up at the couple sitting on her bed, “How did you guys know that was why LIsanna was mad at him?”

      Erza looked at Naruto expectantly and he shrank back a little. He looked away from their gaze, “I kinda had to deal with the same thing when I stole an S-Class request a few years back.”

      Lucy eyes widened, “You did what?!”

      Gray chuckled, “Oh man that was funny. You got yelled at for days, and your punishment! Man, I thought I peed my pants when you came back.”

      Naruto smirked, “Keep laughing asshole, you guys are gonna have to do it too soon enough.”

      Gray’s laughter and smile died completely as horror plastered itself over his face. Lucy was scared at the sight of the Maker Mage losing his happy expression and cowered, “Seriosuly, what’s going to happen? Can someone please tell me already!”

      “There’s no fun in that.”

      While Lucy shook in fright and the depressed look on Gray’s face contiuned, Naruto and Koyuki just laughed at their misfortune, the little Senju just following the example her older brother was setting for her.

      While they laughed, Erza looked at her boyfriend, “Naruto?”

      Naruto wiped a tear from his eye and answered, “Yeah Erza?”

      “What did you tell Master earlier that made him so angry?”

      This time it was Naruto’s turn to lose his smile, but unlike Gray his smile slowly fell into a straight line. Both Gray and Lucy were brought out of their stupors as they looked at the whiskered blond, also wondering what he had said earlier that made Makarov yell so loudly.

      Naruto sighed and ran a hand through his hair, “I wanted to tell you in a more private situation but… I should be telling this to the others too.” He looked between all of them, “I did something while I was working on my last request. Something bad.”

      They gave the S-Class Mage their full attention as Erza tried to assist him, “Naruto, you can tell us anything. We won’t be mad at you.”

      Naruto shook his head and looked his lover in the eye, “Actually Erza, you will.”

    
    

    
      Lisanna walked out of the bathroom with her towel wrapped around her body. She sighed contently while walking back to her bedroom.

      “Lisanna!” Elfman’s voice carried over the stairs, “Nee-chan is almost done making dinner! It will be ready in five minutes!”

      “Got it! I’ll be down in a sec!”

      Lisanna shut the door behind her before peeling the towel off her chest. She ran it over her unruly white hair and moaned lightly at the feeling of freshness encompassing her. After all the hectic worrying everyone did at the guild, it was relaxing to have this moment of peace to herself.

      *Tap*Tap*Tap*

      “Lisanna, you in there?”

      Lisanna froze in horror and slowly turned her head towards her window. Floating outside was Natsu with Happy holding onto his back.

      He was tapping the window with an irritated look, “C’mon Lisanna, open the window! You’re in there, right?!”

      Happy spoke up, “Maybe she’s eating dinner with Mira and Elfman? We should go in.”

      Natsu grinned and ignited his fist, “All right, let’s start knocking!”

      Thank god this window was tinted and one-way.

      “What are you doing you jerks?!” The window momentarily opened and a towel flew out to cover Natsu’s and Happy’s face. They flew around sporadically before grabbing the cloth and tossing it aside. The Dragon Slayer wiped his face before pulling the agar window open, “Lisanna?”

      “What are you doing here Natsu?!” Lisanna popped up from behind her bed with a pink hue on her face, fixing the ends of a sky blue shirt she threw over herself in a hurry. She straightened her short shorts and walked out, “I was terrified seeing you floating outside my window like a ghost!”

      Happy placed Natsu on the floor and floated up to her, “Sorry Lisanna. We didn’t wanna freak out Mirajane or Eflman because we thought they’d be on edge after the stuff at the guild.”

      Lisanna sweats a little at their logic, “So you thought it’d be better to scare me?”

      “Well Mira would probably scream and Elfman would charge at us for sneaking up on them like that.”

      Lisanna looked off to the side with a tired expression, “Well, you’re not wrong.”

      “Hey Lisanna.” The Strauss sibling looked over at Natsu as he spoke up through their banter, “You’re mad at us, right?”

      Lisanna blinked in surprise before giving a hesitant nod, “Y-yeah.”

      Happy raised his paw, “Erza and Naruto told us.”

      Natsu frowned, “Y’know, if you were angry at us, you should’ve told us. We never woulda figured it out unless they told us.”

      Lisanna pouted, “I think the point of being angry at someone is that they figure it out themselves.”

      Natsu felt a tick over his eye and argued, “How were we supposed to figure that out?!”

      Lisanna threw her arms down indignantly, “Just think about the stupid stuff you did recently that’d make a person mad!”

      Natsu threw his arms up, “I can’t count that high stupid!”

      Lisanna grew red in the face, “That’s your own fault jerk!”

      Happy shook his head and shrugged his little shoulders, “It’s like watching little kids bicker.”

      “SHUT UP HAPPY(x2)!”

      The sound of footsteps ran through the floor as someone came charging towards the door. It burst open to reveal Elfman with a smudge of grease on his face and wearing a pink apron. He asked frantically, “Lisanna, are you okay?! I thought I heard something!”

      Lisanna was standing in the middle of her room with a nervous smile. She shook her head, “Nope, no one here Elf-niichan! You must’ve just been imagining it.”

      Elfman entered her room and did a quick sweep to see that there was nothing out of the usual. He looked back to his little sister to see her trying to look inconspicuous with a big smile, “Lisanna, are you sure you’re all right?”

      “Never better!” She spun her brother around and started pushing him out the door, “Now get out of here, Mira-Nee needs your help!”

      “All right! All right! Stop pushing I’m going!” Elfman closed the door behind him and left his sister in her room.

      Lisanna sighed in relief before kneeling down and lifting the blanket from over the bottom of her bed. She whispered, “He’s gone. You can come out.”

      Happy popped out quickly and rolled on the floor with a moan. Natsu’s hands shot out and struggled to pull him out of the cramped space. With a pained yelp, he finally pulled himself out with stretch marks over his face, “Why did we have to hide in the tiny space?”

      “Sorry.” Lisanna clapped her hands together and apologized with a bow, “Elf-niichan would have been really mad if he saw you here. I panicked.”

      Happy rubbed his aching ears, “I think I rubbed down my brain.”

      Lisanna patted his head, “Sorry Happy. I’m sorry.”

      Natsu sat up and crossed his legs while rubbing his head. He looked up to see Lisanna rub Happy’s head gingerly while apologizing to the cat. He sighed, “Lisanna…”

      The Strauss girl looked over to him as he looked to the side, “I’m sorry. Sorry we ran off to take the S-Class without telling anyone. I know it’s dangerous but… I wanted to do it. Just to see if I could.”

      Lisanna looked at her friend as he admitted his mistake. She looked down to see Happy looking up at her with sorrowful eyes and nodding in agreement to what his friend just said. Lisanna’s expression fell and she looked down at her knees, “I know you’re strong Natsu, but you remember how dangerous those missions can get even when you’re prepared. We were all so worried for you guys. And we didn’t know why you left. Why did you go?”

      Natsu narrowed his eyes before looking at his friend, “I wasn’t there when Hashirama-jiichan got killed by those Damnation guys. I wasn’t there when Erza and the others went to go fight them off. Mahiro left to go fight all those assholes around the world. Gildarts still hasn’t come back from that job he went on. I still feel like a damn useless brat after all these years. I’m sick of it!”

      Natsu glared down at his own hand, “I know it dangerous to do stuff like this, but it’s way more painful to just sit around and let this shit happen! I wanted to prove that I could beat something stronger than me and protect what I care about! I’d… I’d rather put myself in danger than sit around and let everyone else get hurt while I just sit on my ass like a moron.”

      Happy looked up at his best friend with a concerned expression, “Natsu.”

      Lisanna leaned forward, “Natsu… you’re strong. And you’re only gonna get stronger if you keep trying.” She reached out and grasped his hand, “But you need to take the time to gain that strength. So please don’t jump at the chance to risk your life like that.”

      Natsu hesitantly looked up to her, “You think?”

      She nodded, “Of course. You just shouldn’t do anything stupid to do it.”

      Happy walked up and jumped into Lisanna’s lap, “That doesn’t sound like Natsu at all.”

      Natsu chuckled before nodding, “Okay. I’ll try Lisanna.”

      Lisanna smiled and leaned in to hug her friend tightly. Natsu waited a moment before doing the same.

      “Lisanna.” The door swung open to reveal Mira and Elfman standing outside, “Elfman thought you might not be feeling well. Are you—”

      …

      They all blinked in shock as a stagnant silence descended on them.

      Elfman charged forward, “NATSU YOU BASTARD!”

      And the entire house started to shake as screams and explosions filled the halls.

    
    

    
      Levy was quietly kicking up dust as she walked down the street with Jet and Droy arguing behind her. Her thoughts continued to drift to how her guild, her home, was close to being nothing more than rubble and nails now.

      “Hey Levy!”

      The blue-haired girl was shocked out of her thoughts as Jet’s yell reached her ears. She looked back, “What? Sorry, I wasn’t listening.”

      The hat wearing member of Shadow Gear snarled his teeth and started his argument again, “I said what do you think is gonna happen after the crap Phantom pulled doing this? They gotta pay for doing this in the first place, right? They should be punished! Suspended or something!”

      Droy shook his head, “They won’t suspend Phantom. They’re one of the oldest guilds in Fiore. They’re gonna avoid causing a major stir up and try to handle this matter quietly.” The Plant Mage looked angered but kept it in control, “They’ll probably just foot them the bill and make them pay for the repairs.”

      “That’s not good enough!” Jet snarled angrily, “They need to pay for what they’ve done!”

      “Y’know Jet, it wasn’t just your guild!” Droy got up in his friend’s face with equal ferocity, “Try to think about the rest of the guild before you start shooting off your mouth like that!”

      “Guys!” Levy pushed them apart and got between them both. She looked up at her friends with a gloomy tint in her eyes, “We can’t argue with each other! That’s not gonna help us in any way! So stop!”

      Jet and Droy looked down at their leader and back at each other before stepping away. Levy’s arms fell to her sides as she looked down dejectedly, “The guild hall was our home. I’m not all right with this either. None of us are. But… but we have to grit our teeth and bear with it for the guild’s sake.” A small tear ran down her cheek and she whimpered, “We have to stick together. Because we’re all we have in the end. We’re family.”

      The men of Shadow Gear looked between each other as Levy wiped her eyes with a quick sob. They tried to console her, “Levy…”

      “You’re right. We shouldn’t be fighting. Not now.”

      “Because we’re Shadow Gear! The best team in Fairy Tail! And we stick together through and through!”

      Levy looked up at her partners as they grinned and nodded confidently. Levy sniffed a little and smiled with slightly swollen eyes, “Right.”

      “We can handle anything thrown at us!” Jet gripped his fist.

      “Yeah! Nothing’s gonna bring us down!” Droy agreed with a big grin.

      Levy looked at both of them and nodded eagerly while throwing her arms up, “We’re Shadow Gear!”

      Two metal poles shot down from besides her shoulders and slammed the two men directly in the chest. It imbedded them into the concrete and pushed them several meters through the rock.

      Levy stood there, staring in horror as her shaggy hair fluttered in the sudden gust of wind. The metal poles pulled back and away from Jet and Droy long enough for them to gasp in pain.

      Levy turned around and looked up towards where the attack had occurred from.

      Standing on top of a building in the light of the moon was a man with wild long hair. The metal piercings over his body reflected the light from the moon behind him. His burning red eyes pierced the darkness and his sharp white teeth widened in a maniacal grin directed at her.

      Levy nearly choked on her breath as she shook in fear.

      And the figure jumped down towards her while laughing madly.

    
    

    
      *SMACK*

      Lucy and Gray flinched as Erza’s hand came swinging down and struck Naruto’s face with a resounding clap. Koyuki was scared as Erza looked at him with a burning and untempered fury in her eyes.

      Naruto wasn’t surprised by the slap. In fact, he was expecting something like it to happen.

      This was something you had to expect when you confessed that you had fought against one of the most notorious Dark Guilds in Fiore by yourself.

      She gritted her teeth, “What were you thinking you idiot?! No, were you even thinking when you decided to attack a Dark Guild alone like an insufferable moron?!”

      Naruto didn’t change the direction he was silently staring at and nodded, “Yeah.”

      “What was it then?! Tell me what you were thinking while you went and nearly got yourself killed?!” Erza yelled.

      “W-wow. Grimoire Heart.” Lucy was clutching her chest as a cold pit started growing in her stomach. She gulped, “I-I mean I know they’re bad… but I can’t really imagine fighting them. That’s…” She shook a little, “That’s terrifying.”

      Gray leaned back on the ground in surprise at Naruto’s story. He always knew the whiskered man was strong and always ready to help… but he fought off some of the primary members of an infamous Dark Guild all by himself. It’s… overwhelming to believe something like that could be real.

      “I had to think what was best for the town.” Naruto spoke with an absence of heart in his speech, like he was reading off a line he thought of before. He contiuned, “If I didn’t do something as soon as possible, then they would have had to pay for it with their lives. I had too—”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about!” Erza interrupted him with a yell before he looked up at her in shock. The others looked at her in surprise as she just shook her head and glared at him, “I’m not talking about why you decided to fight them… I’m talking about why you decided to fight them alone? Why you couldn’t even contact us-contact me-before you decided to fight them! I want to know why!”

      Gray and Lucy blinked before looking towards Naruto patiently. Koyuki looked up to her big brother as his hair covered his eyes and he clasped his hands together. She watched him slowly grind his teeth…

      “Because I hate them Erza.”

      Naruto looked down at the floor as emotion returned to his voice, fueled with anger and distaste for the Dark Guild on his mind. He clenched his hands, “I hate what they do. How they destroy homes and kill people indiscriminately for their reasons. How they’ve gotten away with their crimes for so many years because they’ve become so strong they’re nearly untouchable now. I hate that I had a chance to stop them years ago but I was so damn powerless that I felt like a fucking child swiping at air. And I didn’t call any of you to help… because I didn’t want to get you hurt while facing them.”

      Naruto separated his hands and rested them on his knees as he gripped tightly, “They’re planning something big. Something terrible. And if I get the chance to stop them, I won’t hesitate to take it. This is something I need make up for. No matter what.”

      Lucy looked at Naruto in complete amazement and disbelief at his words and the weight they carried. Every time she had seen him before, he always carried himself like a goofy, happy-go-lucky guy that believed in himself and everyone in the guild. And now he was sitting there, talking about hatred and his willingness to face a powerful danger despite the hardships it might bring.

      Gray looked at his friend and lowered his head, understanding the overwhelming power hatred had on a person.

      Erza… completely understood what he was saying. Because she understood him better than anyone.

      Naruto once told her about what he cared most in life about. Her. Koyuki. The guild and everyone in it. These were the things he loved and cherished, and he never wanted to lose them.

      Then there were the things he hated. Dark Guilds. Damnation. People that hurt others for their own selfish reasons or just for the sake of entertainment. Those that abused their strengths for their own gains. And people that wanted to hurt the things he loved. He swore that he would fight them off and never back down as long as he was standing.

      But there were special cases. Certain people. 3 people that Naruto despised so much that when he thought about them, he was almost like a different person.

      There was Danzō. The ruthless and cold-hearted ninja that used him like a weapon to kill off his enemies. He made Naruto’s early life a living hell and left a deep impression in Naruto’s mind that he might never be able to move on from his past.

      Then there was Alexander Sorrento. Founder of Damnation and ‘Tyrant King’ that plagued the world for half a century with pain and death. He had caused many people to die, some of whom were family or related to other Fairy Tail members in some way. But the most definite loss they had experienced together was when Hashirama Senju was killed by this monster. And Naruto had become so angry that he lost himself in a rage and killed the man, nearly losing his own life in the process.

      And finally, there was Hades. The mysterious master of Grimoire Heart, one of the pillars of the Balam Alliance. From what Naruto said, he was an old man with extraordinary power and zero concern for the people he uses. Naruto had been beaten like a dog by this man at his weakest point, and even if Naruto did leave an injury on the man he wasn’t satisfied with just that. Erza had to admit, she had a strong animosity for this man when Naruto told her that he had given the Zeref Cult the idea of creating the R-System they suffered in. But Naruto’s hatred was far more focused and boiling over after losing so badly to the old man. He won’t be satisfied until he got his vengeance and made the man suffer for what he’s done.

      Erza stared at him for a moment before lowering her eyes until they couldn’t been seen by anyone else. She tensed her shoulders and spoke quietly yet clearly, “I know you want to stop them Naruto. I know how much that means to you. And I promised that I would always be by your side no matter what. But… when you endanger yourself like this… when you become so angered and ready to fall to that hatred…”

      When she looked back up, her eyes conveyed so much pain and worry that he didn’t know what to say. She nearly whispered, “I’m afraid you might go too far again.”

      Naruto looked up at her silently as he was surprised by what she said.

      Erza let out one long breath before walking away and heading out the door, “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      She closed the door and Lucy blinked in surprise. She stumbled out of her chair and headed to the door to follow, “W-wait Erza! Wait for me!”

      When Lucy closed the door, only Gray, Naruto, and Koyuki were left in the apartment in silence.

      Gray sighed and with some extra effort to not irritate his wounds, he stood up and took Lucy’s chair for himself. He ran a hand through his hair and looked at his friend, “Considering who was yelling at you, I’d say you got off pretty easy.”

      “Really?” Naruto looked down at the floor, “Because I feel like I just got hit with a brick.”

      He felt a small hand start to smack his cheek lightly. He looked over to see Koyuki pouting at him in a gesture of anger and slap him a few more times, “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.”

      Naruto let out a dry laugh as Koyuki’s little hand stopped smacking his cheek, “Yeah, that about sums it up.”

      Gray looked at Naruto’s vacant expression while he stared down at the carpet. No doubt the red-head’s words were bouncing around inside his head while he was sitting there. He didn’t know what Naruto went through to make him so angry at that Dark Guild, but he did know what he was experiencing right now.

      “Do you know what happened on the S-Class job we just took?”

      Naruto looked over to Gray after his question pierced the silence. Naruto shook his head and Gray rested against the chair. He took a deep breath, “We went to Galuna Island to try and help the villagers there. They wanted us to destroy the moon. I don’t know how the hell they thought we could do that but they wanted nothing more than to see the moon break up into pieces. But underneath the earth… hidden away from sight was something terrible.”

      Gray sat back a little, “A demon. One from the Book of Zeref. Deliora. The monster that was single-handedly responsible for slaughtering my family, killing my master, leaving me orphaned and homeless, and destroying the bond I had with a guy that was basically my brother. Well, not single-handedly, but he definitely got it started.”

      Gray didn’t bring any attention to the surprised look on Naruto’s face as he contiuned, “So there it was, the demon that ruined my life, frozen in ice my master sacrificed to make, and the person trying to free him from that cage was a fellow student and my brother-in-arms. I was so angry I was seeing red and ready to give my life to make sure that monster never escaped. All because I let my hate consume me. But Natsu stopped me before I went too far.”

      Gray looked down at his hands and contemplated what had happened to him over the last few days. He mused, “If you let your hate become the only thing you think about, you lose sight of everything around you. The life you have. The people you’ve bonded with. Everything you’ve made and built. It will all come crashing down if you give yourself to hate. And you aren’t the only one to suffer if you come crashing down like that.”

      Gray finished making his point, and looked up to see Naruto looking down in deep thought. The whiskered Mage felt Koyuki crawl up besides him and wrap her little arms around his neck lovingly, trying to show that one of the people that loved him most was right by his side when he needed it. He wrapped his arms around the young Senju in return before closing his eyes, “I know what hate does to a person… but I just can’t stop it sometimes.”

      “I’m not saying it’s easy.” Gray agreed, “But we can’t let ourselves lose to it.”

    
    

    
      Levy bounced off the concrete and gasped in pain as she settled on the rock. She struggled to lift herself up to her hands and knees while her vision constricted into a tunnel. The only sounds ringing through her ears right now were her breathing and heartbeat.

      Her eyes wandered and she caught glimpses of Jet and Droy lying unconscious, beaten, and bloody along the sidewalk. Even after the initial surprise attack, they continued to lift themselves up and fight against their adversary. And they held out for as long as possible. She was proud of them. But…

      This man was ruthless. Like a monster.

      Levy saw the man speak, “Shit, is this seriously all you Fairy wimps can do? Fuck me, whoever thought you guys were equal to us musta been smokin’ some serious shit. If this is all to expect I’m pretty sure I could beat everyone in your guild with my hands tied and blind in one eye.”

      Levy struggled to stand on her feet before flinching and clutching her aching ribs. She took rapid and uneven breathes before she started writing in the air. Her Solid Script activated as she wrote FIRE in the air. The letters immediately changed into the element and spread out towards her attacker until he was engulfed in them.

      But when the flames disappeared, it revealed him standing there with shiny skin and unmarked by her flame attack. He smirked with a toothy grin and held his arm out until a long metal rod extended from his hand and struck her directly in the chest.

      Levy felt a massive wave of agony spread through her body until she let out one last moan of pain and passed out on the street. Her eyes fluttered a few more times until they closed as she embraced unconsciousness.

      The figure stood out of the shadows and over his defeated pray. He was a man with long, spiky black hair and metal piercings over his face and arms. He wore a black vest without sleeves to show off his muscular and scared arms to his foes. His teeth had unnaturally sharp canines and his eyes were red like blood.

      And on his right shoulder was the guild tattoo of Phantom Lord. He was ‘Black Steel’ Gajeel Redfox, Iron Dragon Slayer of Phantom Lord.

      Gajeel sighed disappointedly before groaning, “Well, I had my fun…” He walked over and stood over Levy’s unconscious form, “Time to send the message.”

      He moved his foot under her stomach and flipped her over on her back. He bent down and spread her shirt open to reveal her bra and bare stomach. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small container of dark purple body paint.

      He took a clump of it on his fingers and started spreading it over the unconscious girl’s stomach. After this, he had to put them somewhere Fairy Tail will notice them and get the message. He grumbled, “Stupid fucking plan. What the hell was Master Jose thinking when he told me to do this? I can barely draw shit. If he wanted me to leave a message I could’ve wrecked the rest of their guild or—”

      …

      Gajeel stopped halfway making their insignia before something caught his attention. There was a strange yet familiar scent in the air. Something he was very accustomed to.

      The same smell he noticed when he entered his room.

      The smell of a dragon.

      Gajeel’s eyes opened as he ducked his head immediately to avoid a flaming hook kick aimed at his skull. He kept to the pavement and slid away from his attacker before looking back up. The person standing over the unconscious blue-haired girl had his entire fist covered in flames, with his eyes peeking out of his pink hair and glaring at the Phantom Mage.

      Gajeel realized who it was and smirked, “Salamander. I’ve been waiting a long time to meet you.”

      “Natsu!” A shrill little voice echoed through the night as a blue cat with wings came swinging around the corner. He called, ‘Why did you run off? You just dashed and-Levy! Jet! Droy!’ He looked at their fallen comrades in horror before looking at his friend, “Natsu, what happened?!”

      He received no answer as Natsu just dashed forward at the black-haired man standing across from him. Gajeel smirked and started to bounce on his feet as Natsu swung a kick out at his head. Gajeel leaned back and caught his foot before spinning around and tossing him down the street.

      Natsu gripped the concrete and slid along it in time to look back up and see Gajeel ready to smash his head in. He blocked Gajeel’s heavy strike with his arms before trying to sweep his feet. But Gajeel jumped over his attack before attempting to knee his face only to be met with Natsu’s palm. They pushed off each other and glared before jumping forward with their fists pulled back. Natsu brought his fist down into Gajeel’s cheek while the Iron Dragon Slayer dug his fist into the Fairy Mage’s gut.

      They jumped further back and Natsu’s fist burst into flame, “FIRE DRAGON’S—”

      Gajeel’s hand became covered in metal, “IRON DRAGON’S—”

      “IRON FIST!”

      “HARD FIST!”

      Their fists impacted and a loud explosion was created as the two powerful attacks negated each other. Nastu came flying out one side and bounced off the concrete before grunting and finding his footing again.

      The dust started clearing and Gajeel was standing very far away before he started running in the opposite direction, “I wanna keep this goin’ Salamander, but I was told to leave the moment one of you losers came charging! See ya later!”

      “Bastard!” Natsu started giving chase, “Come back here you—”

      “Natsu!”

      Natsu looked back to see Happy standing next to Levy and nearly crying. He sobbed, “We have to help them!”

      Natsu growled, sending a look back to Gajeel’s retreating form, before he shook his head and ran back to his friends’ side. He gently lifted her back and shoulders, “Levy! Levy, wake up! Jet! Droy! Come on dammit!”

      “Natsu?!”

      He looked up to see Erza and Lucy come running down the corner still dressed in their PJs. They stopped, Lucy covering her mouth in horror as Erza looked at the scene in shock. She narrowed her eyes, “What happened?”

      “We need to get them help first!” Natsu looked to Happy, “Happy, go get Lisanna! Tell Mira! Tell everyone!”

      Happy flew away, “R-right!”

      Lucy fell to Levy’s side and started crying over her, “Levy-chan. Oh god no.”

      Erza continued to stand there in silence as she gritted her teeth and clenched her fist.

    
    

    
      It was morning. Lucy and Mira were sitting in the hospital room with Levy, Jet, and Droy. Lucy had not moved from Levy’s side the entire night and bags started to form under her eyes from crying.

      A teacup was lowered into her sight and she looked up to see Mira with a sad look on her face. She comforted her, “You need to drink something. You’ll only be hurting yourself if you don’t keep up your strength.”

      Lucy looked at the cup and took it before just resting it in her lap. The young blonde’s shoulders started to shake before Mira bent over and wrapped her arms around her in a comforting hug.

      The door to the room creaked open and got the girls’ attention. Makarov stood in the doorway silently as he stared at the room. He slowly walked in before jumping up on the side of the bed. He looked down at Levy, then over at Jet and Droy, before back down at Levy. He spoke, “How are they doing?”

      Mira pulled her arms away from Lucy before fixing her dress, barely able to keep tears from leaving her own eyes. She took a deep breath, “They… they were all beaten very badly. And they’ll be unconscious for awhile. We think they were ambushed, from what Natsu told us. It could’ve been worse but…” Mira stopped speaking as her voice started to break and she tried to calm herself down.

      Makarov didn’t wait any longer before he jumped off the bed and walked out of the room. He silently walked through the hospital before emerging out of its doors.

      Standing all around the hospital, swarming the street outside the building their friends were healing in, was everyone in Fairy Tail. They were all just standing patiently and looking towards Makarov as the door closed behind him.

      He lowered his eyes and spoke loudly, “I was fine with them destroying our guild. It was just a building. Something that we could rebuild and fix. No matter how hard they tried, they couldn’t truly harm our guild just by wrecking a building. But this…”

      His voice became fueled with an edge of anger, “They attack our family. They beat and ridicule them. Because of what? They want to fight? They want to prove they’re still the strongest? Fine. We wanted to avoid this fight, but if they think it was a smart move to provoke us by hurting our friends, then they’ve got another thing coming. Phantom wants a war…”

      Makarov’s magic flared to its highest point and he roared, “LET’S TEACH THESE BASTARDS WHY FUCKING WITH FAIRY TAIL WAS THE WORST DECISION THEY COULD HAVE EVER MADE!”

      The guild members roared.

      There were no more thoughts about negotiations.

      There was no mercy.

      If Phantom wanted a war…

      Then they just got one.

    
    

    
      Done

      Usually, I’d use this after message to tell you what’s on my mind about a story, or talk to you all about something.

      But if any of you truly call yourselves nerds, there’s really only one thing that should be running through your head.

      ~I had strings but now I’m free~

      There are no strings on me.

      Jesus, I didn’t think you could make a lyric from Pinocchio sound so terrifying but MARVEL did it.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    31. No Turning Back

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 31: No Turning Back

      This is to commemorate the two-year anniversary. I can’t believe that short little piece of writing I typed up for fun all that time ago has grown this big. I’m so proud. And so happy for all those reading this that have followed since the beginning or just started catching up.

      Thank you for over 2000 Favorites and Followers. Thank you for over 600K views.

      And thank you for inspiring me to keep doing this.

      I knew Moffat liked to take a dark turns with some Doctor Who episodes but that finale…

      Jesus Christ.

    
    

    
      Porlyusica was thinking while she took medicinal herbs and started rubbing them down into a gauze. She guessed that knowing her luck and the fact that blond idiot dropped by to leave her a little guest, the guild was off to do something stupid and dangerous. She didn’t have to be a genius to figure that out.

      Speaking of her uninvited guest, she was being much quieter than the old woman would expect her to be. She looked over her shoulder and scowled, “You know I never let anyone eat my apples, so me giving you one as a snack is a gift. The least you could do is stop sulking and try eating it.”

      Koyuki looked up from where she was silently looking down at the apple in her lap. She picked it up and took a small bite out of it before resuming her worried and concerned thinking.

      Porlyusica sighed and continued on with her work. When Naruto came back to pick her up, she was going to have a few stern lectures ready to give him. Like how she wasn’t a babysitter, and he couldn’t drop off kids whenever he wanted just so he could go out and start a fight. She hated kids! Hell, she hated people in general! Especially the young and obnoxious ones that kept screaming for attention and always yelling.

      Of course the young Senju wasn’t doing anything like that at the moment, opting to instead sit silently on the bed in her little orange sundress and worry for everyone else.

      Just a little while ago, Naruto came to the house deep in the forest and dropped the young girl off before heading back out, saying that she had to be somewhere far away and safe from what was about to happen.

      Porlyusica didn’t mind though. As long as it was quiet and she could get her work done then there was no harm in letting the little girl stay for now.

      “Obaa-chan.”

      Of course. When she brought attention to the matter, it immediately started to happen. And the pink-haired women glared, making sure to smack Naruto for teaching the child to call her that. She continued her work, “What?”

      “Is Onee-chan and Onii-chan and everyone gonna be okay? T-they’ll be okay, right?”

      “Probably not.” Porlyusica immediately answered with zero hesitation, “They’re going off to foolishly fight a battle against another guild that’s just as strong as them. They’re going to get hurt, most likely very badly injured, and in the end there won’t be anything positive coming out of this fight—”

      The medical advisor of Fairy Tail looked back to see the little chestnut-haired girl’s shoulders shake as she tired not to cry. Well this was everyone she ever cared about as a family going off to fight a war with another guild… it was understandable that she would be frightened.

      Porlyusica put down her project and walked over to the little girl before awkwardly patting her back. The little Senju rubbed away the tears forming in her eyes before she quickly hugged Prolyusica’s stomach and dug herself into her cloak. The medical adviser was surprised but she swallowed her protest and just patted the little girl’s head.

      It was true. There was no point in lying about it at this point.

      All they could do now was hope that this wouldn’t go too far.

    
    

    
      Oak Town

      On top the large hill in Oak Town was a massive guild hall belonging to the only guild that was located there. Home to the main branch of one of the largest and oldest guilds in Fiore.

      Phantom Lord.

      Inside of the guild hall, all of its present members were cackling and slandering their rival guild. They laughed, “Man, we got those shitty Fairies good, right?!”

      “Hahaha! You said it! We showed those little bitches whose boss!”

      “Fuck, I wish I coulda seen there faces when they saw their shabby ass guild wrecked to pieces!”

      “That woulda been priceless!”

      “Well I hear Gajeel went back to Magnolia and beat a few of the Fairies into the dirt! Just for fun!”

      “I thought it was because of Master Jose and whoever that guy he’s been talkin’ to told him to.”

      “Who cares! I’m just glad he did it! I hate those annoying bastards!”

      “No arguments there!” One of the members downed his drink before standing up and heading towards the door, “I’m off!”

      “Where you headed?”

      “Got a job working protection for some tiny business. They begged for someone to guard their store with such shitty pay, all I had to do was threaten them a little and they doubled the reward!”

      “Only double? Pfft, you bitch. I coulda tripled it easy. Maybe even quadrupled!”

      “Whatever. I’ll be back.” He opened the door and walked out while closing it behind him. The guild continued its celebration and cheering at their vandalism of the other famous guild until—

      “AHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The doors flew open and the Phantom Mage that had just walked out was blasted right back in. He bounced off the ground several times until he slammed into the back wall and passed out, a huge bruise on his cheek and blood from his mouth where he was missing several teeth.

      The doors started to close again but before they shut a figure stepped into the guild. They all looked towards the front in silence as a red-headed woman in armor stepped into their territory, the sound of her boots being the only noise in the whole room.

      She stopped in the center of the ground floor and her eyes slowly panned left and right, summing up the men around her. She closed her eyes before announcing, “I want all of you to remember something… we didn’t start this fight… so whatever happens next, be it broken bones or waking up another day in pain, just remember…”

      Her hair parted to reveal her blue and brown eyes full of barely contained rage, “This is your own fault.”

      The doors behind her exploded off their hinges in a wave of fire as they flew past her and into the group of Mages. The smoke faded to reveal an angry pink-haired man with flames coming off his arms, joined by several other people standing right behind him.

      As the Phantom Mages stood up, a metallic fist pierced through the left wall before blowing it apart. They all jumped back in shock as a blond with whiskers dressed in black started making his way in with furrowed eyes, other Mages following behind him.

      Finally, the right wall started to be encompassed by ice before crumbling to pieces. A man with black hair and bandages over his stomach started to step over the ice covered debris with another group behind him.

      The three entrances were full with members from the attacking guild, the Phantom Mages looking around in shock at the sudden appearance. A short old man made his way past the front entrance and stopped before yelling, “FAIRY TAIL! ATTACK!”

      All of the invading Mages yelled before they charged forward, preparing their magic for battle. The Phantom Mages panicked, “FAIRY TAIL’S ATTACKING!”

      Natsu snarled his teeth and leaped up before rocketing back down with a flaming fists, “BASTARDS!”

      A massive explosion blew several Phantom Mages off their feet and on their asses as Natsu roared violently. The Fairy Mages were charging all around and attacking the overwhelming number of the Phantom Mages that surrounded them.

      Gray slammed his fist into his palm as a gust of cold air shot from his hands. He yelled, “Ice Make: Lance!” Several spears made of ice extended from his hands and slammed squarely into the chests of the charging Phantom Mages, blasting groups of them away before he started charging towards his next group of victims.

      “WRRAHHHHHH!” Elfman’s arms glowed brightly and they changed into his Beast Arm Take Over sets, the Black Bull and Iron Bull. He pounded them together with a resounding thud before he yelled and charged toward another group that started to pull out their weapons and magic. Before they could attack he started making large sweeps with his arms and blowing them all away with the force of his strikes. He shouted with a vein across his head, “NONE OF YOU ARE READY TO FACE THE WRATH OF A MAN FROM FAIRY TAIL!”

      As Eflman grabbed two men by their shoulders and slammed them into the ground, Lisanna leapt over him and used Animal Soul: Cat to give herself sharp claws on her hands and feet. She landed swiftly before charging forward and slicing guys across the chest with her claws. She yelled, “We’ll never forgive you guys! Never!”

      “Take this!”

      Several of the Phantom Mages started firing powerful blasts of Fire magic at the youngest Strauss sibling when they saw an opportunity. As the large balls of fire started careening towards her, Natsu slid in front of her before taking in a deep breath and sucking in all of the fire instantly. The Phantom Mages just looked at him in shock before he absentmindedly burped and wiped his mouth, “You guys are gonna need a helluva lot more than that to hurt us!”

      Erza and Naruto swiped their swords against their opponents before jumping back and placing their backs against each other. They looked around at the numerous Mages that were surrounding them and planning to attack. Naruto saw a bright light shine directly behind him and ducked as Erza sent a wave of swords flying around her in a circle while in her Heaven’s Wheel Armor.

      While the Phantom Mages were blown back by the force of her swords, Naruto gathered magic into his fist as the shimmering light of Armor covered his arm. He slammed his foot into the ground before throwing a punch towards a large group of opposing Mages and blasting them away, “Flying Gauntlet!”

      Immediately after blasting them away with magic he gathered chakra into his hand and molded it into wind. He punched the ground with a roar and a massive torrent of wind caused all the remaining Phantom Mages that surrounded them to be thrown back by the sheer force.

      Macao and Wakaba stood besides each other and beat numerous Mages with their Purple Flame and Smoke magic as Cana slid in besides them. She pulled out several cards and threw them on the ground as powerful blasts of water started breaking everything apart around her, “The Prayer’s Fountain!”

      Loke gripped his fist and his rings shined brightly before sending a blast of light around with a loud roar.

      Natsu and Gray jumped besides each other and started gathering their respective elements before swiping their arms out to attack the Phantom Mages.

      Naruto and Elfman started working in tandem to defeat their enemies while Lisanna circled around Erza to defeat any stragglers.

      Even Happy was flying over everyone’s heads and dropping heavy objects on top of Phantoms.

      It was pandemonium on the battlefield as Fairy Tail took out their anger on the ones that had attacked their guild and friends.

      Some Phantom Mages started to recover and push themselves off the ground before they looked over to see Makarov hadn’t taken a single step since the charge started. One of them yelled, “Master Makarov hasn’t moved yet! Take the old man down and the guild will follow!”

      They all charged towards the short old man as he continued glaring forward. And with a simple wave of his arm, he slammed all the Phantom Mages into the wall with his Titan arm and grabbed one of them before he could pass out. He held the beaten Phantom Mage directly in front of him and spoke threateningly, “Where. Is. Jose?”

      The Phantom Mage had some tears start welling up in his eyes from fear before he slowly looked back towards a set of stairs leading to another level. Makarov dropped the frightened Mage to the ground before returning his arm to its normal size and marching towards the other guild master’s chamber.

      He made his way up the steps before he noticed more Mages start to come down from the higher levels and pointing at him. One of them yelled, “It’s Master Makarov! Get him!”

      They came charging at the short man and the Wizard Saint prepared to attack. But Naruto came jumping in from behind and sent a spinning kick into each of the Mages’ faces before they could reach the old man. As they collided into the ground, Naruto landed in a crouch and Makarov spared him a look before continuing forward.

      Naruto stood back up and ran over to his master’s side before looking down at the old man, “Please tell me you have a plan.”

      “Of course I have one.” Makarov narrowed his eyes further, “I plan to beat that rotten bastard Jose into the ground for telling his men to do something like this. And once I’m done beating him black and blue I’ll tell him to never mess with our guild again.”

      Naruto groaned, “As much as I would love to see that happen, I think you should really take a moment and think about how you’re gonna handle this.”

      Makarov continued on, “I really don’t think you’re one to talk about thinking ahead in a fight. Considering you chose to fight against a Dark Guild all by yourself and nearly get yourself killed.”

      “Yeah, but I wasn’t gonna fight a Wizard Saint when I was angry.”

      “Do you think I can’t take him?”

      “No! We all know you’re strong enough to beat that bastard into a smudge on the ground! And we want you to teach that fucking asshole a lesson!” Naruto looked down at the short man in suspicion, “But I bet Jose knows that too. Which means he’ll be ready to fight you somehow to make up for that strength.”

      Makarov continued marching forward without any change in ferocity before he looked up at Naruto, “What do you think we should do then?”

      The whiskered Mage narrowed his eyes, “Let me fight him first. I’ll fight, he’ll use up all his tricks and stuff on me, and then you can come in and—”

      “No.” Makarov answered sternly without any room for argument, “I’m sorry Naruto, but I’d rather none of you have to try and fight him. He’s twisted. Not only that, I don’t think you’re ready to fight a Wizard Saint on equal footing.”

      “I’m not talking about fighting on equal footing. I’m talking about me getting in the first few shots and you coming in to finish him.”

      Makarov shook his head, “Thanks for the offer Naruto but no. I’m gonna handle this bastard myself. I need to know why he started showing hostility to us now of all times before I take action.”

      Naruto groaned and glared forward, “Well what should the rest of us be doing then?”

      Makarov looked up at him, “Stay together and keep each other safe. No matter what happens as long as you’re all safe, then—”

      Makarov’s mouth continued to move but no words were coming out. Naruto blinked in surprise before he raised an eyebrow, “Jiji? Are you playing a prank or something?”

      Makarov’s eyes widened in confusion when he saw Naruto talk without sound. He stood there and started to yell but there was still no sound. Naruto faced him, “What the hell? Jiji, what—”

      Naruto stopped talking when he felt a subtle intent to attack spread over the area. Naruto slowly raised his hand and reached forward until his palm was touching an invisible wall made of thick, concentrated air. He narrowed his eyes and looked back the way they came as he saw a figure start to fade into existence from nowhere.

      Forming out of something like a vortex was an extremely large man in a dark green coat, a long scarf with intricate designs over it and his face hidden by a hat. He had a large chin with very tan skin and he had both palms pressed together almost like he was praying. He slowly lifted his head to reveal his eyes were covered by a blindfold.

      Naruto narrowed his eyes at the large man before he looked down at Makarov as they shared a look. Naruto turned towards the large man and started walking towards him as his guild master continued down the long hallway towards the next set of stairs. Naruto continued walking until he was a few feet away from the much taller man, his black cloak swaying in the soft wind around them before he spoke lowly, “Okay big guy, what are you doing here and how did you separate us?”

      The man stood there silently before his shoulders started to shake and his lip started to quiver. He sobbed, “I-it’s so sorrowful…”

      Naruto kept his eyes on the man as he continued to shake.

      Tears started streaming down his face from underneath his blindfold and he cried, “It’s so sorrowful that master and follower must be separated, but only Master Makarov is allowed beyond this point! So I must step up and defeat you myself! That you would have such a terrible fate is so sorrowful! So sorrowful indeed!”

      As the air around him started to swirl and gather around the large man, Naruto just narrowed his eyes as he realized who he was facing.

      One of the Elemental Four, the best Mages of Phantom Lord.

      ‘Aria of the Heavens.’

    
    

    
      Lucy was making her way through the streets of Magnolia with groceries in her arms and a disheartened expression on her face. She had promised the others that she would stay back here in Magnolia with Mirajane to watch over the guild and the injured.

      She felt so powerless knowing all of her friends had gone off fighting and she was left behind. She probably would have just gotten in the way if she had followed them into the fight but still…

      She wanted to do something to make up for Levy’s and the others pain.

      But all she could do was buy groceries and wait for their return.

      Lucy felt a drop of rain fall on her head and looked up at the dark clouds hanging over her. A heavy downpour of rain started pelting her as the streets and roofs were nearly instantly filled with runoff.

      She sighed and hung her head sadly. This was appropriate. She felt like a dark cloud was floating over her head all day.

      …

      But where did the clouds come from? It was clear and sunny just a minute ago.

      “Drip. Drip. Drip.”

      Lucy’s eyes widened and she looked back up as a figure started approaching her from across the street. Through the heavy rain she could see a slender figure slowly walk towards her while carrying an umbrella with a very large top.

      The figure came into view as a young woman that was about the same height as Lucy. She had a very pale complexion and long blue hair that was done up in curls around her head. She was wearing a heavy blue rain coat with a rain-warding doll fastened around the collar. And her eerie blue eyes stared forward as she spoke in a monotone that carried over the street, “Drip. Drip. Drip.”

      The strange woman continued to walk up to Lucy as the new Fairy Mage grew suspicious. She slowly lowered her hand to her hip just in case she had to grab one of her keys as the woman walked closer, “The rain clouds continue to pour down on us. And though they may wash away the dirt, they will never be able to wash away the thoughts that cloud us.”

      The strange woman stood besides Lucy and looked towards her for a moment before giving a slight nod, “Good day.”

      And she just kept walking.

      Lucy stood there with a confused expression and looked back at the woman as she left. This town. What was with it having all the weirdos and freaks?

      Lucy just stood there confused until she decided to just ignore the strange behavior and—

      “Non non non non non, that is pas bon, Madame Juvia. We cannot just walk by the objectif like that.”

      Lucy’s eyes widened and she looked back to see the pavement by the woman’s feet start to stretch and warp itself. The pavement started to raise above its base and turn into the form of a lanky man in a fancy brown suit with a pencil-thin mustache and a monocle. The young lady looked at him in mild realization, “Oh, Monsieur Sol, Juvia is sorry. Juvia was so distracted by the rain that Juvia forgot what we came here for.”

      “It’s quite all right my dear, but it will be unfortunate for us if Monsieur Jose finds out we didn’t grab our target.”

      Lucy eyes widened before she glared at them and faced them with anger in her voice, “Jose?! Phantom Lord’s master?! T-that means you’re members of the guild, right?!”

      The lanky man spun on his feet before giving a deep bow towards the busty blonde, “Oui Oui, we are envoys of the Phantom Lord guild. Two members of the Elemental Four, Sol and Madame Juvia, at your service.”

      Lucy held the bag closer to her chest and narrowed her eyes at the two strange enemies. She yelled, “Are you gonna attack the guild?! Even if everyone else is away, I will protect our guild no matter what!”

      Sol let out a hearty laugh at Lucy’s determination while Juvia continued to look at her. The Earth Mage smiled, “Non non non, you misunderstand our intentions. Our guild never wanted to fight your guild out of jealousy. We just needed to get all of you separated from each other.”

      Lucy raised an eyebrow, “What are you talking about?”

      “We are not interested in a guild war, we are only interested in you… Mademoiselle Lucy Heartfila.”

      Lucy’s eyes widened in horror and she dropped the bag of groceries before reaching for her keys. But before she could even grab one of her golden keys, a ball of water wrapped around her head and cut off her supply of oxygen. She held her breath and tried to pull the ball of water off her head but it was futile as her fingers just slipped through the water. She tried to keep holding her breath as long as possible but she reached her limit and opened her mouth as a stream of bubbles started coming out of her mouth.

      Sol stood and watched as Juvia kept the ball of water around her head long enough for her to lose her air supply and start blacking out. Just a little more and then they will have had their target.

      “Lucy~? Lucy, where are you? It just started pouring and I was worried you were caught in it~!” Mira’s voice carried over the street as she walked around the corner with an umbrella over her head. She kept calling, Lucy~? Lu—”

      Mira stopped and looked in horror as she saw two strange people standing in front of a Lucy that was slowly losing all of her air. She dropped her umbrella and ran over, “LUCY!”

      “Ohhhh, that’s pas bon.” Sol raised his hand and the ground started to bend before exploding and knocking Mira back with a yelp of pain.

      As their attention was on the barmaid, Lucy finally pulled out a golden key and aimed it towards her two assailants before it started glowing. A bright light started to illuminate the entire area and the two Phantom Mages had to cover their eyes.

      “Mooooooooooo~!”

      A golden axe tore through their bodies horizontally and they collapsed into rock and water. The giant cowman Celestial Spirit, Taurus, yelled, “I’ll take down anyone that tries to harm Lucy-San and her fabulous body!”

      When the two Mages were attacked, the ball around Lucy’s head collapsed and she gasped for air. She fell backwards and started coughing up water as Mira pulled herself back up and ran over to her side, “Lucy!”

      The Strauss woman helped Lucy sit up and started examining her before asking, “A-are you all right?! Did they hurt you?! What were they trying to do?!”

      Lucy continued coughing as a few small tears started gathering in her eyes. She held her throat and looked at the spot the two Mages once stood as the rain finally stopped.

      She knew. She knew why they were doing this.

      And it was all her fault.

    
    

    
      The Fairy Mages continued laying waste to the Phantom Lord guild and all of its members. With each attack they made, a large chunk of Phantom Mages would get taken out and knocked around. But as the fighting went on, the Fairy Mages were losing steam while the near immeasurably amount of Phantom Mages kept pulling themselves back up to get in an extra shot.

      “Ah!” A blast of magic impacted against Lisanna’s body and she stumbled back.

      “Lisanna!” Cana caught her white-haired friend before she stumbled over and helped her back to her feet as Elfman roared angrily and started beating up her attackers. The bikini wearing woman asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Y-yeah, I’m fine. Thanks Cana.” Lisanna said with a strained expression before standing back up and preparing to attack with her claws again. She stood besides her friend and looked at the people that surrounded them, “There are too many of them.”

      “Yeah. They just keep coming.” Cana pulled out a few more cards and made sure she was focused, “Some of us are already hurt fighting and the rest aren’t doing that much better.”

      “Where’s Master?”

      “I think he already made his way to fight Master Jose!”

      Erza kept swinging her blades before yelling out for all of her comrades to hear, “We have to hold them off long enough for him to finish up there and—”

      While everyone was fighting, a shadow started descending on the lower level with a constant yell echoing through the walls. Everyone looked up to see a man with black hair and a crazed look in his red eyes jump off the banisters and fall towards the lower level.

      He grinned and punched towards the ground, “AHAHHAHAHAAAAA!”

      His fist and arm morphed into an iron pole that rocketed towards the ground and landed squarely on Nab’s back. He screamed in pain as he was planted into the ground and dragged along the pavement before slamming into the wall, knocking a dozen Phantom Mages out in the process.

      The man landed on the ground floor and retracted the pole before it changed back into his arm. He looked off and flashed a toothy and crazed grin at the Fairies that had invaded his guild.

      The Iron Dragon Slayer. ‘Black Steel Gajeel.’

      “BASTARD!”

      Gajeel looked back just in time to see Elfman pounce on him with his fist pulled back. Gajeel dodged and flipped to the side as the Strauss man’s fist dug into the floor before he immediately started chasing after him with a barrage of fists. He yelled with a righteous anger, “IT WAS YOU THAT ATTACKED OUR GUILD AND OUR FRIENDS! GRIT YOUR TEETH AND TAKE YOUR PUNISHMENT LIKE A MAN!”

      Gajeel cackled while swiftly evading the larger man’s fists, “Shit, you bastards are raring to go! Now you’re makin’ this fun!”

      Gajeel continued to just barely evade the attacks before he backed up into a partially destroyed table. Elfman saw the opportunity and aimed directly for the man’s face before he saw a grin stretch over Gajeel’s face. Gajeel jumped back and held himself up on the broken table before kicking out and turning his legs into metal poles. Elfman guarded against the attack as it pushed him back and across the ground. He struggled to keep the metal attack against the back of his arms before he glared at Gajeel, “Is that all you got?”

      “As a matter of fact!”

      Multiple bumps started appearing along the length of the metal poles before dozens of smaller bats started shooting out and nearly striking against Elfman’s skull. The white-haired man had to dodge constantly as a flurry of metal spires nearly took off his head as they kept coming out faster and faster. One finally landed against his jaw and he flew backwards, “AH!”

      Lisanna yelled out, “Elf-niichan!”

      Gajeel smirked as he watched the large man stumble back. But his smile faded when he saw someone leap over Elfman and fly towards him with a fiery anger in his eyes.

      Natsu landed a punch against Gajeel’s face and sent him flying back, “WRAHHHHHH!” The Iron Dragon Slayer bounced off the ground and slammed into the wall as Natsu gathered flames and swung his arms towards the downed man, “FIRE DRAGON’S WING ATTACK!”

      A wave of fire spread out along the ground floor and bounced off the wall Gajeel was imbedded in while also taking out a few remaining Phantom Mages. The surrounding debris was lit on fire and Natsu started at the spot Gajeel was lying in before he spoke over his shoulder, “Elfman, I’m taking this fight! No arguments!”

      Elfman rubbed his injured chin before grumbling, “Can’t believe you would be taking a man’s fight so selfishly. If you’re doing this then you can’t lose.”

      Natsu just gave a silent nod as he saw a figure start to move through the wall of flames. The fire wavered as Gajeel jumped through it and landed in a crouch. He kept himself low to the ground before standing back up and smiling menacingly, only a slight bruise on his cheek from the attack he just took.

      He laughed, “I guess we can finally get back to business… Salamander.”

    
    

    
      Naruto had slight scuff marks over his body as he stood silently in the destroyed hallway. Smoke and rubble surrounded him everywhere as his eyes darted back and forth to try and find the man that continued to disappear and reappear to attack him. Naruto was not happy that he was always just an inch away from landing a hit he knew would make the large man cry in pain.

      Aria appeared floating above him and held his hands out as the air distorted into balls and rocketed towards the blond, “Zetsu!”

      Naruto looked up before stepping aside as a ball of highly compressed air fell where he once stood. He then started to speed up and dash across the hallway and along the walls as the balls of air started pelting everything in sight and reducing it to rubble.

      Naruto jumped up against the wall and launched himself towards the large man while pulling out his black blade. He was prepared to cut through the Air Mage but Aria faded away before he could reach him. Naruto spun through the air and skid against the ground before looking around angrily, “Asshole! Stop being a cowardly bitch and face me!”

      Naruto was scowling and grumbling, angered that this guy could turn invisible in the air and disappear from his senses. This guy controlled Air and it was similar to wind, so did that mean that he could turn invisible too if he could manipulate his Wind in a certain way?

      No. Not the time for that. Focus on trying to find the big bastard.

      “Uhuhuhuhuhuuuu!” Aria’s sobs echoed through the hallway and could not be distinguished where he was hiding. He continued crying, “It is so sorrowful that our two guilds had to come to such a violent confrontation like this! Truly a terrible twist of circumstance and fate!”

      “Fate had nothing to do with it!” Naruto yelled out to wherever the Elemental Four member was hiding while snarling his teeth, “This happened because you guys chose to fuck with our guild and hurt our friends!”

      “We did not mean to instigate a fight with your guild!”

      “Bullshit!” Naruto responded with venom in his voice, “All your guild ever does is pick fights with us! You’ve been angry and jealous towards us for years now! If you wanted a fight then I would have happily taken you up on that offer! Instead you chose to hurt our friends when they least expected it! And now you have to pay for what you did!”

      “You misunderstand. We were not doing it just to antagonize you.”

      “Then why?!”

      “To tear your guild apart.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened when he heard the voice directly behind his ears and looked back to see the massive man floating over him. Aria waved his hands around and a cage of solid air formed around Naruto. The inside of the cage started spinning and Naruto held his throat as he felt the air slowly evacuate his lungs.

      Aria continued to cry as Naruto stumbled on his feet inside the cage suffocating. He wept, “It is so sorrowful that you will not get to see the end of your guild come with your own eyes! So sorrowful indeed!”

      *Schwip*

      Aria stopped crying when he felt a gust of wind pass over his body and looked down to see Naruto had swung the black blade and destroyed his cage. The whiskered blond kept his arm outstretched and his eyes were out of view before he looked up at the Air Mage with ferocity burning in them.

      Aria jumped back and contorted the air around him to run away before Naruto could make a move, but a massive surge of wind countered and destroyed his magic before it could solidify.

      The blond in black appeared directly in front of Aria’s face before turning in the air and planting his metal fist in the large man’s face. Aria’s whole body was lifted off the ground before he was sent flying across the massive hallway and into the wall on the other side before breaking through most of it from the extra force. Aria’s cheek was bruised black and blood was streaming down his chin before he was barley able to lift himself up.

      “I thought you and I had similar powers but I was wrong. Your air thing is weak and timid so it works better for a coward like you to hide. My wind thrashes around wildly like a storm and you have no chance of stopping it.” Naruto spoke with a low growl in his voice as he stood a few feet away from the man he had so easily tossed aside, “And if you think something like this is enough to destroy our guild, then you are stupider than I thought.”

      Aria gritted his teeth and started to lift himself up before reaching for the blindfold over his eyes. Naruto narrowed his eyes and gripped his sword tightly in anticipation of another round.

      But before Aria could grab the cloth he flinched like he had felt something pass over him. He lowered his hands before tears started going down his cheeks again, “So unfortunate… so sorrowful… I’m sorry Hunter, I truly wish to take the time and show you your inferiority before the might of Phantom… but I am needed elsewhere.”

      He put his hands together and the air around him started to swirl, “It is so unfortunate… that you and your friends must now walk this perilous journey alone.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened and he dashed forward while swinging his sword but cut through thin air as Aria vanished.

      Naruto landed on the ground and looked around desperately to locate the large Mage. But the nagging feeling of being watched and the possibility of being attacked had disappeared from his senses.

      Aria was gone.

    
    

    
      In the chamber room atop the highest point in the Phantom Lord guild, there was a massive wooden door that led into a mostly empty room except for a large throne directly across from the door.

      A low humming could be heard before a massive blast blew the doors of their hinges and blasted them across the room and into the wall. Makarov slowly walked in while his massive magical power flared around his whole body and his eyes were white with rage. He yelled with flared teeth, “Jose! It’s time for you to pay for your crimes!”

      The man being threatened by the short guild master was comfortably sitting in the throne across from Makarov. He was dressed in a strange and ostentatious wizard outfit with a large purple hat to match the rest of his clothes and a pair of massive bat wings on his back. He was a slim, middle-aged man with long black hair and black lipstick over his subtle smile.

      The guild master of Phantom Lord and one of the Ten Wizard Saints, Jose Porla.

      His eyes poked out from underneath his hat and looked at the short, wrinkled man that flooded the entire area with his staggering magic power. He spoke with a calm tone in his voice, “Hello again, Makarov-San. It’s a pleasure to finally see you again after all these years. When was the last time you and I met face-to-face like this, do you remember?”

      “No small talk Jose.” Makarov seethed, “Only punishment.”

      “My my, you’re so reckless Makarov-San. You usually have such a calm and composed aura about you but now it feels like I’m looking a monster directly in the eye. Like the center of a storm.” He smiled, “It’s truly terrifying.”

      “I haven’t even begun to show you terrifying, Jose.” Makarov flared his magic again, “I don’t know why you chose to attack our guild, but all that matters is that you did. You destroyed our guild. And more importantly, you’ve hurt my children. And no amount of begging or forgiveness will be able to protect you from that sin!”

      “Well there’s no reason to be so jumpy anymore Makarov-San.” Jose stood out of his throne and looked to his side, “Because we already have what we wanted.”

      The image of Lucy kneeling on the ground with a bubble of water over her head and drowning appeared right besides Jose. Makarov’s eyes widened and he jumped towards his captured child, “LUCY!”

      As Makarov jumped, the form of a massive man in a long green coat appeared over him. Makarov’s eyes slowly opened and he turned in midair to see the air around his hands start to contort and twist around the short man.

      Makarov felt the strange air start to cover him, ‘Shit!’

    
    

    
      *BOOM*

      The fighting on the ground level came to a screeching halt as they heard a massive explosion blow out the roof over their heads. Naruto ran to the edge of the blown out wall of the hallway and looked up as he was a small figure fall through the air and careen towards the ground. He felt a cold chill run over his back before he jumped off the side and caught the small figure before they landed on the floor and cracked the ground.

      The other Fairy members looked at the blond S-Class as he stood out of the small crater with a sickly and pale Makarov in his arms, gasping for air as his eyes started to roll back into his head.

      Erza saw the horrible sight, “M-Master! MASTER!”

      The Fairies started to swarm around the sick man in Naruto’s arms as they all panicked, “What happened to him?!”

      “Why does he look so pale?!”

      “W-wait, where’s his magic?!”

      “You’re right! I-I can’t sense any magic from him!”

      “How the hell did that happen?!”

      Naruto looked over the gasping man in his arms with a panicked expression before he sensed the magic signature over his body. He gulped, “Aria. The Elemental Four Mage. He did this!”

      Gray looked at him, “What?”

      “He took Jiji’s magic somehow! I don’t know how but he did!”

      While the Mages from Fairy Tail panicked with their guild master incapacitated, the Phantom Mages slowly started to advance forward with evil grins.

      Natsu was sent crashing into the ground and slid through the pavement until he reached everyone else crowded around Makarov. Natsu wiped his bloody cheek before he looked back and was horrified at the sight of the old man in pain, “JII-CHAN! Shit, what happened?!”

      “Your sorry ass excuse for a master got his magic blown away.” Most of the Fairy Mages looked over as Gajeel stepped out from the horde of Phantom Mages with a slightly bloody grin, evidence from his quick skirmish with Natsu. He spit some blood off to the side before smiling, “Looks like you losers are alone now without the big boss to guide you. So whatcha gonna do now?”

      Natsu snarled his teeth in anger while pushing himself back on his feet. The remaining Phantom Mages started smiling as they got their second wind while the Fairy Mages were concerned about the well-being of their master. They kept the stalemate going for a few more moments…

      “We have to retreat.”

      The Fairies looked back at Erza in shock as she spoke with a reluctant choice, “Master is incapacitated and we have injured. We need to regroup and return to the guild.”

      They looked at the scarlet-haired Mage like she had grown a second head. They questioned, “W-what are you talking about Erza?”

      “We can’t leave!”

      “We have to.”

      “Bullshit!” Natsu yelled while standing up to her, “These guys hurt Levy, Jet, and Droy! They wrecked our guild! They insulted Fairy Tail! WE CAN’T JUST RUN!”

      “AND WE CAN’T KEEP DROPPING LIKE FLIES TRYING TO FIGHT THEM!” Erza yelled back at Natsu, her left eye watering slightly at the status of their master and having to run from the fight. She steeled herself, “We won’t get anywhere if we leave the injured to suffer and not think our next move through! They’re going to pay for what they did… but we can’t do it today.”

      The Fairies all looked at Erza in shock before they slowly realized she was right. Makarov was down and suffering, a few of their own were injured, and Phantom had the home field advantage with their larger numbers in their base. They were gonna defeat this guild… but they couldn’t do it now.

      Naruto started walking past Erza with Makarov in his arms and looked back at all of them, “There’s a time to fight, and a time to run. And right now we can’t risk a fight. She’s right. It’s time to go.”

      The Fairies all looked at each other before they started heading out through the holes they had made earlier. Natsu was standing there seething in anger as Happy landed on his shoulder, “Natsu…”

      Gray’s hand grabbed Natsu’s shoulder and he looked back at the Maker Mage as he shook his head, “C’mon man. Jii-San needs us.”

      Natsu gritted his teeth and looked back at Gajeel as the rest of Phantom Lord started chasing after them while taunting them. The two Dragon Slayers shared a look before the pink-haired man reluctantly turned around and followed the rest of his friends back to their guild.

      As the Phantom Lord guild cheered and helped their beaten friends up, Gajeel just stood there with a disappointed glare and frowned. He clicked his teeth, “Shit… there goes all the fun.”

    
    

    
      Alzack and Bisca stood at the side of the room inside Porlyusica’s treehouse as she examined their resting master. She was silently looking over him and contemplating his status as the two gunners looked between each other. Bisca spoke up, “Um-Porlyusica-San, is he going to be all right? What wrong with him?”

      The old woman stood back up and sighed before facing the two young Mages, “The damn fool has gone and lost all his magic.”

      “What(x2)?!” The two gunners yelled in shock.

      “Stop yelling!” She replied, causing them to jump back in fright at what she might do to them in anger. She grumbled and stood back up before walking over to her work station.

      Alzack recovered first and asked, “H-how did something like this happen?”

      “Some very powerful magic. All of his magic was evacuated out of his body and scattered into the air, leaving him a hollow shell. Using up all of your magical power usually leaves someone exhausted but when it is all dispersed from your body in a matter of seconds, especially the ridiculous amount of power this buffoon has, and it leaves you weak and incapable of moving.”

      Bisca and Alzack looked at their master in worry as he slept peacefully in the bed. Bisca asked, “Will he be okay?”

      “His magical power will return to him but since it was forced out like that then it will take longer than usual. He won’t be moving for some time. He can stay here while I try to help the process along but I can’t promise he’ll be awake anytime soon.”

      Alzack and Bisca looked down in shame at their inability to assist the old man in his hour of need. They looked over at the bed and watched as Koyuki was standing on her tiptoes to look over the bed at the exhausted old man. Tears started swelling up in her eyes as she gripped the bed and whimpered, “O-Ojii-chan, wake up.”

      This was it. They were all alone in this fight.

    
    

    
      “DAMMIT!” Elfman slammed his fists down on a table and broke it into pieces after a crestfallen Lucy had told them the news. He was seething, “They came here and attacked while we were away! No man should ever do something so cowardly!”

      “Calm down Eflman!” Loke said defensively while trying to calm the large Take Over Mage down, “Just calm down.”

      “We can’t!” Natsu yelled in agreement with Elfman’s ferocity as he started spitting fire, “We were this close to destroying those bastards! And then we had to run away! What the hell was Erza thinkin’?! We could have stayed and finished the job! I woulda handled it all while you guys got Jii-chan to safety—”

      “Shut up you idiot!” Gray yelled while facing the pink-haired Mage, “None of us are happy about retreating, especially not Erza! But Jii-San was hurt, we were all injured, and you were just knocking skulls with that other Dragon Slayer! We got anxious and we ran in there unprepared. Next time we get them we’ll be ready but for now that was the right choice. We needed to run.”

      Natsu was panting in anger before he took a deep breath and started to calm down. Loke and Elfman looked between each other before they started to calm themselves to think clearly. They were all walking around silently before Loke asked, “They came here even when they knew the rest of us were gonna attack their guild. What were they trying to do here?”

      “Who cares!” Natsu answered while shaking his head, “Maybe they were gonna try and ambush us or something or—”

      “It was me.”

      The four men looked at Lucy as the girl hung her head in shame. She spoke with a defeated and empty tone, “It was me. They came after me. I was all they wanted.”

      Gray looked at her in confusion, “What are you talking about?”

      “The people that came here… said they were coming to take me back for a job. They destroyed our guild and hurt Levy-chan and the others to get our attention. They were paid to come take me back. The only person that would go to such means like this to get what he wanted… is my father… I ran away from home… and he wants me back… so he asked Phantom to come take me back to him…”

      Lucy pulled her legs up on her seat and wrapped her arms around her knees while her sobs mixed with her words, “I’m sorry. I-it’s all my fault. The guild. Levy-chan. Master. They’re all hurt because of me. If I didn’t come to Fairy Tail-if I didn’t run away from home-none of this would have happened.” Her voice started to crack as her tears filled up her eyes, “I—”

      She felt a hand land on her head and gently pat her hair. She lifted herself out of her knees and looked up at Natsu with tear-filled eyes. He shook his head, “It doesn’t matter why they did this. All that matters is that we make them pay for this. And none of this is your fault, got it? So don’t you ever say you wish you didn’t come to this guild. Because you would be the only one who would ever even think that.”

      “You’re our friend till the end Lucy. Our family. So don’t you forget it.”

      Lucy looked up at Natsu in surprise before looking at the others around her who nodded in agreement. She felt another wave of tears started to fill up her eyes before she wiped them away and nodded with a sob, “Okay.”

    
    

    
      “AHAHAHAHAHAHAHA! You’re shitting me, right?! The old geezer went and got himself K.O.’d by Phantom! That’s fucking priceless!”

      Cana and Lisanna glared angrily at the holographic image of Laxus projected inside the Communication Lacirma. Mira continued the conference call, “Laxus, the guild is in danger. We need you to—”

      “O-oh wait, tell me what he looked like when he was beat! I bet it was priceless!”

      “Laxus, stop laughing and come to the guild as fast as you can!” Lisanna said defensively while yelling at the Lacrima, “Your grandfather is hurt and we all need your help!”

      Laxus’ smile faded and turned into a small glare before a cocky grin filled its place, “What did the cripple do while the shit hit the fan? Or how about Erza? How about Mystogan? Did he finally come out of that hole he was hiding in? Did the little babies finally step out from the old man’s shadow and try to take charge? I bet that worked out perfectly for all of you.”

      “Dammit Laxus you stupid basted we need you!” Cana yelled furiously while facing the S-Class Mage through the hologram, “Lucy’s being targeted by Phantom and we’re desperate for help since we’re forced to call you for help! Just get over here already!”

      “Lucy? Who the fuck is Lucy?” Laxus thought for a minute until realization crossed his face, “Oh, you mean the newbie, right? Why the hell are you guys even bothering trying to help out someone who’s barely a part of the guild. That’s your problem. You get attached way too easily. It’s shit like this that makes Phantom think they can come and attack whenever they want. You losers are weak. And until you can actually learn to stand on your own two feet, I’ll take my sweet time coming—”

      *CRACK*

      The Lacrima was knocked off its pedestal and shattered against the ground after Mira had suddenly knocked it off, ending the call abruptly. Cana and Lisanna looked between each other before staring at the barmaid’s shaking shoulders, “Mira?”

      “How?! How can he say something like that?!” Mira cried with pain and sadness filling her voice, ‘He’s a part of our guild! Our friend! He should understand what we’re going through but he’s just sitting back and watching us suffer! And we can’t do anything about its! Master is hurt because we couldn’t help him! We’re all suffering and we can’t do anything about it!’ Mira’s voice started to crack as she lowered her head, “I-I can’t do anything. O-our guild is-is—”

      Lisanna reached out and held Mira’s shoulder before she turned around and faced her little sister, her big blue eyes filled with tears and her whole body shaking in fear. Lisanna felt a tear come to her eye as well and embraced her big sister, “It’s all right Mira-Nee… don’t cry.”

      Mira leaned into Lisanna’s hug and cried into her sister’s shoulder as the weight of their current situation started to bear down on them. Cana sat back in her seat at the table and looked down at the cards she was using in a futile attempt to locate Mystogan. She groaned and swiped them all off the table before covering her face with her hands and screaming into them.

    
    

    
      Erza closed her eyes and felt the warm water of the shower wash over her and shed away all the sweat and dirt from her body. But even under the warm spread of water, she couldn’t find the calm serenity she had hoped for.

      Her mind continued to drift to the sight of Makarov’s defeated expression and all of her comrades faces as they saw the state he was in.

      Erza lowered her head and let her hair fall around her face and block her sight. She placed a hand against the wall for support as she started to grind her teeth. She blamed herself. For running away from the fight. For not being able to help Master when he needed it the most. She felt useless.

      “You okay in there?”

      Erza opened her eyes again when she heard her lover’s voice echo over the sound of running water in the shower room. She stood back up, “Naruto? Where are you?”

      His hand popped up from behind the door of the stall she was using, “Right here. I know you usually like to take a shower after a fight so I thought you might be here. Probably could have used the company.”

      Erza closed her eyes and ran her hands through her hair, “If you’re asking, no, I’m not inviting you in here to join me.”

      Naruto laughed, “Damn. You always know how to dash my hopes so fast like that.”

      She actually had to smile at his attempt to make her laugh.

      He leaned back against the stall door and crossed his arms while she continued to shower. He added, “I thought you’d still be mad at me after last night and didn’t want to talk to me.”

      “I am still mad actually.” Erza answered while pulling her hair back, “But we wouldn’t solve anything if we didn’t talk to each other. That’s just stupid. But since we’re currently fighting with another guild, I thought we should put that off until we were done.”

      “No arguments here.”

      Erza continued to wash herself as Naruto stood against the door in silence. The quiet moment sustained until Erza spoke again, “I should have gone with him.”

      “Huh?”

      “Master. I should have gone with him. Maybe if I did I could have stopped him from losing his magic. Or at least I could’ve been the one that was drained instead of him.”

      “Well if you’re gonna bother blaming yourself then you should be blaming me.” Naruto leaned back into the door with a frown, “I was right by his side before I started facing that Aria guy. And then just when I had that bastard on the ground he disappeared and ran away. I don’t know how he coulda caught Jiji off guard like that but if I wasn’t so careless, this wouldn’t have happened. This is my fault.”

      Erza stopped washing herself for a moment and looked at the door she knew Naruto was standing against on the other side. She reached out and touched the door, “Would you have gone and fought Master Jose if you followed him?”

      “Yeah. But Jiji didn’t want me to get involved with the fight. He told me to stay out of it. Said that even if I was strong I wasn’t ready to fight a Wizard Saint yet.”

      Erza looked down in thought before she stepped forward and leaned back into the stall door as well, “If Master said that then he was probably worried for your safety. He didn’t want any of us getting into a fight we weren’t ready for.”

      “I don’t care if he was stronger. I still woulda fought him as much as possible if that meant I could at least give Jiji an opening to hit.”

      Erza closed her eyes and shook her head, “And that’s why he asked you to stay back. He didn’t even imagine the idea of letting you jump in and hurt yourself to help the fight.” Erza looked down at the water rushing along her feet, “That’s not the kind of person he is.”

      Naruto stared forward after hearing Erza agree with what Makarov had said. He sighed and rubbed the back of his head, “Lately it feels like everyone else knows the right thing to do except me… like I’m missing something important.”

      “You’re wrong then. We don’t know the right thing to do. None of us do.” Erza’s voice carried concern and worry as she closed her eyes, “I don’t know what to do now. With Master out of the fight… I don’t know what to do. How can I protect everyone? Make sure they won’t get hurt? I… I feel lost.”

      “Don’t worry.” Naruto’s voice brightened up as he tried to cheer her up, “You’re the toughest person I know. We’re all just scared but Jiji will get back up in no time. Until then we gotta hold down the fort.”

      Erza leaned back into the door, “Do you think we can?”

      Naruto leaned back as well, “Jiji trusted us to. He knew we could.”

      Erza looked up at the ceiling, “Can we make it through this?”

      Naruto looked up and nodded, “We have to.”

      …

      The quiet moment between the two of them was shattered when a massive earthquake shook the entire guild. Erza stumbled inside the shower as Naruto nearly tripped and held onto the wall for support. The rumble of another earthquake followed immediately after as the entire guild started to shake from the force. Naruto looked out the window to try and figure out what was going on…

      When he saw the figure making its way towards them through the water, his heart sank. He shook his head, “No way.”

      Erza slammed the door open with a towel in her hand before she ran up to his side to look out the window. Her eyes widened, “Oh my god.”

      Erza wrapped the towel around her body as they both dashed out the door towards the patch of land behind the guild. As they ran up the stairs, they saw everyone else was running outside to see what the commotion was all about. But when they ran outside… a sense of horror and hopelessness enveloped them.

      Walking through the giant lake behind Magnolia was the entire guild hall of Phantom Lord, supported on some kind of spider-leg mechanism that carried them over the water. With each step it took, it shook the entire town and everyone in it.

      Finally, reaching close to the shore, the colossal structure stopped its sporadic trek to Magnolia and parked right behind the Fairy Tail guild.

      The Fairies were looking up at the mobile guild in shock and horror as they tried to comprehend how tenacious the Phantom guild was at continuing the fight as quickly as possible. Gray shook his head, “T-that thing could move.”

      Elfman was shaking, “A mobile guild.”

      Tears were filling up in Lucy’s eyes, “T-that’s not possible.”

      Mira covered her mouth and Cana took a step back in fright.

      Erza was gritting her teeth, “They would go this far to destroy us.”

      Naruto was just silent at the sight of the massive moving building.

      A ring echoed from the moving guild and a voice spoke through the speaker, ( “Hello young and esteemed members of Fairy Tail. I am the guild master of Phantom Lord, Jose Porla. Earlier today many of you came all the way to Oak Town to wreck havoc on our guild and ambush our members. And while I must commend you for your efforts and tenacity, as many of you have already noticed we are not confined to just one guild hall. Now this whole silly feud was only a method we decided to take in an effort to find and return one Lucy Heartfilia to her dear worried father. And in an attempt to end all this silly fighting, I wish to offer you all an ultimatum. Forfeit Lucy Heartfilia to us… and I promise this little ‘war’ can come to a stop.”)

      Lucy eyes widened in horror after Jose finished stating his terms. Her mind started to race and she realized this was her chance to stop the fighting. To stop anyone else from getting hurt because of her. She hesitantly took a step forward, “I-I—”

      “NEVER!” Natsu yelled at the top of his lungs in anger while pointing at the giant moving guild, “WE’LL NEVER GIVE LUCY TO YOU BASTARDS!”

      “FUCK YEAH!”

      “THAT’S RIGHT!”

      “SHE’S OUR FAMILY THROUGH AND THROUGH!”

      “WE’D RATHER DIE THAN HAND HER OVER TO BOTTOM FEEDING FILTH LIKE YOU!”

      Lucy watched and listened as everyone denied his offer and defended her. Tears started welling up in her eyes and she covered her mouth in a futile attempt to stop the sobs.

      The speaker rang out, ( “Very well then. I suppose we must take more drastic measures from here.”)

      The guild started to let out a loud mechanical whirring as a gate started to open on the front. A long, massive cannon slowly started to slide out of it and aim for the shore, the guild, and everyone in front of it.

      ( “This, as I am sure many of you have already guessed, is the Jupiter Cannon. A very powerful and very destructive magic weapon we spent a lot of money to buy. Now I would hate to have to actually use this on all of you… but I promised I would bring that girl back to her father. And I am a man of my word.”)

      The magic started gathering at the barrel of the cannon, ( “Three.”)

      “ARE YOU CRAZY?! YOU’LL HIT THE TOWN TOO!”

      ( “Two.”)

      The Fairy Mages realized that Phantom Lord was only using this job opportunity to finally take Fairy Tail down once and for all. They didn’t care about any job. They didn’t care about bringing Lucy back to her father.

      Because they were willing to risk killing her along with part of the town just to destroy their guild and their members.

      Erza swiped her arm back at everyone in the guild, “RUN!”

      They followed her command and started retreating towards the guild to try and escape from the incoming blast. A few of them stopped and yelled at the red-head as she charged forward while her whole body glowed, “ERZA! NO! YOU’LL DIE!”

      Naruto was frozen in place. He just stared up at the Jupiter Cannon as it nearly reached its breaking point and prepared to fire its ammo. He stood there silently as everyone else retreated back around him and yelled at Erza to come back. He watched as a man crazy with power was prepared to kill everyone he cared about and destroy part of the town just to get his way.

      Naruto finally came back to reality and watched as Erza kept running forward while she equipped her Adamantine Armor over herself. She screamed as she prepared to take the full blast by herself and save everyone from danger.

      ( “One.”)

      Erza charged forward while screaming. She ignored the warnings from everyone else and prepared for the blast that she was about to take. She kept sprinting forward with her sturdiest armor over her body…

      But she realized she suddenly couldn’t take another step forward.

      She looked back just in time to see Naruto had appeared behind her and grabbed the collar of her armor to stop her. She suddenly felt herself being lifted off her feet and tossed several meters back as Naruto continued to charge forward in her place.

      She landed in the sand and watched in horror as Naruto charged forward while pulling the black sword out from its place at his side. She pulled herself back up and screamed, “NARUTOOOOOOOO!”

      ( “Fire.)

      The Jupiter Cannon fired its blast and a massive concentration of magical power started soaring towards the shore to blast away the guild. Naruto gripped Kokuryū with both hands before he roared while swinging his blade, “WRAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The blast from Jupiter impacted against the black blade as a massive blast of wind flooded the entire area. The Fairy Mages were nearly blown back by the force of the clash as the water started to ripple and make waves from the resulting crash. Everyone watched as Naruto planted his feet in the ground against the massive blast of magical power pushing against his blade. Naruto didn’t move but he was being forced back by the superior power of the magical attack.

      He could feel his whole body crying out in pain as he blocked the Jupiter’s attack. His legs were close to falling out underneath him. The muscles in his arms were ripping and tearing. But he couldn’t afford to let the Jupiter blast get by him.

      He gritted his teeth and stepped forward, pushing the attack back just a little bit as he started making space against it. Everyone watched in disbelief as Naruto blocked against the cannon attack by himself and protected them from danger.

      Until…

      The black blade flew out of his hands.

      The Fairies Mages were watching in horror as the nigh indestructible sword was pushed out of Naruto’s hands and sent flying over their heads. But Naruto’s grip didn’t weaken at all during the conflict against the magical attack. In fact, Naruto was strengthening his grip and making it as tight and unmovable as possible to push back the Jupiter blast.

      However the two opposing forces were so equal that something had to break first, and what broke this time was the grip of the sword ripping and tearing off all the skin and some muscle from Naruto’s palm.

      Naruto was left defenseless as time came to a screeching halt around him. He couldn’t hear the sound of the blast reforming and heading towards him again. He couldn’t hear the screams and cries of his friends to get out of the way. He couldn’t even hear himself as he yelled and planted his feet firmly in the ground again to attack.

      All he heard was the sound of cracking metal as he punched the massive magical blast with his prosthetic arm and the resulting flashing light that enveloped him.

      *BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM*

      The explosion blew everyone back into the ground, blasted all the water away from the shore, and even caused the backlash of the blast to incinerate the Jupiter Cannon’s barrel. The explosion started to subside and the ringing disappeared from their ears. The flare and light started to die down as well as time passed.

      The Fairy Mages were pulling themselves back up and looking at the large scorched area that covered part of the shore and beach as the waves came crashing back down. While their hearts were still pounding after what happened, they heard the sound of crashing metal and looked down to see Naruto’s black blade had finally come back down from its fall.

      The Fairies stood up and we’re looking around desperately for any sign of their friend after his heroic act of sacrifice.

      Erza stood back up and changed into her base armor before slowly turning around to look at the guild hall. There was a massive hole in the back of the structure and it was still settling after the blast had blown something through it. Her eyes widened before she made a mad dash towards the hole, “NARUTO!”

      The members of he guild all looked in the same direction as Erza dashed through the crowd and towards the guild. Mira gasped in shock before she started following and Lisanna came not long after.

      Erza ran through the hole in their guild and looked in horror at Naruto’s severely injured form. He had gruesome burns and lacerations over all the visible parts of his body, smoke still coming off of him from the blast. Most of his clothes were nothing more than tattered cloth at this point, his cloak and boots blasted away, his pants burnt up to the knee, and most of his shirt missing to show his damaged chest. His eyes had rolled into the back of his head to just show the whites. And there were several large deforming cracks along the Reformation Metal of his prosthetic.

      Erza kneeled down to his side and just looked at him in horror as Mira and Lisanna arrived a second later. Mira gasped in shock as tears filled her eyes and Lisanna kneeled by his side. She leaned down and placed her ears against his chest to try and find a sign of life.

      Her eyes widened before she placed her hands against his chest and started pumping, “One, two, three, four.” She leaned down and started giving him mouth-to-mouth in an effort to resuscitate him. She went back to giving him compressions, “One, two, three, four.”

      The Fairy Mages watched from their spots on the shore as Lisanna continued giving the unresponsive Naruto CPR. Some of them started shaking there heads and tears even started forming in their eyes as they expected the worse was going to happen.

      Tears started filling Lisanna’s eyes but she kept trying as she started compressions again, “O-one, two, three, four.” She leaned down and started giving mouth-to-mouth again—

      “*GAK*!”

      Naruto spit up some blood into Lisanna’s mouth before he started coughing violently with more blood covering his mouth. After a moment his head fell back again unconscious but his chest started rising and falling at a steady interval.

      They all watched in unbelievable relief as their friend was revived from his moment of crisis. Erza looked up at Lisanna with unbelievable joy as the youngest Strauss girl coughed and started wiping her mouth. Mira enveloped her little sister in a tight hug, so glad she had saved their friend from the imminent danger.

      ( “I must be honest, I did not expect one of you to sacrifice yourselves like that. And it to be ‘Fairy Tail’s Hunter’ no less, the stories about him are just as terrifying as I’ve heard. He was even able to damage the Jupiter Cannon in the process so we can’t attack with it again. However, we do have other means to proceed with this fight.”)

      Massive magic circles started covering the mobile guild and black specters started flying out. The Fairy Mages faced towards the Phantom Lord guild as Jose’s voice rang out once more, ( “One last chance… surrender Lucy Heartfilia… or die.”)

      Erza lowered her head over Naruto as she had almost just lost the man she loved. Her guild was more than destroyed now. Her friends were nearly killed. Naruto nearly died saving them. Their master was out of commission. And this man still wanted Lucy…

      He thought… he could just walk away… from all of this?

      Erza raised her head with a furious, maddening rage burning in her eyes. She sprinted off the ground, ran through the crowd, and picked up Naruto’s black sword before she emerged in front of the rest of her guild. She gritted her teeth, gripped the sword in her hand, and yelled while aiming it towards Phantom Lord—

      “ATTACK!”

      “UWOOHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The Fairies charged.

      There was no more room for hesitation.

      They didn’t care whether Phantom had larger weapons or that some of them were still injured. What they had done had gone too far.

      Their rage had built up until its breaking point.

      No matter what happened to them, Phantom Lord would fall on this day.

      But while the two guilds fought their war, neither side noticed the threat that was slowly breaking out of its confinement. Not even Lisanna or Mirajane noticed the danger occurring right by their side.

      Even while Naruto was unconscious, his prosthetic arm started to twitch and jerk. And the cracks along it slowly started to spread wider.

      As the malevolent force put to rest many years ago finally started to stir awake once more.

    
    

    
      Done

      I hate to say it, I really do, but I won’t be able to fulfill my promise when I said I was gone finish Part 3 by the end of the year.

      If I wanted to fulfill that quota, I would’ve had to have wrote and published this chapter weeks earlier.

      But I will be writing as much as possible to finish Part 3 as quickly as I can.

      I hope you guys can stick with me until then.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    32. Let War Rage On

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 32: Let War Rage On

      Someone else drew a picture of my Naruto and put it up on deviantART. I have the picture set up on my profile page so go check it out when you can. The artist is MichaelH2544 and he wrote a story of his own called Naruto: The Lighting Crystal of Konoha. Go check it out.

      Thanks man for the picture and the effort.

      And thanks to all of you for helping me past 1500 reviews! Halfway to 3000!

      …

      Woah, set myself up high there for a second. Let’s at least try to get 2000 first and then see where that goes.

    
    

    
      “Ughhhh… what… what in the world happened?”

      Totomaru, a young man with his hair in two different colors of black and white tied in a top knot, groaned as he pulled himself up on his hands and knees. He was dressed in an orange-red gi with a sword strapped to his side.

      He was Totamaru of the Conflagration, member of the Elemental Four.

      The Fire Mage shook his head and coughed as he saw smoke and dust fill everything in his vision. He stood back up and swiped the smoke out of his way before he saw the state of the weapon he was ordered to check.

      The Jupiter Cannon was cracked and partially shattered after the blow-back had destroyed part of the barrel and flew back into the main chamber. Now their most destructive weapon was reduced to an ineffective pile of junk and they had no way of attacking Fairy Tail on a large scale now.

      Wait…

      Y-yes! Yes they did! Now that the Jupiter weapon was no longer operational, Master Jose would most likely rely on that to finish off the Fairies. If so, then it was Totomaru’s top priority not to be taken out of this fight. Totomaru smirked and lifted himself up, ready to face anyone that—

      He was immediately met with the fierce scowl of a pink-haired man that appeared inside their mobile guild. Totomaru was stunned and couldn’t react properly, “Wha—”

      Natsu didn’t give him a moment to speak before he grabbed the Phantom Mage’s head and slammed it into the ground hard enough to splinter to the rock.

      Totomaru gasped in pain and lifted himself out of the cracks before he saw a black-haired man with no shirt dash in front of him. He slammed his fist down on his palm before encasing the Phantom Mage in a block of ice, “Ice Make: Freeze!”

      Totomaru was frozen mid-scream and the two Mages stepped aside as Elfman came charging in. His arm glowed and changed into a stone design before he punched the Magecicle and sent it flying through the huge room, “AHHHH!”

      The frozen Mage spun through the air before slamming into the stone wall and breaking the ice around him. His eyes rolled into the white and he groaned painfully before his head hung unconsciously. The three men stood in the weapon’s room before Gray questioned, “Who was that anyway?”

      “A Phantom asshole, that’s all that matters!” Natsu answered while looking around at the armory room they had infiltrated through the broken barrel. The machinery and giant Lacrima were all destroyed and it was a safe bet that it wasn’t going to be used again any time soon.

      “We got lucky.” Natsu and Elfman looked over at Gray as he kicked a broken portion of the black Lacrima that rested by his foot. He looked over at them, “If Naruto didn’t counter that blast then things would have ended a lot worse than they already are.”

      Elfman hummed and crossed his arms over each other, “Naruto’s manly sacrifice saved everyone in the guild and probably some of the town from getting critically injured.”

      “And now he’s too hurt to even fight anymore!” Natsu grumbled angrily while flaring his sharp teeth and letting his shoulders shake with rage. He was seething, “He didn’t have to do that.”

      “If he didn’t then we would have been caught in the blast. And Erza was about to block the shot before he did so she would have been just as injured as him.” Happy said as he flew up besides Natsu and tried to ease his mind, “He did what he thought was best.”

      Natsu gritted his teeth, “But he didn’t have to get hurt for the rest of us.”

      Happy looked at his friend in concern, “Natsu—”

      “He’ll make it.” They looked towards Gray as the black-haired Mage narrowed his eyes, ‘He always has. But Naruto protected the guild and he can’t fight anymore, so we have to pick up the slack while he’s resting.’ Gray cracked his knuckles and furrowed his eyes, “We have to make sure there is still a guild to come home to when this is all over.”

      “What’s the plan?” Happy asked the three men that stood around each other with contemplative looks on their faces.

      Natsu slammed his fists together, “I still need to tear into the Black Steel bastard for fucking up the guild and attack Levy and the others! And I wanna beat up that Jose guy too!”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself, moron.” Gray immediately objected to Natsu’s desire before shaking his head, “It’s one thing trying to fight a psycho like Black Steel but Jose is one of the Wizard Saints. He’s at the same level as Jii-San—”

      “There’s no way that prick is as strong as Jii-chan!” Natsu yelled back in protest.

      “Maybe not, but even a man like me can admit that he would be too strong an opponent to fight by yourself.” Elfman said, agreeing with Gray’s warning, “If we are forced to face a man like that then it would be best for us to face him as a team. But we need to figure out what we can do to win the fight from in here.”

      “Jupiter’s broken but Phantom can still do a shit load of damage with a giant walking guild under their thumb.” Gray said while looking around towards the multiple entryways around them. He jerked his head towards the hallways, “We need to cripple this thing so it can’t do anymore harm. If it has legs like this and can move over the whole lake so easily then there has to be a machine or spell cast that is holding it up. If we break that then it’ll start crumbling.”

      Natsu scrunched up his face and thought for a minute before he chuckled, “That’s easy.”

      Gray smirked, “Good. Elfman, you and I will head down the sides and try to break the legs holding this thing up. Natsu, you and Happy try to find the center of this thing and—”

      “SMASH THE SHIT OUT OF IT!” Natsu answered energetically, “AND I’LL BEAT THE IRON DARGON BASTARD IN THE PROCESS!”

      “Well that’s pretty much what I was gonna say. We’ll topple this bitch and head back out to help the others when we’re done.”

      “All right!” Elfman pumped his arms and roared, “I’ll smash down this entire guild!”

      “It’s what we do best!”

      “Aye sir!”

      The four Fairies all cheered and started cha ringing towards different archways, Natsu and Happy taking one together as Gray and Elfman headed in different directions.

    
    

    
      “HA!”

      Erza yelled as she brought the black sword down and slashed through a group of black specters that had gathered to attack her. She slashed through their bodies and reduced them to shreds but knew that it was all for naught.

      This was the fifth time she had sliced through a group of these ghosts and they just kept making more and coming back as strong as ever. This was Shade magic. These were all just simple apparitions made from Darkness magic that were controlled by a much more powerful Mage, probably Jose considering the sheer volume of these monsters. They had basic magical abilities and would not be too much of a hassle if their numbers were smaller but Jose was strong enough to send a swarm out on command and if they touched you then they temporarily paralyzed you.

      It was a terrible situation for Fairy Tail to find themselves in. Caught in an ambush while they were still mending their wounds against a hulking monstrosity that could still be used to attack them and with an army of ghosts to wear them down.

      But that didn’t matter to her.

      Erza wasn’t deterred. In fact, at the moment, she could have done the fighting for everyone in Fairy Tail all by herself if she needed to.

      Because she was angry. Furious would probably be a more appropriate word. Her guild was destroyed. Her friends were beaten. A precious member of her guild was being targeted by these people. Her master was struggling to regain his power after they had taken it from him. And the person she cherished and loved most in this world had nearly died saving them from a devastating blast that would have killed them.

      Erza gritted her teeth and swiveled the black sword in her hand before she spotted another group of Shades descending towards Cana and the others. The dashed forward and threw the blade as accurately as possible as it cleaved through a group of three of the creatures. Her entire body glowed and she changed into her Heaven’s Wheel Armor before gliding forward and slicing up the last of them with her swarm of blades. She glowed again and changed back into her basic armor while summoning another sword in one hand and grabbing Kokuryū out of the air with her other.

      Cana sent her a grateful nod, “Nice job.”

      Erza nodded but didn’t respond back to her. She was just focused on the task at hand. Phantom Lord has tried to take everything she had in the world over the last 24 hours… and now she wanted to do everything she could to bring it tumbling down. Which meant that she had to wait for Natsu and the others to finish raising hell inside the mobile guild. And when they were done… she was going to finish this fight once and for all.

      Lucy watched in horror as the shore behind their guild had been turned into a battlefield, riddled with explosions and screaming as her guild mates fought tooth-and-nail against the summoned creatures. She struggled to find her voice as she shook in fright and wanted to plea to her friends to run away from this fight.

      “Lucy! Duck!”

      Lisanna grabbed the Celestial Spirit Mage’s shoulders and pushed her down as she changed her feet into talons and attacked a Shade that was coming at them. She landed back on the ground and grabbed Lucy’s arm before leading them through the large hole in their guild, “C’mon, we have to hide back here!”

      Lucy stumbled before she picked herself back up and followed Lisaana back into their building and a safe distance away from the fighting. Lisanna lead them to the side of the guild where they stopped and stayed besides their other fallen comrade.

      Lucy looked down and covered her mouth in shock as she got a better view of Naruto’s fallen form after blocking Jupiter’s blast. His whole body was covered in injuries and blood, with his eyes shadowed by his hair and his chest barely rising when he took a breath in. Her eyes started to water and she shook her head, “I didn’t want it to come this. Everyone…”

      “Lucy, don’t space out yet. Don’t worry okay.” Lisanna reassured her as she grabbed her shoulder and looked into the girl’s brown eyes, “We’re gonna beat these guys. Natsu and the others went in there to destroy the guild the best they can. Believe in them, okay? They’ll end this. And we will all make it out okay.”

      Lucy sniffed and rubbed the tears forming in her eyes before she nodded at the youngest Strauss sibling, “Yeah, okay. I-I’ll believe in them.”

      Mira came running in trough the guild towards her friend and sister, “Lucy! Lisanna!”

      “Mira-San!”

      “Mira-Nee!”

      Mirajane stopped by their side and kneeled down as she glanced down at Naruto’s defeated form swallowed her indecision. She reached out and grabbed Lucy’s hand, “Lucy, you have to follow me. This is urgent.”

      Lucy blinked in confusion, “W-what? B-but the fight—”

      “Don’t worry about the fight. You need to come with me.” Mira pulled Lucy along as they headed towards the entrance of the guild before she looked back at her little sister, “Lisanna, stay and watch after Naruto! If he gets any worse than call someone to help carry him out!”

      “R-roger!”

      Mira and Lucy ran out of the guild and into the street, the entire block had been evacuated and emptied after the civilians were warned about the fighting taking place by the guild. Lucy looked around the abandoned street before she noticed a carriage and Reedus sitting in the driver seat with a pair of horses he had created from his Picto magic. She stopped in placed and looked at the carriage before shaking her head in confusion, “Wha-what’s going on?”

      Mira looked back at the younger girl, “Lucy, you need to get in the carriage with Reedus. He’ll take you to a safe house at the edge of the city and away from the rest fighting.”

      “What?” Lucy eyes widened in shock before she shook her head with a shaky voice, “N-no, I can’t just leave. Not while everyone’s still fighting.”

      “Lucy, they are going to try and catch you during this fight. And I’m not sure we will be able to protect you if our focus isn’t 100% on your safety.” Mira shook her head, “We can’t protect you here, so you need to go—”

      “No!” Lucy cried and shook her head while desperately trying to persuade Mira to let her stay, “Please! You can’t tell me to run while everyone—”

      Lucy felt a sudden wave of fatigue and sleep wash over her after Mira had cast a spell on her. She fell into the barmaid’s arms as she struggled to raise her into Reedus’ arms, “Get her to safety.”

      “Oui. Of course.” Reedus lifted Lucy gently into the carriage and lied her down before he climbed back up into the driving seat. He grabbed the straps connected to the horses before he looked down at Mirajane and gave her a concerned look, “Please stay safe.”

      Reedus whipped the straps and the horses whinnied before charging down the street and as far away from the war as possible. Mira stood in the street silently and took a deep breath in before she felt the ground shake and rumble beneath her feet. She felt an immense sense of dread build up in her chest before she ran back inside and through the guild.

      Mira ran to the edge of the ruined guild where her sister was watching from behind a broken wall as a loud shaking and banging was filling the area. In fact, everyone had momentarily stopped fighting so they could watch in horror as a massive shadow loomed over the shore and guild.

      The mobile Phantom guild started to raise itself out of the water until the legs straightened out and they stood at their full height. The entire guild started to tilt and turn until it was flipped on its side and separated into several different sections. The sections hissed as pressurized air was released and the stone sections started to collapse together into a solid design. The cups at the end of the legs extended until they resembled hands and feet as the guild had transformed into something entirely different.

      The Phantom Lord guild had changed into a humanoid form and was standing high above the Fairies and their guild.

      “N-no way.”

      “Oh my god.”

      Erza eyes widened in shock before she gritted her teeth and shook furiously, “How far are they going to go?”

      “(Fairy Tail… this is Master Jose again).” The intercom announced as Jose’s vile voice rang through it, “(Since the Jupiter weapon has been destroyed thanks to your earlier efforts, we have had to resort to our last extreme resort.)”

      The mechanical guild’s arms started to click and turn as they were raised over the building’s top. The hands slowly started to move and create a magical circle in the air. The Mages below gasped, “What the hell?!”

      “T-that thing can use magic!”

      “T-that can’t—”

      “(Our Giant Phantom Mk II is currently creating the magic circle for Abyss Break, one of the most powerful spells you kids have probably heard of.)”

      “No!” Mira cried out from behind cover in the guild, “An Abyss Break of that size will level the town! You can’t—”

      “(This will be my last offer. Give Lucy Heartfilia up and you will all live to see another day. Don’t… and I will make sure that all of you, your guild, and the name Fairy Tail are thoroughly wiped from the map.)”

      Mirajane looked up in fright as the mechanical guild continued to draw the Abyss Break formula over their heads. She lowered her head and her shoulders started shaking before her body started to glow. Lisanna looked over to her side and watched as Mira glowed before the light disappeared, “M-Mira-Nee?”

      Mira raised her head to reveal her hair and face had changed to resemble Lucy’s. Lisanna looked down to see Mirajane had used Transformation to mimic Lucy’s appearance and clothes down to the last detail. Her eyes widened, “Mira-Nee don’t—”

      Mira dashed out of her cover and started waving her arms to get attention, “I’m here! You wanted me right! Then take me!” Mira ignored the cries and warnings of her friends as she steeled herself and prepared to be captured by their enemy.

      It was tense and silent as Mira’s proclamation echoed through the air and no response had been returned from the people inside the massive guild. Until the chime rang out once again.

      “(If you are really trying to deceive us, I suggest you try to use a better means of disguising yourself against me than that, you foolish little girl.)”

      A large group of Shades gathered to together in a large group and swarmed around Mira until her form was no longer visible in the ball of black and purple energy. Erza dashed forward and screamed, “MIRA!”

      The redhead was intercepted when another wave of Shades was brought into existence and started attacking everyone in the field once again. Erza was forced to block and hold off the mass of attacking specters as everyone’s efforts to save their friend was interrupted and the ball started to levitate off the ground. It flew upwards until it hovered near the bottom of the mobile robot’s body and just in line with the seal of the Abyss Break.

      “MIRA!”

    
    

    
      Happy was desperately clinging to a block of concrete after he felt the entire guild shake and tremor as the rooms spun around and moved. After a few moments of waiting with baited breath, Happy finally detached himself from the rock and unfurled his wings so he cloud fly around the large room. He cupped his mouth with his paws, “Natsu? Where’d you go? Natsu~?”

      “U-ughhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh…”

      Happy’s ears perked when he heard the low, painful groan from one side of the room reach his ear. He carefully flew over to see that Natsu was planted against a pillar in the long hallway with his back impacted into the stone. He groaned painfully and had a pale look on his face as he shook his head, “Why… the hell… was everything moving around like that? O-oh, my stomach.”

      “You should be more worried about you back Natsu. I don’t think people are supposed to bend that way.”

      Natsu took a deep breath and braced himself before tensing his body and breaking out of his concrete confines. He fell back to the floor and wiped his mouth before dusting the dirt off his clothes. He looked around carefully, “What the hell was that?! Was that an earthquake or something?!”

      “The whole room spun around and flipped. I don’t think earthquakes do that.”

      “What, did the building flip over or something?”

      “I don’t know.” Happy looked around in confusion before he gasped, “Everything changed!”

      “What?!” Natsu ran towards the entrance he had barged through a moment earlier and saw that nothing was the same. They had effectively lost their position in trying to find the support system for the mobile guild. He punched and cracked the wall, “SONUVA BITCH! WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED?!”

      Happy looked up towards a window and peered outside to get a look at what had happened. He titled his head in confusion and squinted his eyes to make sure he wasn’t seeing things. He floated back and down to his friend, “The building shifted and changed into something else. It-it kinda looks like a person now. A-and it’s making a circle in the air. I don’t know what’s going on anymore!”

      Natsu clicked his tongue and snarled, “Stupid Phantom bastards, can’t just have a guild! Have to have a moving guild! And one that turns into a person! Which is actually kinda cool but still you guys are assholes!” Natsu’s shoulders were shaking in anger before he groaned and continued forward, “Whatever. We still gotta job to do.”

      Happy watched the Dragon Slayer continue down the newly formed hallway and questioned, “Where are you going now?”

      “I still gotta stop this thing from attacking the guild.” Natsu pointed up, “You said the guild changed into a person or something, right? That’s means it has a head. If it has a head then I can wreck the shit out of the inside and destroy it there, like a brain.”

      Happy just stared at him in shock before shaking his head, “It… it’s stupid how that actually kinda makes sense.”

      “Then let’s go!” Natsu yelled before he started charging down the hallway with Happy following right behind him… until Natsu just stopped in place without any warning.

      Happy stopped flying and hovered in place before looking down at his pink-haired partner. He asked, “N-Natsu? What’s wrong?”

      Natsu stood up and looked around, noticing there was no one in sight despite the strange chill that ran up his back. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back before making a few sharp sniffs with his nose. His eyes slowly opened again, changing into fierce orbs of anger as he looked in one direction and didn’t turn from there.

      “Such misfortune. Such misfortune that you had sensed my presence near the end. If you had just continued on your way, I could have assured you a peaceful and quick demise. But now…”

      The air down the hall started to warp and sway as an invisible figure started to take form in front of them. The air turned into a massive man in a green coat and with his eyes covered by a blindfold. He held his palms out and tears streamed down his face, “Such misfortune. Now, you must suffer.”

      Happy reeled back in shock, “What the heck?! W-where’d he come from?!”

      “I am Aria of the Heavens.” He held one palm out in an offensive stance before bringing the other to her sternum, “And I shall be your executor. Just as I was for the unfortunate Makarov-sama.”

      Natsu brought his fist in his hand and loudly cracked his knuckles before popping the crick in his neck. His hands burst into flames before he started stepping towards the big man, “I don’t give a shit whether you’re from Heaven or Hell… I’m making sure you pay a thousand fold for what you did to Jii-chan, you bastard.

      Aria’s hands shifted and the air around them started to turn, “Do not be so sure young one…”

      Natsu’s clothes and hair started to flutter and his flames started to flicker and die down. The burning flames that were once in his hands shrunk into faint lights as Natsu gritted his teeth.

      “For you flames are not yet strong enough to beat the air itself.”

    
    

    
      Elfman ran down the new hallway after everything had started turning and moving under his feet. He ignored the aching pain in his head when he accidentally slipped and slammed straight into a pillar during the shaking. He groaned, “What the hell was that? Did the whole building start playing tricks on me or something? Or was that a Mage?” Elfman stopped and yelled out for anyone to hear, “If you’re hiding, stop being a coward! Men walk out and face their enemies head-on!”

      …

      Elfman got no reply and just grumbled before he looked over at the windows lined up along the wall. He ran over to them to see a giant magic circle being created right outside and already halfway done. He raised an eyebrow, “What the hell is that? Is this thing moving now?”

      *Drip*Drip*Drip*

      Elfman blinked in surprise as a small flurry of raindrops started to pound against the glass window before a downpour of rain took its place. Elfman stepped back from the window, confused by the sudden rainstorm that had appeared on what was supposed to be a sunny day throughout the evening. The large Mage stayed on his guard, feeling a sense of anxious stir inside him as the strange rain continued to pour.

      “Drip. Drip. Drip.”

      Elfman looked down the corridor and could see a young woman with a closed umbrella in her hands slowly walk over to him. She looked back up at the large man in front of her and spoke in a calm, level tone, “Juvia must apologize for the inconvenience. Juvia did not realize that you had discovered her location so quickly. You are far more aware of surroundings than you appear.”

      Elfman blinked silently and let his eyes pan over the area. To be honest, he wasn’t actually expecting someone to be in the hallway with him when he yelled. He just wanted to vent. Although he wasn’t gonna look a gift horse in the mouth. He furrowed his eyes, “Who are you?”

      “I am Juvia of the Great Sea. Member of the Elemental Four.”

      “Elemental Four? That means you’re our enemy.” Elfman’s arms started to glow before they transformed into their Iron Bull forms. He cracked his knuckles, “I don’t enjoy the idea of hitting a woman… but I hate the idea of forsaking my guild because of my hesitation. I have to stop this machine from attacking, and a man should do whatever he can to save the people he cherishes.”

      “That is honorable…” Juvia narrowed her eyes at the large man, “But Juvia must inform you that she will not be holding back in return if you chose to fight.”

      “FINE!” Elfman dashed across the marble and made the distance in just a few seconds before he punched Juvia straight in the chest, hoping to end the fight as quickly as possible before he continued his search. But he was shocked to see that the moment he touched her, her entire upper body changed into water. The white-haired Take Over Mage stared in shock as the piece of water started to converge towards the legs, “What the fuck?”

      The body started to reform from the scattered drops of water and the young woman’s body was recreated into its flawless form. Elfman stared at the back of the blue-haired woman before she turned and spoke, “Your attacks are fierce, but nothing you do will be able to affect my Water Body. Juvia is your worst form of enemy.”

      The waved her hand towards him and a blast of water blew him across the hall. He rolled along the floor before skidding a few feet me glaring up at her. Juvia’ arm started morphing into water and she swung her arm down to create a sharp blade of water, “Water Slicer!”

      Elfman switched to Stone Bull and planted his hands into the ground before uprooting the stone and using it as a barrier. He slammed his hands against the rock and started pushing it down the hallway as a shield as the water blasted parts of it off.

      Juvia continued sending blades of water to destroy the marble shield before it broke apart and Elfman roared through it. He used his stone arms as a shield before he started sending jabs and hooks at the blue-haired beauty. But it still proved ineffective as each part he struck turned into water before changing back into the Phantom Mage.

      Juvia placed her hand against Elfman’s chest before blasting him back into the wall with enough force to crack and splinter the brick behind him. Juvia ended the torrent of water and Elfman slumped onto the floor, soaking wet and his eyes shadowed by his hair. Juvia held her umbrella with both hands before glaring down at him, “Surrender. You have no chance of defeating Juvia with your abilities.”

      “Shut up.” Elfman groaned as he lifted his head and glared up at her, “Shut your goddamn—”

      “—AHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The wall behind Juvia blew apart and Gray came flying in and through her body before he slammed against Elfman with a painful thud. The two Fairies groaned before a giant fist of stone formed from the ground and punched them through the wall.

      Elfman and Gray started falling out of the guild and towards a very painful landing before Gray slammed his fist into his palm, “Ice Make: Ladder!”

      Ice connected to the edge of the broken wall and the two men just narrowly latched onto it before it was too far. Rain poured down on them and Elfman looked down at Gray, “Where the hell did you come from?!”

      “The other side of the wall! Everything started turning and then this fruity bastard started popping out of the ground and attacking me!” Gray yelled over the sound of the rain before it started getting in his eyes, “Why the hell is it raining?! There wasn’t a cloud in the sky earlier! And how did we get wet so fast?!”

      “I don’t know! Just climb!”

      Juvia stared at the new hole in the hallway as the ground besides her started to rise up and change into a lanky man with a monocle. She looked at him, “Monsieur Sol, are you all right? You are not harm, are you?”

      “Non non non, nothing to be concerned about Madame Juvia.” Sol said, trying to ignore the stinging pain from the bruise on his cheek where Gray had landed a pretty hefty punch during their brawl. Sol chuckled, “But Master Jose will not be happy to find out we have Fairies riddling our guild hall. So we should exterminate them before they start wrecking our… how should we say… shit?”

      “Agreed.”

      Elfman’s hand came over the side and grabbed the floor before pulling himself and Gray back into the hallway. They were panting heavily and Elfman looked up before groaning with annoyance, “And now there are two of them. Fantastic. And you are?”

      “I am Sol of the Land. Gentleman and Mage of the Elemental Four.”

      Gray groaned from where he was taking a moment to rest, “He’s an Earth Mage.”

      “Yeah Gray, figured that out when he hit us with a big stone fist.” Elfman pushed himself up and rubbed his neck before spitting to the said and scowling at the two Phantoms, “That just means we have two people to beat instead of one.”

      “You could not handle Juiva by yourself. What hope do you have of beating us both?”

      Gray rolled onto his stomach and started lifting himself up again, “Because now you’re dealing with two Mages from Fairy Tail instead of just one. And those are terrible odds in your favor.”

      Juvia narrowed her eyes before aiming the tip of her umbrella at the raven-haired man as he started standing up, “You speak confidently, but your true weakness will reveal itself when—”

      And just like that… Juvia whole world started slowing down.

      She first noticed his strong, grounded legs that were better viewed now that the rain had pressed them against his skin. He wasn’t wearing a shirt for some reason, but Juvia couldn’t complain as she got a full view of the absolutely gorgeous show of his body. He had a layer of bandages wrapped around his abdomen with a small splotch of fresh blood forming over the right side of his stomach, but even then she could view his rippling six pack abs underneath the fabric. Her rain was slowly traveling down his pecs and glistening his already perfect skin. And finally, he ran a hand through his ivory hair and parts it enough for her to see catch of glimpse of the dark shade of blue diamond that surrounded the eyes that pierced her soul.

      Juiva swore she could hear fireworks.

      Her vision started to become dream-like and warm as her brain kicked up a gear and she started imagining hundreds of different scenarios and romantic situations and—

      “—dame Juvia? Are you listening?”

      “H-Huh, what?! W-what is it?!”

      “Are you okay! You were tres spacey a moment ago.”

      Juvia blushed and waved her hands around in protest, “I-I wasn’t fantasizing! Or dreaming about how much cheese I could grate on those ab-I MEAN how sturdy his arms-I MEAN his firm butt-uhhhhhhhhhhhh…” Juiva started whimpering while covering her vermillion face.

      Sol just stared at the woman with confusion at how the usually stoic lady now seemed to be breaking down for some reason.

      Elfman took a moment to look down at his comrade and noticed the growing red stain over his wrappings. He looked back up at his enemies, “Your wound reopened.”

      “Yeah. I noticed.” Gray responded while wiping the rain out of his eyes, “That’s the problem with fighting a guy that throws rock around like he’s waving his arms.”

      “I think I get it.” Elfman said while rubbing his neck, “That girl can change her body into water. Can’t land a hit, can’t make a dent, and can’t do a damn thing.”

      “Hmmm.” Gray rotated his shoulder, “Sounds like you’d have an easier time breaking stone than hitting water.”

      Elfman cracked his neck, “And I bet freezing water is a lot more effective than freezing rock.”

      “…”

      “…”

      “Tag-in(x2)!”

      The two men clapped before they charged forward while yelling at the top of their lungs. Elfman jumped and slammed his fists down on the ground and created crater that blew Sol and Juvia back. Gray ran up a dislodged section of marble and started attacking, “Ice Make: Lance!”

      Several spears of ice shot from his hand and Sol had to dodge out of their path as they ran through Juvia’s body without harm. Elfman charged at Sol and started attacking him as Gray slid down the spires of ice and towards the Water Mage. Gray slammed his hands together and created a massive hammer that fell towards Juvia, “Ice Make: Hammer!”

      Juvia swung her arms up and blocked the ice attack with a burst of water. She started wildly swinging her arms around to defend herself as Gray froze the water and started skating along the ice to better maneuver around the area. He created a bow, “Ice Make: Arrow!”

      Juvia created two massive torrents of water that blew away the onslaught of arrows, “Water Nebula!”

      The water and ice impacted and a small cloud of snow started raining down on them as Gray landed on his feet. He stood back up and looked at the clashing elements they had created, “Elfman was right; you are a tough opponent being able to control water so easily like this. Definitely stronger than you look.”

      Juvia tried not to stutter with the partial compliment she had recovered from her handsome enemy and she looked off to the side, “O-of course, J-Juvia is one of the Elemental Four. S-she would not be so generously trusted by Jose-sama if she did not have the abilities to follow through.”

      “Yeah, I guess that makes sense.” Gray said while gently touching the wound on his abdomen to make sure it wasn’t too severe, “It’s gonna be really hard trying to get an advantage with our powers being ice and water, considering they work together so well.”

      “T-t-t-t-t-t-together!” Juvia’s face turned red and she covered her cheeks and started fantasizing again, taking Gray’s throwaway comment to mean something much, much different than he was intending.

      “Um, are you okay? Feelin’ all right?”

      “J-J-Juiva’s fine! S-she just needs a moment to compose herself! J-just keep standing there, in your wet, naked glory and—”

      “MAAAAAANNNNNNNNNNN!”

      Elfman yelled as he charged through a wall of stone and tried to punch Sol as the Phantom man sunk into the rock and away from danger. Elfman clicked his teeth in annoyance as Sol reformed out of the stone and leaned towards the side while running a finger of his mustache. He laughed, “Hohoho, your fists are truly destructive. You are rowdy to a fault, Monsieur Elfman.”

      “I take that as a compliment!” Elfman yelled as he stood up and pumped his arms, ‘A man can cause as much destruction as he needs. And he’ll do anything he needs to do to reach his goal! But no man should run and hide like this to avoid fighting!’ He pointed at Sol, “Either face me like a man or retreat like a coward! You can’t have a middle ground!”

      “Ohohoho, of course. Of course. I was just waiting for an opportunity to find an appropriate means to attack. And I believe I have found it.” Sol raised a hand and a slab of rock rose from the ground, causing Elfman to lower himself into a defensive stance in preparation. But Sol tensed his hand and the rock disintegrated into dust and rubble. Elfman blinked in confusion before Sol smiled and threw his hands forward, “Sable Dance!”

      The sand started to swarm and constrict around Elfman as he tried to fight but could not find anything solid to strike. He coughed, gagged, and struggled as his whole body was covered by sand before it exploded and blasted him across the hallway. He coughed and stood back up before dozens of small boulders started impacting all over his body, “Richeto Concerto!”

      Elfman tried to protect himself but before he could bring his arms up he had already been his in the eye, nose, shoulder, stomach, and knees. He fell on his knee and continued to guard himself as the boulders shattered against his arms. The ground beneath him warped before exploding beneath him and leaving him a bloody, beaten mess on the ground.

      Sol chuckled menacingly as he started to approach the beaten man.

      Elfman’s eyes slowly peeled open and he tried taking a deep breath only to feel his ribs ache and creak under the pressure. He coughed and gasped before lying back and taking a moment to regain his bearings. But when his eyes wandered outside, he saw a mass of black energy circling around a target in front of the massive magic circle. He looked at the black mass in confusion before he swore he saw something in the pitch blackness.

      A shade of white hair.

      His eyes widened in horror before a foot slammed on his chest and he gasped for air. Sol smiled, “Hohohohoho, did you see something terrifying, Monsieur Elfman? Your beloved soeur, the beautiful Mademoiselle Mirajane, trapped in a cage of evil? Yes, Master Jose thought it was a fitting punishment for a lying wench like her.”

      “What?!” Elfman’s eyes widened before he snarled his teeth and veins started beating over his fac. He swiped Sol’s foot off his chest and struggled to stand back up, “What did you say?! What did you fucking bastards do to Nee-chan?!”

      “Master Jose apprehended her in a cage of his Shade magic. And his Shades can stimulate the darkness and negativity in an individual… so imagine what it can do to a failure like you or your sister.”

      Elfman’s eyes widened in horror.

      Sol smirked, “Oh yes, I am very well aware of the circumstance related between your family and that eventful S-Class job you went on. I was particularly interested in it when I was researching your guild extensively. How Mademoiselle Mirajane invited her siblings on a dangerous job and failed to protect you both, nearly getting all of you killed in the process. In fact, wasn’t it you that almost slaughtered your own family? Yes… if Monsieur Naruto didn’t arrive in time to save them, would you have killed them?”

      The rock around them started to warp and change into realistic figures of Lisanna, Mirajane, and Elfman. Elfman reached out and grabbed both of their necks before Sol started patronizing him, “Wasn’t it because you were weak? Was it not because of your own irredeemable failure that if it he had arrived just one moment later… if he hadn’t been there to stop you… you would have been able to escape from your own failure.”

      *SNAP*SNAP*

      Lisanna and Mirajane fell lifeless to the ground as the Elfman clone stood there silently with an animalistic grin on his face. The real Elfman just looked at the scene in horror before Sol morphed the ground around them and changed it into a massive fist before slamming it into Elfman, “Platre Sonata!”

      The giant fist-shaped Earth spell slammed straight into Elfman’s chest and blew him back at break-neck speed. His eyes rolled into the white and blood poured out of his mouth and part of his chest where he was hit. The large man bounced along the rock without resistance as Gray saw his injured comrade sustain injury. He yelled, “ELFM-GLUBBBBBB!”

      “Water Lock!” Water swirled around and caught Gray in a bubble he couldn’t escape from. Gray struggled to move in the ball of liquid as Juvia meekly reassured him, “J-Juvia is sorry, b-but this way we don’t have to fight any further.”

      “Hohohohoho!” Sol cackled wildly as he slowly slumped his way towards the downed man, “Truly pathetic, Monsieur Elfman! Is this truly all that Fairy Tail has to offer?! I’m worried Jose-sama may be going insane if he believe any of you are truly a threat! Is this really all there is? Do you have nothing else to try?! To say?!”

      Elfman gasped for air before his mouth started to move and he whispered something under his breath.

      Sol continued to toy with him and eagerly placed a hand around his ear, “Oh, excusez-moi?! Please reappear yourself?! I didn’t quite hear that?!”

      Elfman’s eyes widened and he growled through close teeth…

      “Beast Soul.”

      Elfman entire body started to glow and change as Sol’s laughter died in his throat. The light was so bright that Juvia stopped watching Gray hold his breath and Gray stopped from preparing to freeze the water as he saw his friend take on a new, terrifying form.

      Elfman’s usually large form grew twice in size and bulk, becoming even more intimidating than he already was. His shirt and pants disappeared to make way for his inverted animals legs and large, scaly arms. Horns started growing out of his shoulders and his head as his hair started becoming a mane down his back. His teeth became sharp and he let out a very low growl. Sol started backing away in absolute fear before the massive monster let out one last low growl and looked down at him with pure anger.

      “Wanna repeat yourself Phantom? I’m all ears now.”

      Sol cowered in fear as he legs began to shake, “I-impossible. Y-you’re not supposed to be able to control the Full-Body Tale Over! H-how did you—”

      “Two years. I have been wallowing in my failure for two years. I never allowed myself to forget what I could have done to Lisanna and Nee-chan if I wasn’t stopped before it was too late. But I didn’t let that control me. I learned from my mistake and had to become stronger.” Elfman raised his massive hands and gripped them tightly, “I’m a man. What I fail to control at first… I learn and conquer it soon after. So get ready you dusty fuck… you’re about to get a first-hand lesson on that.”

      “A-AHHHHH!” Sol waved his arms and dozens of massive boulders shot out of the ground and bounced off Elfman’s solid form. The Beast continued stalking forward as Sol threw attack after attack at him to no avail. Sol decided it was time to run and started merging with the groun—

      Elfman sung his fist along the pavement, making a trench and creating a massive torrent of wind pressure along his arms. The attack was so powerful that it blew Juvia off her feet and knocked the prison of water enough for Gray to escape it with a gasp of air. The force of the punch destroyed the ground and knocked Sol out into the air where he couldn’t attack anymore.

      Elfman reeled his fist back and glared at the Earth Mage, “Just so you know… you’re biggest mistake was insulting my sister, you arrogant prick.”

      Sol sweated, “O-oh non.”

      “HAAAA!”

      Elfman landed his jab across Sol’s entire body and sent him rocketing down the hallway with enough force to bounce across every wall and floor until he finally slammed into the back of the hallway unconscious. Elfman didn’t wait another second before he looked back outside and charged through the hole to jump to another platform, “Nee-chan!”

      Juvia lifted herself back up with a pained groan as she spotted the monster jump out of the broken section of the wall and scale it towards the mass of dark magic. She struggled to stand up as she looked around for her umbrella and hat, “J-Juvia, she underestimated that man. She didn’t expect him to be so… ferocious in fighting Monsieur Sol.”

      “Freeze!”

      The ground underneath Juvia became covered in ice and locked her legs into place. She looked down in shock before Gray pushed his way through the rubble with a small smirk, “Gotcha.”

      Juvia panicked with a blush, “O-oh no, J-J-Juvia isn’t ready to be bound yet! She’s still very inexperienced in the ways of love and p-passion and—”

      “Seriously, are you sick or something? I think you’re having hallucinations.” Gray stood back up and flinched in pain before looking down to see a much larger splotch of blood over what remained of his bandages. His wound probably didn’t appreciate all the thrashing around and warm water while it was trying to close. He placed his hand on it and froze the wound shut before looking up at the captured girl, “That was a good move to try and immobilize me like that. But you’re gonna have to try a lot harder if you wanna stop me.”

      “That’s not necessary.” Juvia meekly avoided her eyes under his intense gaze, “J-Juvia forfeits to you.”

      “You can’t-wait what? Seriously? Y-you surrender?” Gray looked at the woman in shock before he tilted his head and scratched, “Can… Can you just surrender like that? I thought we were beating the shit out each other until we couldn’t move?”

      “W-why would you think that?”

      “I don’t know… that’s how it usually works with us.” Gray rubbed his chin in thought before shrugging his shoulders, “Um, okay. I guess that’s it.”

      Juvia looked at him before hesitantly looking to the side and speaking, “U-um, y-you don’t have keep fighting if you do not wish to. J-Juvia would be more than happy to lead you somewhere—”

      “Well, I guess we just gotta break this thing. But shit… Natsu might be right that we gotta handle Master Jose if we wanna save Lucy.”

      …

      Lucy… Heartfilia?

      He was challenging an entire guild… a powerful weapon… even a Wizard Saint… just for one girl?

      How much did he love her?

      He was willing to go through hell to protect her.

      …

      Why… why didn’t she ever have someone to cherish her like that?

      “Ahhhh, it’s the Rain Freak!”

      “Run away! She’ll make every day gloomy just being around her!”

      “We just can’t ever see the sun when you’re around, you know that.”

      “It’s always raining with you! You’re worthless!”

      Why? Why did he love this other girl so much?

      Why couldn’t she have someone to love her too?

      Juvia’s shoulders started to shake and steam started coming off of her body. It was so hot that the ice around her legs started to melt and wash away until she was freed. Her legs and arms started morphing into water and swirling around the ground violently. She started grinding her teeth, “Juvia…”

      Gray looked back and saw Juvia had escaped her confines and saw the angry look on her face, “Huh, what are you—”

      “JUVIA’S PISSED!”

      Juvia started rushing forward and nearly overwhelmed Gray before he jumped to the side to roll out of the way. He jumped back up and looked at her with confusion, “What the hell?! I thought you surrendered?!”

      “JUVIA IS SICK OF BEING LONELY!” Juvia threw her hand out at Gray and a torrent of boiling hot water started shooting at him.

      “Shit!” Gray guarded with his arms as the stream of water hit him too fast for him to dodge. He groaned, ‘Fuck! Hot! Hot!’ Gray struggled before he was able to escape under the pressure of the stream and slide along the wet ground before slamming his hands down, “Freeze!”

      A good portion of the ground was frozen over with a sheet of ice before he started skating across it and way from Juvia’s vicious attacks. Gray fired a wave of spears at Juvia to try and slow her down but her water drowned his attacks and dissolved them with their blistering heat. He leaned to the side but the boiling water caught his shoulder and left slight burns on his skin. Gray jumped to the side and fell to his knee while holding his brunt side and arms.

      Juvia made a turn and started charging at Gray with rage fueling her every move.

      Gray waited. He waited patiently for the perfect moment to strike. Juvia thrust her arms out and two streams of water shot at him with immense pressure. He let the currents blast and completely overwhelm him until…

      Now!

      Gray slammed his hands down on the frozen floor and yelled through the water, “Freeze!”

      With the extra ice that covered the floor, Gray was able to use the cold temperature to block the boiling hot water long enough to make it a moderate heat. And in that moment, Gray created a freezing reaction that steadily froze every last drop of water Juvia was using to attack him into a massive spire of freshly made ice.

      Juvia was frozen at the top of the spire of ice as she felt both her blood and her emotions slowly start to cool down. She couldn’t move anymore. That last little frenzy sorta drained the last of her strength. She deserved this. Juvia couldn’t learn to control herself so she deserved to be punished.

      This was her fate.

      *Crack*

      Juvia’s eyes widened as the ice around her broke apart and she started falling towards the floor. But before she could make a painful landing, Gray appeared beneath her and caught her in his arms. He was beaten, burnt, bloody, bruised, and tired, but Gray still managed to give a weak smile at the woman in his arms, “Guess I win now, right?”

      Juvia blinked in shock before she questioned, “W-why? Why would you let Juvia go like that?”

      Gray just shrugged, “Don’t know. I mean you seem kinda crazy, but I don’t feel like you’re malicious in what you’re doing. Definitely not as bad as the rock bastard Elfman beat. So I can’t just leave you to freeze like that. Consider it an act of kindness from by bottomless heart.”

      Juvia looked up at her enemy with wide eyes and flushing cheeks. She felt strange warmth start to spread over her chest as her heartbeat started ringing in her ears. She felt…

      The rain finally stopped pouring outside and the clouds over the guild started to part. A few rays of sunlight started to peek out from the dark clouds and geared down on Juvia as she squinted her eyes at the gorgeous sight. She stared up at the sun, for the first time in her life, and realized just how beautiful it was.

      Gray looked up and smiled, “Hey, look at that. Sun’s finally coming out. Guess we don’t have to worry about the rain anymore.”

      Okay. That sealed it.

      She was in love.

    
    

    
      Elfman climbed up the side of the massive mobile guild before finding a steady platform to latch onto. He looked at the mass of black magic before yelling at the top of his lungs, “Nee-chan! Nee-chan, can you hear me?!”

      He got no response.

      He yelled, “Nee-chan!”

      He waited anxiously for an answer…

      “I’m… sorry.”

      Elfman’s eyes widened when he heard his older sister’s voice without a hint of emotion or concern. She continued, “I’m sorry I failed everyone. I… I can’t help anyone anymore. Lucy. Naruto. Lisanna. Elfman. All of you… I’m sorry that I’ve failed you.”

      Elfman’s eyes widened before he gritted his teeth and jumped off the platform. He threw his hand out and pierced it into the ball of magic containing his sister, holding him up from falling undress of feet down into the beach. He instantly felt a cold sensation run through his spine as doubt, fear, contempt, pity, self-loathing, and weakness started piercing his mind. Shit… he was losing his focus. Everything bad thing he’s ever done… every mistake… and it was coming right back to haunt his thoughts. H-he needed to—

      “Gotcha!”

      Elfman focused his mind long enough to grab his sister’s arm before pulling her out and dissipating the ball of magic that contained her. He held her closely with one arm before latching onto the walls again and climbing towards the hole they had made in their earlier fight.

      He pulled himself back in and saw Gray standing over the unconscious rain girl. He must’ve defeated her while Elfman was off to save his sister. But why did she seem so peaceful and… happy? Weird.

      Gray looked up and then noticed Mira in his scaly arms, “Shit, is she okay? What happened?”

      “That ball she was surrounded in was messing with her head. I was caught in it for a sec and… shit Gray, it was like every pitiful thought that’s ever gone through my head started going into a frenzy again. I couldn’t stand it.”

      “Damn. What the hell is wrong with that Jose bastard?” Elfman gently lowered his sister into the ground and Gray came to her side to check while Elfman looked on in concern, “Mira? C’mon, wake up. Wake up. We can’t go losing you too.”

      After a few tense moments they were expecting the worse until Mira’s face started to scrunch up. Her eyes started to flutter open before she left out a moan of pain. Gray and Elfman both lightened up and Elfman was nearly jumping at the sight of his sister being all right, “Nee-chan!”

      Mira slowly started to try and lift herself up on her hands while Gray helped her sit up. She rubbed her head groggily before looking around, “Gray? W-what happened?”

      “Don’t know. How did you get caught in that ball of Shade?”

      Realization started coming across her face as she remembered what had happened before everything went dark, “I… I was trying to stall Phantom’s attack by changing into Lucy and turning myself in. But they recognized me in an instant and captured me… I remember a lot of bad memories an—”

      Mira froze in shock when she looked up to see a very familiar figure standing over her. She recognized The Beast standing over her and breathed out, “Elfman… is that you?”

      Elfman wanted to smile and reassure his sister before he realized what he was transformed into right in front of her. He backed off and started shaking his head, “N-no, Nee-chan, don’t look! You shouldn’t have to see this!” He turned away from her and tried to get her attention away from him, “Just look away for a moment and—”

      Mira stood back up and looked at her little brother with surprise, “Elfman… you can control your magic now?”

      Elfman hid his face from her sulking his shoulders and lowering his arms. His whole body glowed brightly before they saw him change back into his normal form with his back turned to them. He shook his head, “I learnt to control it a year ago. I didn’t want to risk the chance of losing myself to it again. I tried and I thought about it over and over and no matter what… I didn’t want to use this power for anything ever again.”

      Elfman looked down at his own hands with hate and self-loathing, “Mother and Father told us never to be afraid or lose ourselves to the forms we take but… but how could I ever want to use this form again? After everything it’s done? How it made me into a monster. How it spit in the face of everything our parents taught us to do with the power we have. How it made me hurt you and Lisanna! How I nearly…” Elfman was seething with anger before he gripped his fists, “This monster ruined our lives. I ruined everything. I wanted to be strong without relying on this thing anymore but… I’m still weak. All these years… and I still can’t protect you.”

      Elfman felt the weight of his failure beat down on him… until a pair of soft hands grabbed his hand gently. He was slowly turned around and was surprised to see Mira looking up at him with tearful eyes and a proud smile. She wiped a tear away, “I am so proud of you for being this strong.”

      “What?”

      “You overcame your monster, Eflman, something that nearly overtook you. You faced that adversity and defeated it. That’s something… I was always scared to do while I had my magic.” Mira said solemnly before looking up at him and seeing the injuries that riddled his body, “You shouldn’t have to hide your power like that. Not if your life is in danger.”

      Elfman shook his head, “But it’s because of that form that you can’t fight anymore. I’m the reason you and Lisanna almost died.”

      “No. Elfman, that wasn’t you. That was The Beast. And I lost my magic because I can’t come to terms with what I almost did to you and Lisanna. And until I can… I need to repent for my endangerment of your lives.” Mirajane said before looking up at her little brother, ‘But that power. You’re using it to help your friends and family. You’re using it to do everything Mom and Dad told us we could do with our strength. Don’t feel ashamed for using it. It’s a part of you. And Lisanna and I will never hate you for using it… because you’re our brother. Our brother that does everything he can to protect what he loves.’ She smiled up at him, “How could we ever hate you for that?”

      Elfman looked down at his big sister after her kind words had finished going through him. He struggled to hold the feeling in his chest but it was welling up inside him. And there was something else. Something that was freeing him from years of pain and hesitation…

      Relief.

      Elfman tried to stop the tears streaming out of his eyes before he sobbed a little into his arm. He hiccupped, “Thank you. Thank you so much.” Mira smiled warmly before standing up on her toes and gently bringing his head down to cry into her shoulder as she rubbed his back.

      Gray watched the siblings have their scene of reconciliation and smiled at the warm scene. They separated and Elfman wiped the last of his tears away before Gray took a moment to look outside the hole in the wall. His eyes wandered until he spotted the giant magic circle being drawn by the guild with hands.

      His eyes widened before looking back at his comrades, “Did this thing get slower?”

      Mira and Elfman looked over at him, “What was that?”

      Gray pointed outside, “The giant robot thing. It was making that circle at a pretty normal pace. But now it is way slower… like it’s not even moving.”

      “What?!” Mira came running to his side and peeked out of the large hole in the wall to see that the moving guild had almost stopped drawing the circle for Abyss Break. Her eyes widened before she turned back to the two younger men, “Quick, what happened since it started writing that magic circle? What changed?”

      Elfman crossed his arms in thought, “You mean since the whole guild started shaking and moving?”

      “Yes!”

      Gray scratched his head, “Um, I don’t know. The guild moved. We kept looking for ways to take the whole thing down. Oh!” Gray looked over to where Juvia was peacefully resting her eyes after finishing their fight, “We beat her and Mustached Asshole over there.”

      Mira looked at the beaten Juvia and Sol before clarity started overtaking her, “It’s the Elemental Four.”

      Elfman and Gray looked at her and questioned, “What about them?”

      “They’re the key! Master Jose is using Living Link magic to power the guild’s movement and the magic circle! And the Elemental Four are the power source!” She looked at them with hope brimming in her eyes, “If we defeat all of them then we can cripple the entire mechanism! We can stop Abyss Break!”

      Gray and Elfman looked between each other in shock before trying to remember what they’ve done so far. Elfman counted on his fingers, “If took out that Earth bastard!”

      Gray looked over a Juvia, “And she’s the Water user!”

      Elfman thought intently, “And there was a Fire user down in the cannon room we all beat up!”

      Mira nodded, “Then that only leaves the Air user, Aria of the Heaven. If we can beat him, we can save everyone!”

      “Well what are we waiting for?” Gray cracked his knuckles and grinned, “Let’s go kick this Aria guy’s ass!”

      Mira stopped before they charged away, “It won’t be that easy. If the rumors are true, Aria is of a completely different league compared to the rest of the Elemental Four. And it’s possible that he’s not even utilizing the full extent of his power when he fights because it’s too overwhelming.”

      Elfman furrowed his eyes, “So what you’re saying is…”

      Gray finished, “If we mess this up, we’re finished.”

    
    

    
      The sound of hooves galloping along stone was pounding through Reedus’ ears as he drove the carriage through the empty town. He could still hear the sounds of explosions and fighting all the way across the town as he guild mates fought desperately to defend themselves from Phantom Lord. But he couldn’t focus on that right now. He was given the job of hiding Lucy away at their safe house and guarding her from any enemy forces. This was what he could do to help his guild.

      Even though he felt so empty inside, this was what he needed to do.

      “You have to take me back.”

      Reedus perked up and looked back to see his sleeping passenger had finally woken up from her forced slumber. He was surprised that she was able to force herself awake from Mira’s spell so quickly. Lucy looked up at him with pleading eyes, “Please, you have to take me back. This is all my fault.”

      Reedus looked at her for a moment before turning back to the road, “I’m sorry Lucy, but I can’t do that. I was asked to protect you, and I will do just that.”

      “But they’re all fighting back there! They’re suffering and getting hurt fighting Phantom! Don’t you want to do something?!”

      Reedus nodded, “Of course I do. But Phantom is pining after you, and if we lost you than all of this would be for nothing. All the fighting. All the pain. We don’t want to lose you Lucy.”

      “But I don’t want anyone else to get hurt!” Lucy yelled back at him as tears started filling up her eyes. She shook her head, “Do you have any idea how horrible it feels to know there are so many people suffering right now because of me? So many people are getting hurt fighting for me. A-and I know they’re doing it because I’m part of the guild. Because I’m family. And I love everyone in this guild like family too. But if I could stop all the fighting… if I could save all of you anymore pain… I-I just don’t want Fairy Tail to suffer anymore because of me.”

      Reedus listened as Lucy’s sobs permeated the silence. He understood what she meant. And he finally started to get it now. If he was ever the cause of pain for the guild, he would surrender himself immediately to stop any of them from getting hurt. He completely understood the intention and feeling she was putting behind her proposal. But…

      “Lucy, has anyone at the guild told you how Fairy Tail came to odds with Damnation?”

      Lucy stopped her crying and looked up at the wide man’s back as he continued to lead the horses through the town. She rubbed her eyes before shaking her head even though she knew he couldn’t see her, “N-no. But the reports say that it was because Damnation was coming to attack Fairy Tail and destroy Magnolia. Master and all of the S-Class Mages went to fight them off and beat them. Was… was that not true?”

      “Well, it is true that was their goal. But it was not the entire story of why they came to fight us. First, I have another question to ask.” Reedus sent her a look over his shoulder, “Has anyone told you about Hashirama-San since you’ve come to the guild?”

      Lucy sat up a little when she heard the same name as the main character she and Levy were writing in their new book. She nodded, “U-um, Levy-chan told me some of the stories he used to tell her.”

      “Yes, that makes sense. Levy was always enamored with the fantastic tales he used to tell the younger members when they asked him to talk.” Reedus looked ahead again with a faint smile, “Hashirama-San was an old friend of Master Makarov’s. He was a very old gentleman who spent most of his time at the guild with us because he was too old to take jobs with anyone. In fact, he wasn’t even an official member of the guild… but that didn’t matter. He was a kind old man, and we all came to love him very much as one of our own. A few children in particular, like Levy, Natsu, Erza, and Naruto were especially fond of him.”

      “But in his long life, Hashirama-San made… many enemies.” Reedus’ smile at remembering the past fell as he started to recall dark times in their past, ‘Somehow… I’m not quite sure but somehow, Hahsirama-San came to make a very serious enemy of the leader of Damnation, ‘The Tyrant King’.’ Lucy’s eyes widened in shock as Reedus continued, “One day, Magnolia was hit with a bomb. And all of us were attempting to stop the fire and save the town. But as we were doing that… Hashirama-San was going off to face Damnation by himself. Because that was all the bomb was supposed to be. A message to him that today they were going to finish their fight. But he didn’t go alone. Naruto found out where he was going and followed him. And soon enough, Master found out where they were going as well.”

      “W-what?” Lucy looked up at Reedus’ back in surprise at this new bit of information. Why was no one else ever told about this? Why wasn’t this in any of the reports or papers?

      “But Master asked all of us to wait at the guild while the S-Class went to go and bring them back.” Reedus lowered his head, “That night, for hours, our guild was arguing and fighting with each other. Not like how we usually do when we drink too much or wrestle with each other. We all yelled and screamed at each other about what we should do to help. Some of us said that we should have followed Master and the others to go and rescue them. Others said that they would just get in the way and that we should just listen to Master’s orders to protect the guild and town. We argued for hours until… they finally came back. Except…”

      Lucy felt a pit in her stomach as he took a moment to gather himself.

      “It turns out it was too late. Hashirama-San had already started the fight and… it was just too much for him. He just couldn’t handle all of them by himself. We wanted to see him one last time at his funeral but the Master said… that it would be too much for us to see what was left of him.” Reedus shook his head, “And Naruto… we never found out what happened to him but… it must’ve been horrible. He was hospitalized for a whole month and none of us got to see him except for Erza, who barely rested that whole month because she was so worried. When he finally returned, he smiled at all of us and reassured us he was okay, laughing and playing around like nothing had happened. But he had changed. For a while his smile just seemed so hollow and fake. He got better as time went on… but he was never the same again. None of us are.”

      “We all go visit his grave once a year on the anniversary of the attack and say our goodbyes. Actually, most of us go visit him monthly to pay our respects or just to see him again. To see the only member of our family to die while we were in Fairy Tail.”

      Lucy looked at Reedus as he sat back up and continued driving, “I’m telling you this Lucy, because I understand how painful it is to watch other people suffer because you think it’s your fault. But we all have suffered worse from losing a member of our family because of our indecision. We weren’t able to be there to help Hahsirama-San when he needed us. But we will be damned if we lose you to anyone who dares try and take you from us.”

      Lucy looked down in guilt as her mind started to register the story Reedus had told her. She closed her eyes and laid down in the wagon as the wheels rolled over the stone at the calming rhythm. Her eyes started to flutter as she started to remember something from her past…

      “I remember the first time I heard about Fairy Tail.”

      Reedus offered his ear while he continued to drive, “I was only about 10 or 11 when I heard about it. I was going on a carriage ride, pulled by some horses, along with some of the servants working for my family. My dad was never really there because of business, so they were the closest I had to family at the time. I remember sitting in the carriage while they were off to get groceries before… I don’t know what happened but the horse got startled and started running through the town. The whole carriage was thrashing around and I had never felt so scared before. I was so afraid that I was going to get hurt. Before I heard some people shout to me to stay calm while they took care of it.”

      Lucy started drawing along the wood with her finger, “There was a lady there. She jumped on the front of the carriage and unhooked the horses before she started steering the wheels away from the people and markets in the street. And there was a boy that grabbed the back of it and started to slow it down with as much force as he could without hurting us. And never saw her face, but I saw her hand.” Lucy looked at her own hand and the pink insignia that rested in the back of it, “The symbol of a fairy with a tail rolling up behind it. I’d never seen something so pretty as that before.”

      She laid her hand by her face, “Anyway, they finally stopped the carriage and started talking to each other. And I don’t know why but the lady freaked out and ran away, leaving just me and the boy. I asked him what he was going to do now and he started pushing the carriage back into town. I asked him if he was a Mage and he told me he was, so I started asking him what it was like because I had just started using my magic at the time as well. He told me he wasn’t in a guild but there was one he wanted to be a part of. Fairy Tail. He told me he heard all these old stories about how amazing and nice it would be to finally join it and I just felt… so… compelled by what he was saying. A place that accepts all kinds into their group. A place that would never judge you for your past or your mistakes. A place where you can make a family. And I… just wanted to see it. Just one time. When I finally joined Fairy Tail, I wanted to find that boy and lady and thank them for what they did, but I can’t remember what they looked or sounded like. I wanted to thank them. Thank them for showing me this place. Thank them for letting me find a home—”

      *CRASH*

      Something violently collided into the wagon and blew it into smithereens, blasting Reedus and Lucy out of its confines as the magically created item turned into smoke. Lucy bounced and rolled along the street pavement harshly before she came to a slowed halt. She gasped in pain and lifted her head, ignoring the blood trickling down her forehead, and looked over to see Reedus unconscious in the street, “R-Reedus.”

      Lucy reached down to her belt to grab her keys for help but found that they were not attached to her side anymore. She looked around in a panic before seeing them lying in the street just a few feet away from her. She struggled to pull herself over to them, ignoring the pain and overwhelming need to rest her head, as she needed to grab them quickly. She gasped and reached out to them…

      Before a black boot slowly stepped down on them and away from her grasp. Lucy’s eyes widened before she looked up to see the menacing grin on Gajeel’s face.

      He chuckled, “Hey Princess, we’ve been lookin’ all over for you.”

    
    

    
      His head… felt like it had been caved in, filled out, and broken in again a dozen times as he tried to open his eyes again.

      Something was wrong. What happened to him? Seriously, he couldn’t remember. Wait. He just had to focus. The last thing he remembers was…

      He stopped Jupiter from hitting Erza and the others. He used his sword but that escaped from his hand. The he stopped it with…

      Shit, he couldn’t remember.

      Naruto rubbed his head to get his bearings back, “Ughhhh. What happened?”

      Wait. His head wasn’t even hurting. He was sure he was supposed to be hurting right now. So why didn’t anything hurt. Why did he feel…

      Wet?

      Naruto blinked his eyes before looking down to see he was kneeling in a massive pool of water. He blinked in surprise before looking around at his surroundings.

      It was a sewer.

      A sewer he was all too familiar with.

      Naruto blinked in surprise and sat up as he looked around at the sewer he found himself in. This was that place. That place inside his mind where he would go to see Kurama when he was just a kid. Except he hadn’t seen this place in ages. He never really had a reason to come back here since Kurama’s consciousness disappeared and only left the featureless body behind those massive gates. But even those gates were gone from his sight after all these years.

      Naruto looked to his side to see his left arm was still imbedded inside a massive wall that went all the way from the ground to the ceiling and locked away Kurama’s chakra forever.

      His arm was ripped off by the Wyvern. He stopped the bleeding with Kurama’s chakra but it started altering his wound. Rob-jichan sealed off the possessed limb and told him it had turned different under Kurama’s influence. And that was the last time he had seen this wall and sewer.

      But now the wall was cracked and ruined. What did that mean?

      Fuck it! That didn’t matter! Phantom Lord was literally trespassing in their backyard and he was here sitting on his ass! He had to get back out there!

      …

      Naruto’s eyes widened in shock when he failed to leave his surroundings. He shut his eyes even tighter and focused on leaving but still to no avail. Naruto looked around, “What the hell?! What’s going on?!”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I-I can’t get out!” Naruto started sing his knees to try and jolt himself awake. He gritted his teeth at his inability to escape before he punched the water, “Dammit! I need to get out there and help!”

      “Do you need to go fight out there?”

      “Of course I do! They need me!”

      “Really? Because it sounds like they need someone who can handle a war.”

      Naruto want to repute in absolute fury before his eyes widened when he realized he had been speaking to someone so naturally in his own mind. He slowly looked over at the cracked wall that trapped his arm and realized he had heard a voice from the other side. A young, child-like voice.

      He narrowed his eye, “Who are you?”

      The wall around his arm finally started to break and fall apart around him as he got a clear view of the person whispering through the other side.

      And the first thing he saw… was the black and red eyes piercing into him with a demonic grin to finish it off.

      It was him.

      Him as a child… and they were connected through a strange black mass that covered their left arms… but it was still him.

      Naruto’s eyes widened as he looked the younger version of himself over to try and understand what was happening. He was much younger than the real him, at least 12 or 13-years old. His hair was ragged and unruly while still somehow keeping its spiky feature. His teeth were sharper and his whiskers were rough but the most striking feature were his cold, emotionless eyes that pierced into Naruto’s like he was a lesser being. And connected to his back was a string of red chakra that came from the massive faceless figure of Kurama locked behind those looming, intimidating gates.

      Even in the midst of this odd situation, Naruto couldn’t help but feel joy to see Kurama again, even if his consciousness was gone and it was just a hollow shell.

      The younger, demented Naruto chuckled at the confused look on the original’s face. Naruto glared at his corrupted self and spat out, “What the fuck are you supposed to be?”

      “You can’t possibly be that oblivious, are you?” The younger, black-eyed version of himself pointed at himself, “I’m you. The real you.”

      “No, you’re not.” Naruto shook his head, “Believe me, you have not experienced the same shit I have to call yourself the real me.”

      “Oh really? The assassinations? The war? The Tower? I was there for all of it.” He placed a hand against his chest, “I survived through all of it too! I’m the part of you that is willing to survive and fight through anything. The part that knows the necessity of surviving. But that stupid old man had to do what he thought was best and lock me away for ‘our own good’. Daft old geezer.”

      “Hey!” Naruto wanted to hit this kid for what he said about Rob but for some reason he couldn’t move or attack.

      The demonic doppelgänger saw his older counterpart struggle to stand and grinned, “But the most important part is that I’m the part that never abandoned Kurama.” He gestured to the giant creature peacefully sitting behind the bars, “He sacrificed everything for us. And you abandoned him on another side of a wall for eight years, you ungrateful shit. Luckily, I was here to thank him. To learn from him.”

      Naruto felt his strength start to dwindle and looked at his younger self in confusion, “W-what do you mean learn?”

      “He’s been connected to me for all these years. I’ve learnt everything his chakra has been able to show me after all this time. The strength. The power.” The black mass around their arms started to expand and spread, “The hate.”

      The black mass crawled up Naruto’s arm and started to extend over his entire body. He tried to escape but he was held down at the miasma covered his legs and chest; he tried to scratch and tear it off but couldn’t get a hold of it. Naruto desperately tried to save himself but…

      It felt cold. He could hear people screaming and crying. He could feel all their malice and hate seep into every inch of his mind of soul.

      It felt familiar.

      It felt like war.

      “Now… it’s about time we get back to work.”

    
    

    
      “GAH!”

      “NATSU!”

      Natsu was knocked across the room and slid on the floor with a busted lip and a bloody cheek. The pink-haired man coughed and gagged on his blood before spitting it out to the side and sitting back up to glare at his opponent. He wiped his mouth before standing back up, “Nice hit asshole. I’ll give another one for that.”

      Happy watched with concern as his friend had taken another severe hit from the large man that controlled the air around them. Despite Natsu’s best efforts he had not been able to make any progress on beating or even leveling the battle with Aria. His flames were snuffed out when the air around him was altered and changed. His attacks were evaded when Aria turned into air and escaped his clutches. And even when Natsu tried to run up to stairs to evade the fight all together, he ran into an invisible wall that stopped his movements all together.

      Basically, this was the worst person Natsu could face at the moment.

      Aria shook his head as tears ran down his face, “Such misfortune! That you would be so delusional as to think you still had a chance of surviving this encounter is so misfortunate!”

      “Ah shut up already!” Natsu yelled angrily before charging the massive man once more. He prepared to land a barrage of strikes over his massive frame, “I’m sick of yer goddamn babbling!”

      Natsu jumped and prepared to strike Aria but the Phantom Mage extended his hands and fired a barrage of concentrated air at him. He tried to guard himself as dozens of brick-like attacks hit all over his body. Natsu was blown back and he bounced on the ground before coughing up some blood and holding his ribs. Happy came flying down to his side, “Natsu!”

      Natsu groaned, “I’m fine.”

      “No! No you’re not fine!” Happy almost cried while looking him over, “You’re beaten and bloody! You can’t keep doing this!”

      “I said I’m fine.” Natsu forced himself back up and spit, “I’m just waiting for the right chance to strike back.”

      “You’re resilience is commendable, but otherwise unnecessary. I swore to Master Jose to toy and play with any Fairies I encountered but now..it’s time for me to finish you.” His body started to fade away as his voice echoed out one last time, “Such misfortune. Such misfortune.”

      Happy looked around, frightened as the powerful Mage had disappeared from their senses to easily once again. He looked at Natsu for hope that they could escape to find a better course of action…

      But he just had his eyes closed. The Dragon Slayer stood there silently and waited.

      …

      …

      …

      Natsu’s eyes jutted open and he threw his fist upwards behind him, “HA!”

      Aria reappeared out of his Aerospace as Natsu’s punched landed directly under his chin and knocked him into the air. Aria gasped as he stumbled back before Natsu charged forward and dug his foot into his stomach. Natsu then sent a barrage of punches into the Air Mage’s stomach, chest, and face under finally landing a haymaker on his cheek and sending him flying across the room.

      Natsu landed back on his feet and cracked his knuckles before smirking, “See? Told ya I’d get you back.”

      Happy was staring at his partner with a slack jaw at the impressive feat he just preformed. He looked at the pink-haired man, “H-how did you—”

      “The bastard cries so much I could smell his tears a mile away. He can hide his presence and magic as much as he wants but I can tell where he is from the salt. He just never got close enough for me to land a hit.” Natsu smirked, “Finally did though.”

      Aria lifted himself on his hands and coughed up some blood before Natsu smirked, “How about now big guy? Wanna keep going or do you know what’s good for you and just walk away?”

      Aria was gritting his teeth in anger until he started tasting blood as he pulled off his blindfold and gathered his magic into his hands, “WRAHHHHH! ZETSU!”

      Natsu stood strong as the barrage of concentrated air started coming at him and exploding everything in his eyes. The hallway started exploding and everything was covered in dust and obscured Aria’s sight. Aria was certain that that he had finally beaten the stubborn Dragon Slayer.

      But a wave of a black sword and the sight of scarlet hair waving in the dust dashed those thoughts.

      Natsu and Happy were shocked at the sight of their redhead comrade as Erza stared forward at the powerful Air Mage across the hall. They both cheered, “Erza(x2)!”

      “I came in here to help when I noticed the magic circle started slowing down.” Erza spoke over her shoulder, “Glad to see you two have been holding out. And against someone as strong as ‘Aria of the Heavens’ no less. I’m proud of you both.”

      Natsu grinned and rubbed his nose, “No sweat.”

      “I’ll handle it from here.”

      “Sure, no pro-FUCK THAT!” Natsu yelled angrily before arguing, “I was about to finish this asshole off myself! Don’t butt in right at the end!”

      “He’s increased his magic exponentially at this moment Natsu. And he’s and Air Mage, the very worse opponent for you to face.” Erza looked back at him with a calm demeanor, “And you’re injured. You should rest.”

      Natsu scowled before his eyes started roaming over Erza’s body. He scoffed, “Like you’re one to talk. You look like you’re gonna keel over any sec.”

      “Yes. I was a bit over zealous in the fight out there. Ran myself a little too thin.” She turned back around, “But I can manage.”

      “‘Titania Erza’. I must say that I didn’t think I would see you here.” Aria abandoned his usual weeping act to grin menacingly, “To think you could counter my attack with just your sword. Your reputation precedes you.”

      “I would thank you if the vile nature of your magic power wasn’t so repulsive.”

      Aria glared before he smirked, “You are far more competent than most of your guild. Especially that pathetic excuse for a man known as Hunter.”

      Natsu and Happy flinched.

      Uh oh.

      “He was surprisingly strong for one of you Fairies… too bad he was too weak-willed to finish the job, although even I have to commend him for doing something useful and sacrificing his useless life to try and save the rest of you miserable trash.”

      Natsu and Happy sweated and nervously looked over at Erza back as she stood completely still even after all of Aria’s trash talk. Erza just walked forward and aimed her blade at the large man’s form, “Enough talking. I came here to finish this fight. So will you surrender? Or will you stand?”

      Aria smirked and the air around him started to whip and swirl around him. And it continued to extend further and further out until all the air in the room was started to become concentrated around him. He placed his palms on top of each other, “Zero!” He gathered the air around him until it started to become black and concentrated. The ultimate spell of death started to pull the air out of the Fairies’ lungs before he threw out his hands, “DIE!”

      The black concentration of magic blasted towards the Fairies and they could sense the absolute death spiraling towards them. It expanded and everything in sight became black around them like the nothingness of death.

      *Schwip*

      Erza swung Naruto’s sword to cut the air. And then again. And again. And again. And again. And again. And again.

      Erza gripped the Kokuryū with both hands and swung the blade at unbelievable speeds to cut through the airspace of death and towards its caster. Aria’s eyes widened in horror as Erza blasted the last of his death spell out of existence and appeared directly in front of him. Erza looked up at him with focused eyes before taking a swing with her borrowed blade.

      “KIYAHHHH!”

      She swung the blade a dozen times in an instant and sliced Aria’s chest open with numerous gashes. She finished the final swing and knocked Aria up into the air as he passed out her instantaneous beating. Aria’s unconscious form flew up in the air before coming back to the ground at an even more violent rate and broke through the ground into the lower level.

      Erza stood back up and swung the black sword to the side as the dust settled around them. She looked back over her shoulder with anger in her eyes, “Naruto didn’t finish you off because he knows the value of people’s lives. And if he really tried, you would have been nothing more than a smear on the walls. Don’t ever mistake his mercy for weakness. Me… I’m not as forgiving as him.”

      Natsu and Happy cowered in fear at Erza’s aggressive and brutal attack. Natsu also felt his pride shrink, considering he had been ducking it out with that bastard for the last ten minutes to no avail. Just as he was considering how he might need to pick up the pace with some training, Erza fell to a knee and gasped for air. Natsu and Happy ran to her side, “Erza(x2)!”

      “I-I’m fine. Just tired.” Erza used Naruto’s sword for support as she caught her breath, “I just need to take a moment to rest. Then I’ll be fine.”

      Natsu kneeled by her side, “You don’t look fine. You look ragged.”

      Erza smiled, “You’re one to talk.”

      “Well I’m used to getting knocked around. It’s my charm.”

      “Hehe. Sure it is.”

      ( “Attention, Fairy Tail.”)

      Natsu, Happy, and Erza looked up as they heard the intercom ring again and Jose’s voice reached their ears. He coughed into the mic and continued, ( “You have all proven far more resourceful, resilient, and stubborn than I previously took you for. For that, I will applause you. But I should let you know that our fighting will be coming to a close soon. For you see—”)

      ( “AAAHHHHHHHHHH!”)

      Their eyes widened in horror when they heard Lucy’s voice scream in pain over the intercom, ( “Lucy Heartfilia-San is finally in our grasps.”)

      “LUCY!” Natsu yelled through gritted teeth.

      ( “Now despite your wonderful company, our business with you all has nearly come to an end. Expect the final shots of our little war to be traded… very soon.”)

      The intercom rang out before turning off all together.

      “FUCK!” Natsu punched the ground and was seething with rage, “GOD DAMMIT! I’LL KILL THOSE BASTARDS!”

      “Natsu, calm down.”

      “NO! THEY HAVE LUCY! I’M NOT JUST GONNA CALM DOWN AND—”

      Erza grabbed Natsu’s collar and looked into his eyes, “I mean don’t waste that anger having a tantrum. You need that emotion to go save Lucy.”

      He looked at her before asking, “What?”

      “There are only two more people that have power left in Phantom. Jose… and the Iron Dragon Slayer. Now… can you smell where Lucy is?”

      Natsu took a moment panting after that rage started getting his heart pounding before he nodded, “Yeah.”

      “And who is she with?”

      “Black Steel.”

      “Then that’s where you need to go. Take that anger, control it, find him and Lucy… and then let it all out. Turn it into your flames… and don’t keep a single thought to yourself. We need you to save her Natsu.”

      Happy came flying to her side, “What about you?”

      “I need a moment to get my strength back. Then… I’ll see what I can do about Jose.”

      Natsu and Erza looked at each other before the pink-haired man nodded his head. He turned around, walked through the rubble and debris covering the hallway before going up the stairs, “Happy, c’mon. Let’s go get Lucy back.”

      “Aye Sir!”

      Natsu continued walking before looking back down at his friend, “Hey.”

      Erza looked up at him as he smiled and pointed his finger and thumb upward, “I’ll see you back with the others, okay?”

      Erza smiled and nodded before returning the gesture. Natsu and Happy charged up the stairs and left the armor clad woman by herself. She continued to take deep, filling breaths as she attempted to get her strength back for the second round of fighting.

      Truth be told, she didn’t feel like she was ready to try and take the fighting to a Wizard Saint that had enough power to spare creating an entire army to fight everyone in her guild.

      But she had to do it.

      This is what Master Makarov would do.

      This is what Naruto would do.

      This is what she needed to do to help everyone.

      “Erza!”

      Erza sat up and looked back to see Mira, Gray, and Elfman run into the hallway in a hasty manner. Erza stood back up slowly and smiled, “Mira! You’re okay! And Elfman! Gray!”

      Mira came running up to her and worryingly looked over her tired and injured form, “What happened to you?! You look exhausted!”

      “I’ve been doing my best to handle the Shades out there with everyone else but they’re almost infinite. They won’t stop. Then I noticed the magic circle was slowing down almost to a halt so I came in here to see what was happening.”

      “Well I’m glad you’re here.” Gray said while looking around the hallway, “We have to beat the last guy from the Elemental Four and we’ll stop the magic circle all together. We sensed his magic from somewhere around here so we…” Gray looked around and saw the debris around them, “Came to take him down.”

      “No need.” Erza ran a hand through her hair, “I came to help Natsu and Happy and took care of him myself.”

      Elfman looked around for any signs of a body before raising an eyebrow, “Where is he?”

      “See that hole over there.” They looked over at the hole in the middle of the floor. Erza smiled mischievously, “He’s somewhere down there… learning his lesson.”

      Mira sighed in relief, “Oh thank goodness.”

      Gray and Elfman just sweated nervously at her playful, offhand remark about putting an immensely powerful Mage through the ground so quickly. Gray just coughed into his hand, “So-um-where’s Natsu and Happy?”

      “I sent them ahead… they’re going to go get Lucy back.”

      Their eyes all fell in shame that their friend was finally caught despite their best efforts. Gray just took a deep breath and prayed that Natsu get there in time to help her. If she sent him on ahead and was staying back, “So what were you planning to do then?”

      Erza gripped the back sword tightly before narrowing her eyes, “I’m going to go find Jose… and end this.”

      The others were surprised but what she said, but not enough that it showed on their faces. Gray nodded, “Yeah, guess we had the same thought.”

      Mira lowered her eyes, “This war can’t end until we make him stop this.”

      Elfman shook his head, “So we’re basically saying we need to beat a Wizard Saint and then we get to go home and rest.”

      Erza tiredly shrugged her shoulder, “I didn’t say it would be easy.”

      “Oh really~?”

      Their eyes widened in shock as they heard the new, confident voice that was followed by a wave of sickeningly cold magic power. They all looked to the side as a black miasma started to seep into the room through an empty doorway. The familiar voice continued, “Because all this boasting and gallivanting, ambushing my guild and then attacking the members of my elite team. Wrecking my guild… and humiliating the name of Phantom Lord. And now, beaten and half-dead, you say you’re going to beat me so easily.”

      Jose finally walked out of the shadow of the doorway, dressed out of his ridiculous, stereotype wizard outfit and into something far sleek and ready for battle. The Fairies took a step back, Elfman covering Mira while Gray and Erza got ready in their battle stance while his immense magic rolled over them.

      Jose cracked his neck before smirking, “So tell me… how should I discipline you little ingrates about the mistakes you’ve made today?”

    
    

    
      “Attack! Quickly! Don’t let up!”

      “Someone grab Macao! His wound reopened!”

      “I’m fine! Concentrate on the Shades!”

      “Loke! Concentrate your attacks on the side!”

      “Right!”

      Lisanna was panting heavily as her vision started to constrict and darken. She rubbed her eyes and shook her head as too make sure she didn’t black out after all the fighting. She needed to stay aware.

      A group of three Shades started soaring at her and she yelled as she started fighting them off. She kicked on out of existence before jumping up and striking another one in the face but leaving herself open to one phasing through her chest and causing a cold sensation to go over her limbs. Lisanna gasped and fell to the ground holding her chest as a group of Shades started swarming to her. She gritted her teeth and prepared to counter…

      But they stopped.

      They all stopped.

      All of the ghostly figures across the battlefield suddenly froze in place for just a moment as the Fairy Mages looked around in shock.

      Lisanna was just silent before she heard the sound of footsteps creeping up behind her. She looked to her left as Naruto slowly staggered up to her side, his arms swaying back and forth and his eyes shadowed by hair. She smiled and almost felt tears come to her eyes, “N-Naruto! O-oh thank god you’re okay!”

      Naruto paid her no mind and slowly started walking forward. Lisanna tried to stand up but couldn’t so she reached out to grab his hand, “Naruto wait, you’re still injured, you can’t—”

      But Lisanna felt something run through every fiber of her being and she jetted back and away from his hand. She didn’t know why but she… she didn’t want to touch him.

      Naruto leaned his head back a little until it looked like he was about to fall over before he dropped his knees and pounced forward and impossible speeds, creating a crater that blew Lisanna and the Shades back with the force of his movements. He continued charging across the battlefield, unhindered by the looks of his comrades or the positions of his enemies as he ran to his only point of focus.

      The Phantom guild.

    
    

    
      Gajeel was walking around impatiently in the room at the tallest point in the guild. His arms were crossed and he had an annoyed scowl on his face as he was left with the babysitting duty while Jose went out to clean up the trash. One of the weaker guys in charge of maintaining the guild’s mechanical system hesitantly walked up to Gajeel and tried to calm him down, “U-um, Gajeel-San, there’s no reason to feel so angry. Jose-sama is out there finishing the rest of those miserable Fairy scum off once and for all.” He pointed over at the wall where Lucy was sitting against the wall with her eyes out of sight, “We just have to sit back and guard the target and we—”

      *THWACK*

      The others flinched in fear as Gajeel just waved his fist back and knocked the subordinate across the room and into the wall with the back of his fist. He growled through his teeth and looked at the rest of them, “Do. Not. Try to comfort me you prick. I know that Master Jose is gonna finish off the rest of these jackasses! I’m angry because I’m just up here guarding this little bimbo with a bunch of weak fuckers just staring at me! So unless you want to end up like that moron over there… just shut up and stay out of my way.”

      The other Phantom Mages stepped back in fear as they decided to give Gajeel the wide area of space he wanted.

      “Do… you feel anxious?”

      Gajeel’s ears perked up before he looked over at the defeated, almost unconscious blonde sitting against the wall. He scoffed, “What was that?”

      “That sense… of anxiousness in the air…” Lucy lifted her head and looked over at him, “I’m asking if you can feel it.”

      “‘Sense of anxiousness’? Pfft.” Gajeel opened his arms wide and looked around at their surroundings, “I’m sorry but where exactly are you getting that idea? In case you haven’t noticed yet, we’ve won. We kicked your asses, crippled your master, and caught the runaway little brat we were asked to catch. And after today there probably won’t be any Fairy Tail left. I’d call that a win.”

      Lucy was silent for a moment before a small laugh started slipping out of her mouth. Gajeel’s grin started to fade as Lucy looked up again, “Most of your guild is gone. Your magic circle was stopped. Your tops Mages were beaten. Even your Wizard Saint Master decided to go out and fight because we were just too rowdy for the rest of you to handle.” Lucy sat up and gave a weak but cheeky smile, “It sure sounds like the fights still going on.”

      Gajeel just narrowed his eyes, “If you don’t shut yer mouth, I’m gonna have to shut it for you.”

      “G-Gajeel-San, you can’t—”

      “Shut up. We’ll just say she was trying to escape and we had to apprehend her.”

      “But Jose-sama—”

      “Master Jose can’t tell me what to do if a little bitch is talking shit about the guild.”

      “He doesn’t tell you what to do?” Lucy asked as she sat up, gasping at the pain in her ribs before smiling again, “So you’re up here, watching over a beaten, weak little girl, by your own choice?” Lucy saw the scowl on Gajeel’s face before she landed the last hit on the nail…

      “I guess you really are scared, right?”

      Gajeel just narrowed his eyes. He stood up straight before walking over to her as his hands turned into metal. He slammed them together with a resounding thud before he spat out, “See… this is what happens when you don’t shut up.”

      Lucy had a small smile on her face at finally being able to break someone’s composure. Maybe if the others back at the guild knew she could trash-talk now, they’d be a little happier that she was keeping the Fairy Tail spirit strong.

      Gajeel was taking another step towards her but then the ground beneath him exploded in a spray of fire, debris and dust. He covered his eyes to keep the debris out of his eyes before he gasped and buckled over. He looked down to see a fist shrouded in fire shoved into his gut and he looked up to see the whites of Natsu’s eyes glaring into him.

      “WRRRAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!”

      Gajeel was blast across the room and into the opposite wall with the force of a rocket as Natsu landed on the ground, smoking and covered in fire. Lucy looked up at him with tears of joy filling her eyes, “N-Natsu!”

      “Lucy!” Happy screamed while flying into her chest to hug her, “We were so worried!”

      “Happy.” Lucy smiled lightly before rubbing his head, ‘It’s okay, and I’m fine. I’m just glad you guys are okay.’ Lucy looked up at Natsu’s back, “Natsu—”

      “HehehehehKAKAKAKAKAKA!” They flinched when they heard Gajeel’s cackle emanate across the room as he moved debris and his subordinates off of him. He spit up some blood before grinning menacingly, “This is fucking fantastic! And here I was worried that I wasn’t gonna get to have any fun today! Glad you came up to entertain me Salamander!”

      “…”

      He didn’t get an answer as Natsu just stared down at his hands, “Hmm, I guess Erza was right.”

      Flames started blasting off his body as the room’s temperature shot up at least a dozen degrees with the fire coming off his body. Natsu gripped his fists before gritting his teeth, “It feels… so much better… getting the chance to finally aim this anger at someone who can take it!”

      Natsu lowered his knees before the flames increased in intensity, “You better grit those teeth Black Steel… after today, someone needs to teach you… NOT TO FUCK WITH FAIRY TAIL!”

    
    

    
      “GAH!”

      “AHHHH!”

      Gray and Elfman were blasted across the room after two blasts of concentrated Dark magic at unbelievable speeds barreled through their chests. They rolled on the floor gasping for air as Mira came running to their sides to help, “Gray! Elfman!”

      “WRAH!” Erza came flying at Jose with her Black Wing Armor to give her extra strength and mobility as she attempted to attack his blind spot. But he covered his hand in a black light and blocked the Kokuryū with a wave of his hand. Erza was surprised by his simple defense before she spun and landed on the ground before swinging the blade to take out his legs.

      But she missed when he jumped over it and grinned evilly before pointing a finger at her face. Her eyes widened and she barely dodged as a blast of magic shot out of his finger and decimated the ground behind her. She then braced herself and pushed off the ground as he fired blasts of magic across the room to catch her, blasting the walls and pillars apart like sheet paper. He cackled, “Excellent! Simply spectacular! You’re tired and ragged and yet you evade my attacks with such skill and grace! Makarov chose well when he picked his S-Class children! Possibly the only accomplishment he’s ever made!”

      “Don’t you dare mock him like that!” Erza came down on him with her blade but he just stepped to the side like a blur before kicking her away with tremendous force. She jumped up to the ceiling before kicking off it for an extra boost of speed, “He’s a better man than you could ever be!”

      “Oh, of course he is.” Jose jumped back as Erza landed and waved his hand to create of whip of black energy, “Which must be why I’m still standing and he’s somewhere barely able to breathe!”

      “AH!” Erza was knocked back with the powerful crack of the whip and she rolled on the ground the next the rest of her team. Jose didn’t waste a moment as he gathered a massive amount of magic and grinned before he started blowing them and everything around them up in a ball of black fire and smoke.

      Jose smirked as he started walking to the cloud of smoking, kicking massive chunks of debris out of the way like they were just pebbles. He walked to the edge of the cloud before swiping his hand and dispersing the smoke away to see Gray, Elfman, and Erza all lying down unconscious in the aftermath of his attack.

      Jose walked up to Erza’s unmoving form and smiled at his victory, not that it was unexpected but that he got to finally shut the mouths of some unruly, rude little brats. He fixed his collar, “I’m sure one day you might be able to improve your strength and stand up here with the best of us… and then you’ll be able to emphasize how it feels to see children wave their fists so petulantly and call themselves Mages… but until then you should learn your place. And stay on the ground.”

      “Hehe.”

      Jose raised an eyebrow as he saw Erza’s shoulders shake as quiet giggles came from her. He was about to question her before her whole body glowed in a bright light before she transformed back into Mirajane. The barmaid smiled, “I guess even you will let your guard down while blasting, won’t you?”

      Jose looked down to see his feet had been frozen into place while Gray created a pair of ice gauntlets to cover Elfman’s monster arms. His massive form jumped over Mira’s body and tackled the man with a mighty Roark forcing him back and down the hallway until the came to a sudden stop.

      Elfman looked down to see Jose holding him back with two hands before tensing them and breaking them apart with his grip. He yelled and punched Elfman back and down the hall until…

      *Schwip*

      Jose jumped back and skid across the ground before slowly looking down at his chest. He gently touched the gash that ran over his coat and started to seep a steady amount of blood through the cut. He looked at his own blood before looking up at seeing Erza standing there with her sword outstretched and its tip dripping with blood. She stood back up, panting lightly with sweat down her face, and aimed the sword at him once again.

      “Well, I suppose I was wrong…” Jose let his magic flare and almost growl out with anger, “I’m not even close to finishing with you children quite yet.”

      The Fairies struggled to stand up and prepared to continue their fight with Jose…

      Until he stopped and blinked in surprise at what he saw.

      A shadow grew and covered behind them as it stood in the way of their only source of naturally light.

      They all looked back to see that standing in a hole in the hallway that was made during their fight was Naruto, ragged and still bloody but standing on his feet.

      Gray, Elfman, Mira, and Erza all looked at him in shock before they all smiled. Gray laughed, “About time you got up!”

      “Yeah!” Elfman grinned and pumped his fist, “A true man doesn’t waste any time before running back into battle!”

      Mira had tears welling up in her eyes before she smiled, happy to see her friend was good enough to move, “Thank god.”

      Erza felt a wave of relief wash over her and wanted to run up to her side… before she got a good look at him and felt… anxious.

      “Hehehe, I’ll say it again, Makarov truly did have a talent for picking the best of his children. You took the brunt of the Jupiter blast and yet here you are, ready to continue the fight.” Jose rolled his shoulder, “You deserve praise.”

      “I…”

      They stopped and listened as Naruto slowly started to speak, “I… could hear it… I… could feel it. People screaming. People suffering. The… smell… of blood and fire and smoke. I felt darkness and fear spread everywhere around us. I knew it was war and it felt… so…”

      “Nostalgic.”

      Their eyes widened when Naruto looked up and smiled at them, revealing his sharpened teeth, rough whiskers, and how his bright blue eye had changed into a deep red one instead. Naruto placed a hand over his eyes as his shoulders started to shake, “Kehehehehehehehehehehehehehe…”

      The members of his guild look at him with confusion and fear as he chuckled with a dark edge to his voice. Erza shook her head, “No… please don’t—”

      “Hahahahaha.” Naruto cackled as he leaned his head back and took a moment to breathe. He sighed, “I-I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude. It’s just… it’s been so long… so long since I’ve been comfortable like this. For years I’ve been lying… lying to myself… telling myself that I didn’t want this. That I didn’t want to fight in war again. But I haven’t been so free… so unrestricted in my life!” He threw his arms out and more shards of his metal arms started to break off and fall to the ground.

      Jose shook his head at the strange attitude of the Fairy Tail S-Class Mage. He questioned, “I suppose you have sustained more damages than what was expected from the blast, ‘Hunter Naruto Uzumaki’.”

      Naruto head fell back down and he looked at Jose before grinning, “There he is! The man of the hour! The guy who made this all a possibility!” Naruto’s arms fell back to his sides and he seemed on edge while laughing, ‘I owe you! For finally letting me come back out! For giving me the chance to stop being weak and kind and controlled and civil! I’ve been playing that mask for too long! But now… hehehehehehehee… I’m out.’ Naruto looked to his left before gripping his fist and whipping it down, dislodging the last of his former prosthetic and letting the fresh air run off his arm, “For such a nice service… I’ll give you the honor of getting me back into the game… so…”

      They all looked at him in fear as he raised his arm and showed it to them all, revealing the fox-like, sharp-nailed limb that had been sealed away for almost a decade. Naruto gathered his chakra around him and created a vortex of wind to surround him, overwhelming them with his vile, almost chilling presence as he just stared at Jose. His face darkened until only his brown and red eyes and toothy grin were visible to them.

      “Shall you be my new kill?”

    
    

    
      Done

      FINALLY!

      Been waiting two years to get to that point! No, two-and-a-half, considering all the time I put into thinking this story up before I started writing!

      Ughhhhh… have you guys missed me? Because I have missed you! Not gonna take another few months for the next chapter, promise! I’m just considering what I’m gonna write for the annual April Month Long Special Deal!

      Oh well. I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.

      Now, I know a few of you were expecting a big fight chapter. Don’t worry.

      That comes next.

      First things first, I promised I was gonna write my RWBY chapter next and I gotta hop over there and fix it up for those loyal readers.

      I’ll see you guys real soon.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    33. Dragons, Demons, Monsters, and Fairies

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 33: Dragons, Demons, Monsters, and Fairies

      ~Meeeeeennnnnnnnnn~

      H-hurgh! Huugggrhhh! Ughhhhhhhhhh!

      On a separate note, watch Daredevil. And Ultron. They were awesome.

      Watch them.

      Please~.

    
    

    
      “Hey, how tough is this magic yer teachin’ me?”

      The mighty red dragon looked down from where he was carefully stalking their prey and questioned, “What was that?”

      The little pink-haired munchkin was looking up at his father and questioned again with increased interest, “I said how tough is this magic yer teachin’ me?!”

      Igneel just looked back forward and furrowed his eyes at the target, “Well, magic can’t be tough. It’s an abstract, metaphysical idea. Certain magic can make an individual tougher and stronger if that’s what you mean.”

      Igneel focused on the deer and rabbit that frolicked in the small field of the forest. This was the effort of a predator stalking its prey. Complete silence. Erase your presence. Erase your existence. Complete control. Steady your breath. Focus your mind. And when the time comes… pou—

      “HEY! IGNEEL!” Natsu yelled while jumping in front of Igneel’s face. Unfortunately, Natsu abrupt and excited yelling made the wild animals suddenly aware of the apex predator watching them from several meters away and they all ran off to safety away from them.

      Igneel looked at the situation in shock before one of his eyes twitched and he slammed his face into the grass with exasperation. He sighed while little Natsu kept bouncing up and down, “Hey! Hey! Hey Igneel! You didn’t answer me!”

      Igneel sighed before looking back up and resting his head on the ground, “What are you talking about Natsu?”

      “I’m talkin’ ‘bout this Dragon Slayer stuff ya been teachin’ me! Is it gonna make me tough or not?!”

      “Hmmm… I suppose we should test it.” Igneel said after a moment’s thought before he lifted his large hand and flicked Natsu across the clearing with some small force from his talon.

      “AHHHHAHHHHHHAHHHHHHH!” Natsu’s voice rang out as he bounced along the ground before skidding along the grass for several moments and finally planting firmly in the dirt. It was silent with only the distant sound of chirping birds before Natsu popped back up on his feet with dirt marks and small, annoyed tears in the sides of his eyes. He yelled, “HEY YA JERK, THE HELL WAS THAT FOR?!”

      Igneel raised his head with some amusement at his son’s anger, “You asked if the magic I was teaching you made you stronger and tougher. Well you seem fine to me so you must be getting stronger.”

      “YOU COULDA JUST TOLD ME!” Natsu yelled before plopping his butt down in the dirt and wiping off his scarf and shorts. He looked over himself and saw he really didn’t sustain too much damage before he started grinning. He started shaking with excitement, “This is so cool!”

      Igneel tilted his head in confusion, “What is?”

      “I’m so strong with this magic stuff! It’s so cool!” Natsu was beaming with excitement before throwing his hands up in the air, “When I finally get to meet other people, I’m gonna show ’em just how strong a Dragon Slayer really is!”

      Igneel slowly walked out of the forest and into the clearing, “Well that also depends on if they haven’t met a stronger Dragon Slayer than you.”

      Natsu mirth and joy escaped his voice and he looked up at his father, “What?”

      Igneel lowered himself and sat back down in front of the pink-haired boy, “Well there are other Dragon Slayers in the world. There may be a chance that you meet one stronger than yourself.”

      “Other Dragon Slayers?!” Natsu ran and climbed up Igneel’s arm before he was looking over his father’s snout and in his eyes, “Igneel, are you teaching others the same magic as me you jerk?! Do I have brothers and sisters I don’t know about or somethin’?!”

      “What? No. I mean-well technically they could be considered cousins or at least relatives of some kind but-I’m losing my train of thought.” Igneel shook his head before continuing, “Natsu, there are many other dragons around the world. And a few of them may have taken on children and students of their own. That effectively makes them Dragon Slayers as well.”

      “Oh.” Natsu looked down for a moment and it looked like a thought was crossing his simple little mind before he asked, “Hey, are the others stronger than me?”

      Igneel thought for a moment, “Well, that depends. You’ll just have to meet with them and see for yourself.”

      Natsu scrunched his face, not totally satisfied with that answer before another idea came to mind, “Well are the other dragons stronger than you?”

      “Probably not.” Igneel bragged with a smug turn of the nose, “I’m pretty damn strong if you haven’t noticed.”

      “So if you’re teaching me how to be strong, shouldn’t I be the strongest?”

      “That’s entirely up to you and the other Dragon Slayers, Natsu.”

      “Well I wanna be the strongest!”

      “Then prove yourself to be the strongest.” Igneel said with a small smile as he looked at his son’s enthusiasm, “Just get stronger and prove you’re stronger than every other Dragon Slayer out there.”

      “Ok!” Natsu answered happily before making a blank stare and tilting his head, “How do I prove that?”

      Igneel rolled his eyes and shook his head before smiling and answering his son.

      “Don’t lose.”

    
    

    
      This was an absolutely stark contrast to the scenario his mind was playing right now.

      In his memories, he was reminded of a pleasant memory with his father where Igneel revealed the existence of other Dragon Slayers and encouraged him to be the strongest in the middle of the forest.

      Right now, he was surrounded on all sides by concrete and wired machinery. Behind him was a battered Lucy and a worried Happy as they kept to the wall behind him. In the corners of his eyes he could see other Phantom Lord members stare at him in a mix of fear and anxiety as they backed up into the wall.

      But the biggest attention-getter would have to be the combination of the strange, menacing feeling emanating from beneath the floor and the grinning Dragon Slayer standing across from him. Gajeel continued rubbing the steaming, burning bruise on his cheek after Natsu’s sudden ambush attack and felt a stinging sensation through his skin. He chuckled, “Okay, I’ll admit, that was actually a pretty decent punch.” He swiped his thumb over his chin before rolling his neck, ‘Throw a few more of those my way and I might actually change my mind saying all of you Fairies are soft-knuckled little bitches.’ Gajeel looked off in thought before shrugging his shoulders, “Maybe.”

      Natsu ignored him before he started looking over the room with the same intense glare he entered with. Every Phantom Mage that came within his sight cowered and shook under his gaze before he moved on again. Gajeel noticed the pink-haired man’s wandering eyes and decided to ask, “What? You keep looking around at everybody else. Are you thinking you’ll have to take them out before you fight me because there’s no need to worry. They’ll stay out of the way, or get wrecked in the process.”

      Natsu didn’t answer as he just kept scanning the area around him. Lucy and Happy looked at each other with concern before the blonde girl asked, “Natsu?”

      Gajeel raised an eyebrow, “What the hell are you looking for?”

      Natsu finally stopped and a cheeky smile grew over his face, “I had been wondering something for a while since I heard about you. And now I guess I was right. You must not have what every other Dragon Slayer has.”

      Gajeel felt a tick in his eye at the tone Natsu was using. He snarled, “And what’s that?”

      Natsu grinned and pointed at Gajeel, “You ain’t got a cat!”

      “…”

      “…”

      “…”

      Everyone just looked at him, “Huh?”

      A look of smug accomplishment came over Natsu face as he placed his hands on his hips, “I just found out that every Dragon Slayer has a cat for a partner! You ain’t got a cat!”

      Lucy sighed tiredly and rubbed the bridge of her nose, “You have got to be kidding me.”

      Happy slumped his head, “Our idiot.”

      Gajeel titled his head, “Are you a fucking idiot? What are you talking about cats?”

      “My friend told me that he met a few other Dragon Slayers and they all had cats! Just like me!” Natsu said proudly, “Since all us normal Dragon Slayers have cats and you don’t, I wonder what that means?”

      Gajeel didn’t appreciate that tone and started gripping his fists before asking, “And what does that mean, Salamander?”

      Natsu grinned…

      “I think that makes you a pretty shitty Iron Dragon Slayer, don’tcha think?”

      Gajeel dashed forward with an angry scowl and pulled his fist back as it became coated in a metal shine. Natsu reacted just in time and raised his hands up in a guard as Gajeel brought his fist down and a loud thud emanated through the room with the ground cracking under Natsu’s feet.

      The spectators all stared in shock at the sudden start of the battle.

      “WRAH!” Natsu said as he threw up his arms and knocked Gajeel’s fist away from his guard. Natsu jumped and sent a kick towards the Phantom Mage’s head which he easily blocked before landing on the ground and sending a sidekick into his chest. Natsu didn’t waste another moment before he covered his other foot in flames and made a massive crescent arc to swarm over Gajeel. The Iron Dragon Slayer just smirked and jumped over the wave of fire as the other Phantom Mages screamed and ducked for safety from the flames.

      Gajeel’s grin became even larger before he aimed his palms at Natsu and a coat of metal covered the skin. Kunai and knives started firing from his palms at a staggering rate and followed Natsu across the floor as the Fairy Mage slid, dodged, and jumped out of the way. The others had to shield themselves from the spray of dust and debris as the knives leveled and demolished the ground with Gajeel’s cackling just barely being heard.

      Natsu kept dodging as best he could until he landed on his hands and bent his knees until they almost touched his chest. He kicked his feet out and shot a wide range of flames towards the ceiling, causing Gajeel to guard himself and fall back towards the ground. Gajeel looked back up to see Natsu’s whole body covered in flames as he started throwing fierce punches and kicks as fast as he could.

      Gajeel dodged and smirked as he extended his arm and his hand turned into a blade with a revolving chain. Natsu’s eyes widened as Gajeel started laughed, “Like it?! Let’s see how you handle the Iron Dragon’s Sword!”

      Gajeel waved the massive blade and nearly took off Natsu’s head as he felt the massive amount of wind coming off the blade. He took another swipe and made a massive cut across the floor that subsequently exploded from the force of the slash. Gajeel started chasing after Natsu with a deranged smile and Natsu kept dodging the blade by just a few inches. Gajeel spun around and aimed for Natsu’s legs as he jumped up at the last moment.

      Natsu furrowed his eyes as he created a massive explosion of fire from his hands and launched himself back downwards and on Gajeel’s blade with great force, splintering and breaking off the tip. Gajeel had no time to react as Natsu grabbed his collar and slammed his forehead into his nose.

      Gajeel looked back at him and smirked before he covered his forehead in metal and slammed back into Natsu’s head, causing the Fairy Mage to flinch and stumble back. Gajeel didn’t stop and proceeded to dig his fist into Natsu’s gut and punch him across the face. Gajeel grabbed Natsu’s head and brought it down towards his knee but the pink-haired bruiser raised his hands and grabbed the knee just before it hit him.

      Natsu looked up and glared before waving his arms back down on Gajeel and covering him in a mass of flames, “Fire Dragon’s Wing Attack!”

      Fire spread out over their bodies and blazed through a good portion of the room as Lucy, Happy, and the other spectators had to guard themselves from the intense flames. The smoke from the explosion shrouded their vision for a moment and Natsu looked up believing he had landed a solid hit.

      But those dreams were dashed when he saw Gajeel guarding with his arms turned to metal and super-heated until they were shimmering white. A little sweat was coming down his face but Gajeel still had that cocky smirk on his face while Natsu grit his teeth. Gajeel grabbed Natsu’s vest and under his arm before tossing him with enough force to reach the other room.

      Gajeel turned around and prepared to hit the midair Natsu with an attack, “IRON DRAGON’S—”

      Natsu righted himself in the air and puffed up his chest and cheeks, “FIRE DRAGON’S—”

      They all realized what was about to happen and ducked for cover. Lucy and Happy clung in embrace while the Phantom Mages dove to the ground, “HIT THE DECK!”

      “ROOOOOOOOOAAAAARRRRRRRRRRRRRR!”

      “ROOOOOOOOOAAAAARRRRRRRRRRRRRR!”

      A collision of blazing fire and a gust of razor sharp metal collided as the force between them erupted in the room like a bomb went off. There was a massive blast and everyone screamed as the explosion rang though their ears until they could only hear a low ringing through the back of their skulls. They groaned and slowly lifted themselves up to see the condition of the two Dragon Slayers.

      Natsu stumbled through the smoke with shards of misshapen shrapnel sticking out of his arms, leg, and shoulder. He grunted before he started heating up his body and causing the shrapnel to burn and fall out. He started rubbing his sore arms and looking over the accumulated damage he had gained over the day.

      “Hehehe.”

      Natsu looked up and saw a familiar figure walk through the smoke. Gajeel walked out some mild burns on his arms and the tuft of feathers on his arms burnt to the bottom but no worse for wear.

      Gajeel rotated his shoulder, “So… we done with the warm-up?”

    
    

    
      He felt different. Even from here you could feel an absolute inversion to his usual demeanor and atmosphere. He smiled. He was playful. He seemed stupid and he usually was but he had confidence to himself. And if you needed to rely on him, you could.

      This Naruto was different.

      He felt cold. They all felt shivers creep down their spines and it wasn’t just because of the vortex he was manipulating around his strange hand. His eyes were emotionless, or at least they didn’t have the same kind of life they usually had. His smile was psychotic and twisted, and his laugh held so much mirth but not with the same joy it used to have. But his voice… it was distorted and layered, like another voice was overlapping it.

      Naruto flicked his strange, warped arm downwards and dismissed the violent winds that had gathered around him. His arms swung gently and he rolled his head for a moment before he slowly started stalking his way to the only person that had his attention.

      Elfman and Gray looked between each other in confusion at their friend’s new arm and strange behavior. They nodded and realized they had to help and stood up to confront their friend. Erza saw them move, “No, wa—”

      “Naruto, hold on man, you need to rest. I don’t know what’s with the arm but you can’t fight this guy alone.” Gray said as he came over to his friend’s right.

      “Gray’s right. We can still help fight against Jose.” Elfman saw Naruto keep walking past and I growing them and grabbed his new left arm, “Naruto, let us—”

      “Move.”

      *THWACK*

      *THWACK*

      Instantly, Gray was smacked away with a fist to his chin while Elfman toppled over with a sucker punch to the gut. Gray was thriving on the ground holding his chin and neck as Elfman fell to his knees and felt his stomach start to churn. Mira looked between her injured friend and brother in horror before seeing Naruto still strolling forward. Her mind was still racking as she started getting up, “Naruto, what are you—”

      Erza grabbed Mira’s hand and pulled her to the ground before holding tight and making it impossible to get up. Mira gasped, “E-Erza, what’s—”

      “Don’t touch him.” Erza whispered as her eyes were trained on Naruto as he walked past them without even sparing a glance. She had seen her boyfriend like this just one other time in her memory. Him. And her. And Jellal. All on that last day on the island in the Tower of Heaven. He was fueled by anger and pain and used Kurama’s power to increase his strength to ridiculous levels.

      But this wasn’t like back then. Back then he was affected by it but he was still in control. Now… he was consumed by that same power. She always heard Naruto talk about Kurama being an entity that saved him and taught him how to survive and she associated his fond memories for kindness. But this power was dark. Demented. Twisted. And she could see all that clearly by the way it had changed her lover.

      Jose let his eyes wander and looked between the two downed men and the hiding girls before resting on the approaching blond. He decided to goad the new player a little, “I must say you’re quite different from how I pictured you, Uzumaki-San. Is this… altercation of yours supposed to give you some extra strength or magical power because I feel a very strange aura around it. And hitting the members of your own guild? Are you trying to keep them out of the way or were you planning on being that rough?”

      He didn’t receive a reply as Naruto just kept walking towards him with a confident smirk. Jose’s smile fell into a frown before he threw his hand forward and sent a blast of concentrated magic from his finger and at Naruto. The blast impacted against his shoulder, causing him to stumble back and a blast of force to erupt behind him but he didn’t fall. Naruto just looked back up with his one eye corrupted into a tint of red trained on the Wizard Saint.

      Jose blinked in surprise and trained his aim on him again before firing blast after blast at the approaching blond. Naruto was hit in the arm but continued forward. In the leg but didn’t stop. Against his collar but didn’t so much as flinch as he kept marching. Jose was fed up with playing around and closed his fingers together before he gathered a mass of magic on the tips of his fingers and fired them at Naruto’s chest. The blast impacted against him and a large explosion made a cloud of smoke that covered everything in their sight.

      Jose waited a moment and lowered his hand as he thought he had finally hit him hard enough.

      “My turn.”

      A hole appeared in the smoke and erupted away immediately before Jose realized Naruto’s figure was hovering just in front of him. Naruto gave a toothy grin before he spun in the air and collected a vortex of wind around his foot. Jose’s eyes widened and he jumped to the side as Naruto swung his leg, “WRAAHHHH!”

      A massive blade of concentrated wind cut through the floor, rubble, and concrete as it left a trench and sliced through the wall. Naruto landed on some debris and looked up to see Jose still floating in the air after dodging his initial attack. Naruto grin stretched and he chambered his left hand before magic started concentrating around his fingers. He yelled and jabbed towards him, sending four blasts of magic centered towards Jose.

      Jose felt the power behind each of those shots and narrowed his eyes before pulling his hand back and smacking them away. Jose gathered Darkness magic around his hands and sent a massive wave that blasted Naruto across the floor. Erza and Mira had to shield their eyes from the uproar of smoke as Gray and Elfman finally coped with the pain running through their systems.

      Jose landed back on the ground and dusted off his shoulder before looking as Naruto lifted himself off the ground. He spoke, “I’m surprised. I always thought you Fairies were in a mindset of protecting your friends at all costs. But you seem so bloodthirsty and attack so destructively that you haphazardly place your friends in the thick of danger. Might one of you have finally realized the hopeless situation you’ve found yourselves in… or have your injuries and new taste in limbs caused something to snap in your head?”

      Naruto lifted himself up and they could see blood start to drip down in a steady stream from between his lips. He spat out a mist of red before his disjointed voice reached out, “I always wondered what the difference was between me and the people I fought. I can only see a few differences between how we look on the outside but inside… we can hide a demon or a saint. And sometimes both. It’s always something inside. Something that makes them good or bad. Even after all these years of playing nice and I can’t find it. But you… with the title of saint and soul of a demon… I think I’ll find an answer with you.”

      Naruto looked up at Jose and smirked as wind started whipping around him, “I’ll tear you apart and see what I find inside.”

      Naruto’s hands tensed and they pierced the ground beneath him before cracks started appearing all over the floor. With a loud laugh he ripped his hands out and caused the ground to splinter and exploded around them in a rain of debris and dust. Jose had to cover his eyes as the destruction ripped through the whole room and almost made it impossible to see.

      He felt a flare of magic overhead and looked up to see Naruto had jumped above him during the chaos. Naruto gathered a mass of magic in both hands and started compressing it until they made his hands glow bright. He yelled excitedly and started sending a barrage of fists down at Jose while firing shot after shot of magic from them.

      Jose smacked the first few shots of Armor away easily but could see his vision start to be covered with them. He clicked his tongue before he dashed back and dodged the brunt of the attacks before they started following after him while littering the floor. Jose kicked and jumped back to keep a wide berth between him and the attacks before he noticed the attack had stopped.

      “Hehe.”

      Jose’s eyes widened as he turned around and grabbed the clawed hand that was about to clamp around his neck. He tightly gripped the younger man’s wrist and arm before roughly pulling and throwing him over his shoulder. Jose swung his arm as Naruto grunted and gathered wind around his arms before throwing a massive slash of razor sharp wind in return.

      Naruto landed and let his arms hang to his side before whipping them out and spinning on his feet as a small tornado formed around him. Naruto’s grin nearly split his face as he launched off the ground spinning and straight at Jose. Jose braced himself and anticipated the dangerous attack as the wind expanded around him and brutally ripped through the ground around them, slicing through the cloth and leaving dozens of small cuts across his arm.

      Naruto spun and laughed as he sent a spinning kick towards Jose’s head that the guild master blocked but grunted as he felt his feet nearly slip from the staggering force. Naruto’s whole body whipped around and brought his right fist down like a hammer that Jose had to block as he threw his left fist towards the Wizard Saint’s gut. Jose barely dodged the attack but felt the wind around his hand leave a cut through his shirt and lower abdomen.

      Jose parried his fist before landing a hook punch across Naruto’s face that resounded with a loud echo and forced the boy to stumble back. But despite what Jose had expected, Naruto’s just turned back around with a bruised and bloodied cheek but the same grim smirk on his face. Naruto’s eyes and smile widened before he screamed with mirth in his voice and started sending a blinding barrage of quick jabs at Jose as the Wizard Saint dodged desperately.

      The Fairy members watched with shock and horror at the ferocity and contempt behind Naruto’s actions as he charged the guild master. Gray gave a cough and held his chin before looking at Naruto fight and shaking his head. He groaned, “W-what’s wrong with him? The hell happened after he blocked that Jupiter shot?”

      “Something’s wrong.” Mira said as her eyes were focused on the orange-fur and animal-like appearance of his left arm. Mira never would have guessed that this is what was hidden beneath that metal prosthetic all these years. She did her best to stay calm and tried to make sense of this situation, “M-maybe… maybe Naruto learned a Take Over that went out of control after he was injured? His body must have been trying to cope with his injuries and he lost control in the process so—”

      “It’s Kurama.”

      The others looked at Erza as she just watched Naruto fight Jose with his laughter reaching out through the whipping air and destruction. Erza looked down sadly, “That was the name of the demon Naruto had inside of him when he was born.” She clenched her teeth tightly before looking back up at the fight, “Kurama died years ago and left his energy inside Naruto to try and protect him, but Naruto was too young and wasn’t strong enough to use that power at the time. And when Naruto lost his arm, that energy tired to heal him and make a new one, but he felt a flood of anger and hate pour into him when he did. So it was sealed under the Reformation Metal. But now it’s broken… and that energy has taken him over.”

      Gray, Elfman, and Mira all looked at the redhead in shock before looking back at their blond friend as he gathered up immense amounts of Wind and started waving it around freely while Jose had to jump back and dodge to save his life. The others never knew if Naruto really did have experiences with demons when he was younger or if they were just a story he told to get attention. None of them could believe that a demon would have actually been able to possess a part of a person before and lived to brag about.

      But it was real. Naruto had sealed away that arm for so many years because if he didn’t he would’ve become… this.

      Gray grit his teeth and felt his legs tense like he was about to dash into the fight and try to knock some sense into his friend. Elfman wanted to turn into his Beast form and try to save the man that once saved his life. They wanted to do whatever they could in their power to help their friend in need.

      But…

      This power… this ferocity and destruction being thrown around by top-tier monsters like it was nothing. It was like if they took a step forward… they’d be ripped apart.

      Naruto started spinning through the air with a kick and Jose had to duck before the blond’s foot knocked his head off. The Fairy Mage landed and with a roar he dashed in towards Jose and threw his fist into the Saint’s stomach but Jose’s hands blurred down and clamped on the young man’s forearm. Jose gritted his teeth before kicking the boy under the ribs, “YOU MISERABLE—”

      Followed by a punch across the face and a spray of blood, “-WORTHLESS—”

      He grabbed the boy’s shoulder and lifted him off his feet before throwing him with staggering force, “-IRREDEEMABLE REPROBATE!”

      Naruto was thrown through the air and Jose held out his hands and started gathering magic to attack his airborne form. But Naruto used his Wind to stop spinning in the air and hung upside down as his chest puffed and he took a deep breath. Jose and the others looked at him in shock as he yelled and unleashed a tempest from his mouth.

      Jose was blasted back from the intense current as Naruto spun and created a current of wind at his feet and launched himself with his Void Storm Step. With a resounding boom, Naruto rocketed across the room in an instant and Jose barely dodged the blond’s charge that nearly took off his head. He turned back around to face his opponent as Naruto landed harshly on the floor and bounced a bit before landing on his hands and knees. Jose panted a little before smirking, “You expect too much from your wild movements, boy. A fight with a Wizard Saint is pointless and foolish without any hope of success.”

      Naruto slowly started lifting himself up as Jose noticed that a steady stream of blood started dripping from his mouth. Naruto turned his head and spit out a chunk of something that bounced off the ground before starting to create a small pool of blood.

      Jose’s eyes focused on the foreign object he had spit out before his eyes widened in horror and he started feeling blood drip down his neck. He raised a hand to his face and felt something strange and wet.

      His ear.

      That was part of his ear.

      Naruto stood up and wiped Jose’s blood from his chin before his dark chuckle reached the Saint’s ears. Naruto stood up with a sway of his arms and grinned, “If you want to handle this better than you can call this a fight. But this ain’t anything close to a fight.”

      Naruto dashed forward and covered the distance in a second before throwing another pair of razor winds at Jose that had to jump to avoid getting cut. But he felt a hand wrap around his ankle and pull him out of the air as he caught sight of Naruto’s maniacal grin. Naruto pulled his left fist back and gripped it tight…

      “This is a slaughter.”

      Naruto’s fist drilled into Jose’s stomach and slammed him into the ground as the whole floor cracked and exploded under the force.

    
    

    
      The black-eyed Naruto smiled triumphantly at his attack on the Wizard Saint. He could feel Kurama’s untapped power finally come back into play after so many years. He could see through their eyes as dust and destruction filled their gaze.

      The younger version looked over to his counterpart, completely smother and blocked out by the black mass of chakra and hate that came from Kurama and smiled. The young boy chuckled, “See, and just like that I’m taking care of the problem better than you ever could.”

      Naruto struggled through the mass and choked out, “N-no! Stop—”

      “Shut up.”

      The energy covered Naruto completely once again and the shorter Naruto closed his eyes to concentrate once again. He turned and cracked his neck, “Now let’s get serious.”

    
    

    
      Natsu felt his fist break and dig into Gajeel’s cheek while his own face was beaten by the Phantom Mage’s fist. Even while the others and the entire room itself shook from the battle beneath their feet, the two Dragon Slayers were only concerned with beating each other to bloody pulps.

      Natsu felt a sting and pain reverberate through his cheek with blood dribbling from his mouth with Gajeel in the same condition but with an eager smirk on his face. Natsu narrowed his eyes and covered his arms with flames as Gajeel’s body became coated with metal. They yelled with equal ferocity and started sending punch after punch at each other in a blaze of shining metal and burning flames.

      Natsu and Gajeel exchanged blows to the face and chest as neither faltered or submitted under the pain they were experiencing. Natsu struggled to fend off the jabs of a metal coated fist that continued to strike him in the ribs and sternum. But he noticed that even with the extra force of his fire, his punches were having a hard time causing equal damage to his metal coating.

      And his knuckles were bleeding like hell.

      “WRAH!” Natsu took the initiative and struck Gajeel across the face hard enough to make the Phantom Mage stumble back. The flames around his fist burned hotter and he punched, “Fire Dragon’s Iron Fist!”

      Natsu spun and kicked Gajeel against his collar bone, “Fire Dragon’s Claw!” He continued by grabbing Gajeel by the head and slamming him into the ground with a fiery explosion following after. And finished the combo by kicking his body up in the air before intertwining his hands and releasing a massive fireball at his metallic form, “Fire Dragon’s Brilliant Flame!”

      The fireball exploded against Gajeel and sent a wave of blistering heat and smoke through the large room. Lucy heard the Phantom Mages’ and Happy’s screaming just barely over her own as the intense winds and heat covered them. The sensations started to subside and the blonde Mage and cat peeked up from the floor to observe their friend’s injured form. Natsu was taking a few deep breathes and looked down to see the skin started ripping from his knuckles and smoke was coming off his injuries after using his flames.

      Natsu clenched his teeth and started closing his fists again, ignoring the pain as he had a sinking feeling that he wasn’t done yet.

      He heard the sound of metal clapping against metal as he looked up to see a figure move through the smoke. He looked up and saw Gajeel walk back into sight, his clothes ripped and burnt to tatters and scorch marks over his stomach but his metal coating still staying strong. Gajeel rolled his shoulders with a metallic scratch, “You’re kiddin’, right? Tell me that isn’t all you’ve got to give?” He grabbed the remains of his vest and ripped it off before tossing it aside, “I thought you actually could put up a decent fight but I was wrong. Hell, you’re punches were getting weaker and weaker with each hit. It’s pathetic. I can’t believe this was all you had to offer.”

      “All to offer?” Natsu asked through his panting before he gave a lop-sided smirk at the other Dragon Slayer, “You jokin’? I ain’t even started getting serious yet.”

      Gajeel smirked back, “Sweet. I’m gonna start breaking you piece by piece then.”

      Gajeel dashed forward and almost disappeared in a burst of speed that nearly caught Natsu off guard. The Fairy Mage was just barely able to raise his arm as a guard as Gajeel’s leg came in for a roundhouse, causing Natsu’s eyes to widen in pain as he felt his bones creak under the force. He stumbled back before Gajeel stepped in and punched him under the chin. Natsu’s eyes shook and he couldn’t react as Gajeel started beating him with a barrage of iron-clad strikes.

      “NATSU(x2)!” Lucy and Happy cried as they saw Natsu get smacked back and forth and specks of blood started littering the ground. Natsu could do nothing but gasp in pain as Gajeel dug his fist into his gut and ribs. He tried to block but Gajeel just serrated the metal scales on his arms as he punched.

      Gajeel clasped his hands together and slammed them into Natsu’s head hard enough to send him flying back. He smiled and charged after the Salamander’s body before he flipped through the air and landed on his feet fast enough to stop Gajeel’s chase. Natsu looked back up at him with an anger burning in his eyes as his body burst into flames and he rocketed himself into Gajeel’s chest, “FIRE DRAGON’S SWORD EDGE!”

      Gajeel was pushed back along the ground as his feet dug into the floor and created a trench. Natsu pushed him back as far as possible until their momentum started to weaken and they came to a slow halt. Natsu felt Gajeel’s hands grab his shoulders and hold him in place as he pulled back and brought his iron knee into Natsu’s forehead, “GAHHHHHH!”

      “Kehehehe!” Gajeel reeled his fist back before punching forward an creating a pillar of metal that slammed into Natsu’s chest, “Iron Dragon’s Iron Club!” Natsu was skidding back on the floor and doubled over as the club slammed into his gut. Gajeel smirked but his smile faltered when he noticed he couldn’t pull his hand back from the Fairy Mage.

      Natsu looked up and seethed through his teeth as his arms wrapped around Gajeel’s iron club. He turned and roared as he lifted Gajeel off his feet and slammed him headfirst into the ground. Natsu followed through and charged at his fallen form before he started punching the Iron Dragon Slayer as hard as he possibly could. Cracks started forming beneath Gajeel’s head from the onslaught of punches before the Phantom Mage grabbed his fists and head-butted him.

      Gajeel flipped to his feet and grabbed Natsu’s vest before pulling his fist back and punching him in the face, “Iron Dragon’s Hard Fist!” His fist dug into Natsu’s cheek and blasted the pink-haired Mage across the room as his shirt ripped in Gajeel’s hand. The Phantom Mage smirked and chuckled as he looked down at the cloth in his hand before tossing it aside.

      Natsu gasped and coughed up some blood as he slowly opened his eyes again. His ears were ringing but he could still hear Lucy and Happy yell in panic for him to get back up. His vision was hazy but he blinked his eyes enough to get some clarity as he saw Gajeel laugh a few feet in front of him, “You ain’t lookin’ so good, Salamander. I think yer about to call it quits any moment.”

      Natsu pushed himself up to his knees and held his ribs gently to ignore the pain as he kept panting. He looked up with half-lidded eyes and a small bloody smile, “You… ain’t lookin’ all that better… prick.”

      Gajeel blinked before looking down to see cracks and scorch marks over his chest. He tasted blood in his mouth and sloshed it around a bit before spitting off to the side. He felt the cuts in his mouth after the punches and he chuckled, “Heh.”

      Gajeel stomped on the floor and a panel of metal jutted out of the floor. He harshly pulled the metal panel out of the floor and started biting into it like it was fresh bread. The Fairy Mage’s looked at him in shock as the Phantom Mage’s cheered, “Haha, that’s Gajeel-San’s special trump card! He gets more of his power back with the more iron he eats!”

      Lucy looked around the room and saw it covered with metal Gajeel could eat. She yelled, “T-that’s not fair! Natsu, quick, eat some fire or—”

      “H-he can’t.”

      Lucy looked down at Happy as the blue cat’s shoulders were shaking and tears were coming into his eyes. He cried, “He can’t eat his own flames, a-and we can’t make any more fire by ourselves.” Happy’s voice started to crack as he heaved, “A-and he fought a really, really strong guy before coming up here too, s-so he isn’t even close to full strength.”

      Lucy’s eyes widened in horror as she looked back at her exhausted friend and felt tears come to her eyes. Natsu was injured, beaten, weakened, and at a disadvantage with the area they were fighting in. And she had lost all her keys in the street after the caravan was destroyed. She shook her head, “No…”

      Gajeel bit into the last of the metal plating before throwing it into his mouth and savoring the taste. He finished it off and already was feeling his strength return as a confident smile came over his face. He looked at Natsu and cracked his knuckles with anticipation, “Ready for the next round?”

      Natsu was breathing heavily, trying to take as many relieving breaths as he could to try and ignore the pain. He pushed himself off his knees and struggled to get to his feet before letting his arms fall back to his sides. He met Gajeel’s smirk with his own feigned, challenging one.

      “Bring it, you prick.”

    
    

    
      Erza immediately reacted and stabbed the black sword into what remained of the floor to stop her sudden descent into the lower levels of the giant guild. She reached out and grabbed Mira before she fell through the floor and held her close, “E-Erza?”

      “It’s okay Mira, I’ve got you.” The redhead pulled herself and her friend back onto a section of the floor that was still intact and took a deep breath. She looked around at the floor and saw all that remained of it was a few concrete tiles around the edges and the now massive holes that broke through this level and the following two underneath. She stood up and cupped her hands over her mouth, “Gray! Elfman!”

      The two waited anxiously until they heard Gray yell through the dust, “We’re here!”

      Elfman yelled back, “Nee-chan!”

      “I-I’m here Elfman! We’re fine!” Mira yelled back to her younger brother before she fell back on her butt in shock. She looked around at the obliterated floors and couldn’t believe she had just watched someone do this with just one punch. The only time she saw someone do something like this was when Gildarts fought, but even he never needed to go as far as to obliterate entire floors in a fight. She gulped nervously, “Did Naruto… really do this by himself?”

      “Yes.” Erza answered immediately as she stepped to the edge of the platform and looked over the edge at the cloud of dust that blocked everything in sight. She narrowed her eyes, “And this will only get worse if we can’t find a way to stop him.”

      Mira looked down and her hands started clenching the ends of her dress tightly. She looked up at the armored Mage with concern, “Erza… we have to help Natuto. If we can’t, t-then I don’t think he’ll—”

      “I know.” Erza interrupted, not wanting to hear Mirajane finish that sentence but already knowing what she was going to say. She clenched her fists tightly and gritted her teeth while her eyes roamed the smoke to see anything that moved.

      “There!” She looked over and saw the smoke had cleared to show Elfman and Gray further down the floor as they looked over the edge as well. She followed Gray’s point and finally noticed a shadow on the last unbroken floor start to appear as the dust subsided. The figure started to become clearer…

      And it revealed Jose had fallen to one knee.

      The Wizard Saint was on his knees and panting desperately to ignore the pain spreading through his torso. He flinched and spat up some spit and bile before gently pulling his hand off his stomach and abdominal. There was a nasty spiraling cut centered around his stomach and a massive purple and black bruise that only made the pain worse. And he was certain some of his organs had been injured as well.

      ‘That… stupid bastard! H-how could he do this with one hit by himself?!’ Jose thought as he let out a long groan before slowly pushing himself up on his feet. He coughed up some blood that dripped down his chin before he wiped it away and looked at it. He clenched his fist, ‘These Fairies… maybe all these rumors and tales hold some merit after all.’

      He looked around to face his beastly enemy and finally noticed something in particular.

      ‘W-where is he?’

      Two hands shot out behind Jose’s head and almost wrapped around his head to snap his neck but he ducked down just in time. Jose spun around to attack Naruto in return but the possessed blond leapt over him and away from his reach. The whiskered man landed in a crouch before standing back up and chuckling at the injured man, “Looks like you’re starting to get scared, Jose.”

      The Wizard Saint furrowed his brow and felt his face twist into an angry, disgusted scowl. He spat out at the feral blond, “You’re a monster.”

      “Hehehehe. Oh, that hurts. Keep talking. Just keep prolonging the end.”

      Jose snarled his teeth before lashing his hand out with a whip of black magic, “Shut your damn mouth!”

      Naruto jumped over the whip as it annihilated any debris or boulders that was caught in its range. Naruto arched his palms as spiraling currents started gathering around his hand. He threw them forward and sent blades of wind in every direction to land an attack. Jose had to duck and dodge as the Fairies had to lean back as the razor winds flew just past their heads and littered the ceiling above them.

      Jose finally dodged the last of the Wind attacks before dashing towards Naruto as he landed back on the floor. Jose gathered magic into his hand and punched the whiskered boy in the gut with enough force to create a shockwave around them. Jose felt his fist grind further in his belly and noticed blood drip from the Fairy Mage’s mouth. Naruto shoulders slumped…

      Until his altered hand blurred and wrapped around Jose’s forearm. The Wizard Saint flinched as the fingers dug into his skin and muscle enough to draw blood. Naruto started punching Jose across the face over and over as the Wizard Saint could no longer escape from his range. Naruto laughed madly while his fist beat Jose back and forth. One good strike under the chin knocked the master off his feet as Naruto spun and lifted him up before slamming him into the ground hard enough to make a crater.

      “HA!” Naruto yelled as he followed through with a kick to the stomach and sent Jose flying into a wall. Jose fell to the floor and started coughing up blood from the damage he had taken. Naruto tensed his feet as they cracked into the ground before he dashed forward, “DIE!”

      The Fairy Mages looked with shock and suspense as Naruto turned into a blur that rocketed at Jose’s form as he pushed back up to his feet. Naruto’s hand came at his face like a spear—

      “Stop playing around.”

      Jose moved his head just as the spear-hand passed by his head and avoided a fatal strike by the blond. He reach up and grabbed Naruto’s neck before slamming him headfirst into the ground. Jose stood up with a cold fury in his eyes before aiming his hand down as Darkness magic started to mold around his hand. It erupted in a massive blast and resulted in an explosion that sent Naruto flying back and bouncing off the ground repeatedly.

      Steam was coming from the Wizard Saint’s hand before he lowered his arm and slowly walked over to the downed young man. Naruto started pulling himself out of the trench in the ground and looked up at Jose’s oncoming form with a smirk. He whipped his hand out and made a large blade of Wind, “WRAH!”

      Jose responded by pointing his fingers and sending a barrage of small but powerful shockwaves from his fingers that blasted through the blade of wind and pelleted Naruto and the wall behind him. Naruto coughed and struggled to catch his breath as Jose continued marching forward.

      The Wizard Saint kept a firm glare on the man’s unmoving form as he was sick of being toyed with by the deranged blond. He nearly growled out, “Were you underestimating me? Did you think it was really that easy? A little boost of strength and speed… exude some bloodlust and nasty words and you think you’re an unstoppable, unbeatable killing machine? On paper that must have sounded so very easy… but sadly that’s not the case.”

      Jose stopped a few feet away from him, “You don’t just get to win because you come back a little stronger and angrier. You could come back a hundred times stronger and it wouldn’t matter!” Jose’s face twisted with anger with veins pulsing through his neck and forehead, ignoring the injuries and wounds he had sustained from the insignificant little whelp in front of him. He roared with spittle and specks of dry blood coming from his mouth, “I AM JOSE PORLA! I AM THE MASTER OF PHANTOM LORD! A WIZARD SAINT! I HAVE CRUSHED INSECTS LIKE YOU COUNTLESS TIMES BEFORE AND I WILL CRUSH COUNTLESS MORE AFTER THIS! SO DON’T YOU DARE CONSIDER YOURSELF MY EQUAL, BOY!”

      Naruto’s finally started pushing himself up to his feet, revealing the extent his accumulated injuries had taken on his body. But he ignored the pain and stood up with life still in his eyes and a snarky smirk on his face. He spoke, “Looks like you’ve finally decided to take off the mask and show your real nature. That’s good.” He wiped some blood off his chin, “We’re in the middle of a war right now. You can’t afford to keep that prim and proper image up for appearances. That stuff will keep you off guard, and then it’d be too easy for me to swoop in and rip out your throat. But this is good. Lose the image of the saint… and reveal your nature as a demon. That seems more natural for you.”

      Jose narrowed his eyes angrily at the young man before feeling a small sense of mirth wash over him. He gave a small chuckle before staring at the boy, “Reveal my nature? I’m not quite sure you’re as persuasive and influential as you think. But I suppose I shall lighten up a bit… I’ll consider that more after I’ve destroyed you and your pathetic guild.”

      Naruto devilish smirk stretched wider and wider as he focused Kurama’s chakra around him even more and started releasing waves of killing intent at the Phantom Mage. But while Naruto’s raw intent was colder, Jose matched the volume of it and even took it a step further. The dust and ground around them started to spread and shake from the pressure as the two men slowly tensed their fists.

      Naruto was the first to make a move as he made a wide hook punch to the side of Jose’s head but met only air as the older man ducked at the last second. Jose countered and lodged his fist into Naruto stomach but was nearly knocked into the ground as he felt the Fairy Mage return the favor and land a punch on his shoulder while he was attacked.

      Jose fell to a knee as Naruto was launched into the air and slammed into the wall above them. Jose jumped back up and unleashed a barrage of magic blasts and pressure at him. But the blond pulled himself out of the concrete and launched himself off the wall as he dodged the attacks that followed after him.

      The whiskered boy landed on the floor again and dashed towards Jose for a follow up. But the moment Naruto sent a punch towards Jose’s head his fist was parried by the master’s palm. Jose calmly blocked and deflected all of Naruto’s powerful attacks without fret, now being accustomed to the man’s enhanced power and speed. The Phantom guild master kept holding the younger man at arm’s length for a time before Naruto’s hands became covered in Armor and he manipulated their shape into claws.

      Jose had to step and jump back as the whiskered blond chased after him while waving his arms around rapidly, slicing through the rubble and ground like wet paper. He swiped upwards and appeared to overextended himself long enough for a counter, but he spun in the air and landed a kick into Jose’s chest that blasted them both away from each other. Jose was propelled into the ground as the young man flipped through the air before landing in a crouch.

      He started sprinting across the floor to attack the guild master again but stopped when he saw a black and purple magic seal appear above them. It started glowing and a small army of Shades started pouring out of it. They floated around Jose for a moment as the Wizard Saint stood up with a mix of disappointment and disinterest over his face. He held out his hand and ordered his army of ghastly summons, “Attack.”

      The Shades started flying at Naruto and one of them phased through his chest, causing him to fall to a knee as some of his strength was zapped away from him. The rest of the summons started to center down on him but a majority of them were blasted out of existence by a punch from the whiskered man.

      The possessed blond smirked before his hands tightly clenched into fists and were chambered at his side. He jumped up and started punching rapidly as the Shades dissipated around him from the power of his punches. He continued dodging their diving attacks and blasting them away before they could even touch him. But despite being destroyed by Naruto’s attacks it was only temporary as the ghosts reformed not long after and chased the blond to continue their assault. It was an endless cycle of destruction and reformation as Naruto laughed while defending himself.

      Jose stood by and watched as Naruto spun and dodged all of his Shades with little effort. He sighed with annoyance and disdain as he crossed his arms, “This is troublesome. You keep making me waste more and more of my time and that is pissing me off.”

      The Shades surrounding Naruto slowed down for a moment before they all started flying up and joining together into a large black mass. The mass slowly expanded into a ball a swirling magic that hovered over Naruto and Jose’s head. The blond stood underneath it apprehensively before several protrusions started forming around the perimeter and becoming fists. The fists fluttered around for a moment before they all focused on Naruto and started beating down on him with a barrage of fists.

      Erza watched in horror as the amalgamation of Shades littered the ground and Naruto with a flurry of strikes. Her eyes did not waver from the spot she last saw him stand but she could not find the will to charge into the fight to assist him. She bit her lower lip so hard she drew blood at her inability to act against Jose. Her shoulders were shaking, “Naruto…”

      *Schwip*

      The sound of slicing air reverberated up the empty floors and the mass of magic split down the middle before dissipating entirely. Jose stood there silently and watched his magic disappear from existence before he looked straight at the dust cloud that had risen from the attacks.

      The dust slowly settled and Jose watched as a figure walked back into sight. Naruto slowly stepped over the rubble, his eyes shadowed out by his hair and his whole body matted with bruises and blood. Jose stood there while Naruto was taking the chance to catch his breath after all the fighting. Jose watched as everything settled into silence before he lowered his hands and he started weaving a seal, “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

      Naruto perked up a little when he heard that question. Jose continued gathering magic and weaving the magic seal for his next attack, “I’ve never seen anyone charge into a one-sided fight so eagerly and without any concern for his own safety. I don’t know whether to be impressed… or just horrified that people like you actually exist.” Jose raised his hands and increased the magic around them, “And I have the strangest feeling that your doing all of this for yourself, and not for the sake of your guild… am I right?”

      A small smile came over Naruto’s face before it turned into a toothy grin. He chuckled a little before looking up and staring at Jose, his crimson eye uncovered by his blond locks. He placed a hand on his chest, “Me and my enemy. That is all that matters in a fight. All that matters in a war. I was bred to know who my enemies were and eliminate them as best I could. I don’t have anyone aiming me anymore but I still know who I should and need to kill.” His fist tightened and he swung it downward, creating a massive gust of wind and throwing up a cloud of dust. He grinned, “I don’t need to hide behind the idea that I need to be a part of something anymore. I just need to focus on what I do best. Killing my enemies. And nothing else.”

      “Heh. My, that is quite a bleak modus vivendi you have there. But to each their own I suppose. Just one problem with that plan…” Jose held his hands up and a large magic seal started appearing in front of him. He continued to weave his magic through the seal and smirked menacingly, “Of the two of us, only you will be dying today.”

      “Hehe.” Naruto lowered his stance, “Believe whatever you want. It won’t matter soon enough.”

      Mira continued looking over the edge and her eyes widened when she realized what Jose had been preparing. She leaned over the edge and screamed, “Naruto! You need to dodge that attack! Please! He’s gonna attack with Abyss Break!” She yelled with concern in her voice, “You can’t take an attack like that head-on! It’ll kill you!”

      Naruto didn’t show any change in movement or awareness as Mira’s warning echoed through the floors. They noticed he didn’t make any attempt to escape or move out of the way so Gray and Elfman followed Mira’s lead. Gray yelled, “You idiot! Get out of the way!”

      “You can’t withstand more attacks like that anymore with your body!” Elfman added on, “Jupiter! Jose’s attacks! Abyss Break will destroy you!”

      “Stop talking!” Naruto screamed up at them with anger before turning back to Jose with a vile smirk, “Kurama’s chakra keeps my body together no matter how much I might get hurt. It’s been doing that this whole time. I just need to have a little faith that it can keep holding me up while I finish you off.”

      Jose smiled, “So you can regenerate, huh? I was wondering how you were still moving around after everything you’ve taken. But it seems like this little healing factor of yours can’t keep up as well as you thought with all the damage you’re taking.” He smiled and held his hands out as his magic seal was finally complete, “Let’s see you walk away from this!”

      “DIE!” Naruto’s feet cracked the ground and he dashed forward as the light enveloped everything around them.

      “Abyss Break!”

    
    

    
      “Lightning!” Bolts of electricity shot out of the cards and dispersed the Shades long enough for Cana to run to a safer spot away from their reach. She came over to Loke and Macao’s side as she saw the older Mage on a knee favoring his left arm and with one eye bleeding. She stood by them and panted, “How are you guys holding up?”

      Loke took a few deep breaths and tried to keep his composure, “Well, I’ve definitely been better.”

      Macao groaned and felt the blood trickle down his face, “Double for me.”

      “Yeah, I’m getting kinda tired too.” Cana looked back to them with concern, “Think we can hold out a little longer?”

      “Don’t know. How long have those guys been fighting in there now?”

      “Almost an hour.”

      “Do you think they’re all right?”

      “They have to be. We just have to put faith in them that they can handle things in there. We need to handle everything out here.” Cana stood back up and pulled out another set of cards before yelling out for everyone to hear, “HOLD OUT JUST A LITTLE BIT LONGER GUYS! CHARGE!”

      “RIIIIIIGGGHHHHHH—”

      *BOOOOOOOOOOOMMMMMMMMM*

      Everyone on the battlefield froze in place as an explosion blew out a massive section of the Phantom Guild robot’s center piece. A pillar of light created from several different forms of magic shot out with an earth-shaking force and obliterated the top half of the Fairy Tail guild. The small army of Mage’s looked back at the destruction done to their home with shock and horror.

      And could only watch in silence as the old, broken building finally started to collapse onto itself.

      The wood. The metal. The banisters. The scaffolding. The roof. The flag. The insignia.

      It all fell down as their home toppled into a mess of worn out and broken wood.

      Wakaba stood there in silence as his cigarette fell out of his agape mouth.

      Alzack couldn’t even make a sound and Bisca covered her mouth in horror.

      Lisanna felt her shoulders start to shake and tears fill the corners of her eyes as her guild became nothing more than rubble.

      Cana stood there in disbelief before she started taking a few steps towards it. But before she could run at it in a mad dash, Loke reached out and grabbed her wrist, “Cana—”

      “N-no! No it can’t! I-It can’t just fall like that! It can’t!” She cried and tried to pry Loke’s hand off of her wrist while tears filled her eyes. She sobbed, “N-not like—”

      Loke cut her off by wrapping his arms around her in a hug as she started to cry and sob into his jacket. Cana continued to wail as her voice was drowned out by the sound of the guild crashing to the ground.

      The Fairies could only watch with sorrow and regret…

      As their home was destroyed.

    
    

    
      “AHHHH!” Natsu screamed as Gajeel’s swipe slammed down on the pink-haired man’s arm and left a nasty bruise that immediately turned black. He shuffled back and held his arm that went limp at his side and was panting desperately to fill his lungs with air. One of his eyes was swollen shut and he could barely stand on his legs anymore.

      Gajeel slowly strode up to him with a smile on his face. He mocked his fellow Dragon Slayer, “Okay, you gotta admit it now… you’ve lost.”

      Natsu snarled his teeth and summoned enough of his strength to make a small flame around his fist that he threw out at Gajeel’s head. But Gajeel caught his hand with little effort before lashing out and making a tight grip around the Fairy’s neck. He slowly lifted him off his feet as Natsu started to gag and struggle under his grip.

      “Gajeel-San, look out!”

      “LET GO OF HIM!” Lucy yelled as she came in from the side and slammed a brick against his head that shattered on impact. Lucy stood there while the brick crumbled in her hand and Gajeel showed no change on his face. A small crack formed on the metal around his face and a small trickle of blood dripped out before his eyes turned to her. She panted but stayed firm under his gaze.

      “HAAAAA!” Happy came flying in from behind and whacked the Iron Dragon Slayer behind the head with a plank of wood.

      Gajeel clicked his teeth before letting go of Natsu’s hand and grabbing Happy before throwing him into Lucy hard enough to topple them over. But Natsu took this opportunity to breathe fire over Gajeel’s face in a last ditch effort to leave some damage. But the smoke dispersed when Gajeel turned back to him with anger and frustration at their determined final attacks.

      He gripped Natsu’s throat tighter and made the man gasp and cough before yelling, “Let me remind you how a real dragon roars!” He threw Natsu across the room before puffing up his chest and roaring, “Iron Dragon’s Roar!”

      Natsu was engulfed by the roar of shrapnel and magic that blasted a hole through the wall and clear outside. Everyone else covered their eyes against the rapid wind before looking back at the result of Gajeel’s attack. The massive new hole still had smoke coming off of its rigid edge as light slowly peered brought the smoke and filled the room. And finally… the smoke vanished and revealed Natsu on his stomach with his head and arms hanging over the edge.

      Gajeel walked over and stood over Natsu’s beaten form before shaking his head, “It’s over Salamander. You’re finished. Learn to accept defeat.” Gajeel seemed to notice something and stood up straight to get a better look outside the hole in the wall. He looked back down at Natsu, “Looks like your guild is finally starting to learn that lesson too.”

      Natsu’s eyes barely pulled themselves open as he struggled to lift his head even a little. His vision was blurred and almost complete black but he was able to get some clarity back as he looked down at the ground below them. He could see his friends cry and scream as their guild collapsed into a broken heap.

      Natsu’s half-lidded eyes stayed focused on his guild and his ears could still pick up the cries and screams of sadness from his friends. Natsu’s eyes began to slowly close and the noise started to fade…

      “So, Natsu, you’ve gotten a chance to look around the guild now, right?” Makarov said from atop the bar as he placed his mug down. He looked down at the little boy, “What do you think about our little guild?”

      Natsu fixed his scarf around his new shirt and grumbled a little. He looked up with discomfort, “This place looks like a shabby old shack.”

      “Why you?!” Makarov yelled angrily before coughing into his fist and calming down. He spoke wisely, “It’s not shabby. It has character. When you see something old, you say it has character. It’s less rude.”

      Natsu blinked in confusion before he brightened up, “Oh, so you have character too, right Jii-chan?”

      “OH YOU LITTLE—”

      Natsu’s eyes opened again and stared at the fallen guild again.

      “Are you supposed to be the new kid or something?” A boy with black hair said condescendingly at Natsu from a table off to the side. He scoffed, “You look pretty weak to me.”

      Natsu fumed, “What was that jerk?! I’ll kick your butt!”

      “Ohhhhhh, I’m shaking in my boots.”

      A girl sitting across from him sighed, “Gray, you aren’t wearing boots. Or anything else for that matter.”

      “AGH, DARN IT! HOW DID THIS HAPPEN AGAIN?!” Gray jumped out of his seat and ran into the back room of the guild, “I WAS BEING CAREFUL THIS TIME!”

      Natsu blinked in shock before the girl in a orange sundress turned around, “He’s an idiot but he a nice guy after a while. I’m Cana. Nice to meet you.”

      Natsu’s hands came back onto solid concrete and tightly gripped the rock.

      Natsu shook with apprehension and fear, “W-who are you, you weird girl?!”

      “Why am I weird? I just told you to sit up straight and chew with your mouth closed. Otherwise you’d probably get punched in the mouth while you were chewing.” The girl with the scarlet braid crossed her arms over the plate on her chest, “And I’m Erza. Erza Scarlet.”

      “Well I’m Natsu Dragneel! And I don’t listen to anyone who can’t back up their words!” Natsu held up his fists, “So if you wanna boss me around you better prove it!”

      He didn’t take notice of everyone in the vicinity cringing and sliding away from the two kids.

      Erza smiled and cracked her knuckles, “Okay, if you say so.”

      Natsu’s grip tightened and cracked into the concrete beneath him as he struggled to lift himself up to his hands and knees.

      “Your name’s Lisanna, right? You’re that weird girl Mira-whatever’s sister, right?”

      “Yeah. And her name is Mirajane.” The mop-haired girl replied with a nervous smile on her face, “And Mira-nee is just a little agitated over what’s happened recently. Our parents passed away not too long ago and we’re still having a little trouble using our magic. We… were kind of hoping coming here would help us.”

      “Oh, is that it?” Natsu smiled, “Then there’s no problem!”

      “Huh?”

      “This place is actually really cool! You’ll fit right in!”

      Gajeel stood by and watched as Natsu placed a foot down to keep himself steady.

      “Ahhhhh!” Natsu yelped as he was knocked down on his butt.

      “Natsu you idiot.”

      “That’s what you get for challenging one of the new guys right off the bat.”

      Natsu pushed himself up, “But Erza said he was her friend! And if you can be friends with Erza then you gotta be strong or a total weirdo!”

      The new whiskered member of Fairy Tail looked at Erza with confusion, “What’s he talking about saying I’m a weirdo?”

      She shrugged her shoulders, “I’m not sure, but I don’t think he’s wrong.”

      “Hey, don’t ignore me jerk!” Natsu yelled as he pointed at the blond with the mismatched eyes, “I’m gonna kick your butt too Fishcake! Got it!”

      He got flicked in the nose with the metal hand before the whiskered boy crossed his arms, “It’s Naruto, dumbass! And if you wanna fight, bring it on! I’ll kick you around until that gets through your thick skull!”

      Lucy, Happy, and the other Phantom Mages watched as Natsu finally pushed himself up to his feet and struggled before keeping his balance.

      “Hey Hashirama-jiichan, have you ever been a part of a guild like this before?”

      “Guild? No no no. I’ve never joined a guild before.” The old, bearded man said as he looked back at all the lively action and talking happening between the guildmates. He looked back down at the young teen that sat beside him, “But I was part of a village once. A place I used to lead as its head.”

      Natsu tilted his head, “Really? What did you guys do at that village?”

      “We were ninja.”

      “NINJA!” Natsu yelled excitedly as his eyes began to sparkle, “THAT’S AWESOME! WHERE IS THIS VILLAGE?! I WANNA SEE IT! I WANNA SEE IT!”

      “Hahaha, calm down calm down. My village is very, very far away. So far that we can’t possibly ever get back to it by ourselves.” Hashirama looked off to the side with a longing expression, “If we could then I would have tried to fix things a long time ago.”

      Natsu just looked at him in confusion before smiling, “I really wanna go to your village.”

      Hashirama looked back at him and smiled, “I’d like it if you went there too. Maybe the whole guild could go there on a big trip someday, huh? That’d be fun.” He grinned, “I’d like to show the village the kind of camaraderie here at this guild. I’m sure there are a lot of people that would benefit from it.”

      “Totally! It’d be awesome if we could show people how cool Fairy Tail is!”

      The two goofballs laughed between each other before the older man asked, “You really love this guild don’t you, Natsu?”

      “Of course!” Natsu gave the biggest grin he could…

      “This place is my home!”

      Natsu panted for air and clenched his teeth before slowly turning around back to Gajeel. He carefully put one foot in front of the other to make sure he didn’t fall over before he finally reached the Iron Dragon Slayer. He pulled a fist back and punched Gajeel across the face but he had so little strength left he barely did anything more than move Gajeel’s head. He tried again and again and again and again but still couldn’t hit hard enough to do anything.

      He finally lost his footing and fell forward until he was leaning against Gajeel’s shoulder. Lucy cried watching her friend suffer like this and whimpered, “Natsu.”

      Happy was shedding tears with a little blood trickling from his head from his earlier injury.

      Gajeel didn’t push Natsu off but looked at the Mage that was resting against him. He furrowed his eyes, “Give up. You’ve lost. It was admirable but your beaten, just accept it.”

      Natsu groaned, “Never.”

      “We’re taking the girl back to her dad.”

      “You won’t.”

      Gajeel felt a vein pulse, “Why the hell won’t you just fall?! Your guild is done! You’ve lost! Fairy Tail has been destroyed!”

      Gajeel’s scream echoed rough the whole room and everyone watched silently as Natsu finally pushed himself off the metal shoulder…

      “Not… not like this…”

      Gajeel raised an eyebrow before Natsu looked up at him and shook his head, “Fairy Tail… can’t be beaten… by something like this… it never can. So stop trying.”

      Gajeel mashed his teeth and grabbed Natsu’s head, “I’M SICK OF YOUR SHIT, SALAMANDER!”

      He turned around and threw Natsu headfirst into the machinery on the other side of the room. The people flinched when Natsu’s head audibly broke into the mechanism and revealed the wiring inside. Natsu’s body slid down the side and he seemed to stop moving all together. Everyone thought it was over…

      *Bzzt*

      Until some wiring malfunctioned and a small flame burst from inside the metal.

      Natsu’s eyes widened with a new life as they instantly shot to the flickering flame. With renewed vigor, he jumped to his feet and sucked up the flame almost instantly. He savored the taste and swallowed it before an idea popped into his head and he punched the inside of the machine as hard as he could. And continued on and on with as many punches as he could.

      Everyone watched Natsu punch the machine rapidly like his animosity had shifted to the mechanism and not on Gajeel. Some of the Phantom Mages whispered, “What is that guy doing?”

      “I don’t know. Does he think he can make the guild fall over if he breaks the machine?”

      “YOU IDIOTS!” Gajeel yelled as he ran at Natsu, “HE’S TRYING TO MAKE A FIRE TO RECHARGE HIMSELF!”

      “AHHH! STOP HIM!”

      They all charged at Natsu but he turned around and spat fire around him, “PISS OFF!”

      These flames caused them to shuffle back before Natsu threw one last punch and made the entire machine exploded.

      *BOOOOOOOMMMMM*

    
    

    
      The blast and energy from Jose’s attack overwhelmed all of their senses for a moment. Like a massive flash bang that robbed them of sight and sound. Gray coughed and lifted himself off the floor while groaning and holding his head. He looked off to the side and saw Elfman composing himself just like he did and then looked further down the room to see Mira moaning and trying to lift herself up. But Erza wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Before he could think any more about that, he realized the fight might have just ended and peered over the side, “NARUTO! ARE YOU STILL ALIVE?! SAY SOMETHING MAN!”

      The tension and silence were almost palpable as the smoke slowly started to filter out through the large hole in the wall. Jose appeared, facing his opponent directly but with a look of shock and awe over his face. They heard some shuffling and looked aside to see…

      Naruto lift himself up off the ground, without any extra severe injury or damage evident from the attack. In fact, he seemed just as surprised as the rest of them that he was still in one piece. Naruto and Jose were both looking at the same spot as the smoke parted…

      And revealed a Mage in broken armor, covered in burns and wounds after blocking the worst of Jose’s Abyss Break. Erza was struggling to stay on her feet before she let out a pained gasp and fell to her knees, the remains of her Adamantine Armor falling off her body to reveal the black undershirt she wore beneath it. Jose clicked his tongue and looked down at the injured woman, “I can’t believe you would willingly throw yourself in front of an attack like that. Even for one of your own guild members.”

      Mira screamed, “ERZA!”

      Gray seethed and roared at Jose, “BASTARD!”

      Naruto looked over at the injured woman and a look of surprise covered his face before he shook his head. He glared, “Stupid woman.” Naruto spat out as he stood back up while pitying the panting redhead. He continued, ‘I warned all of you to stay out of my way. I was going to take care of Jose myself but you just had to interfere and now you’re nearly half-dead because of it.’ He looked down at Erza and a conflicted expression came across his face before he looked up at Jose and started marching towards him, “Stay still and get out of my way and you might just survive those injuries.”

      “Wait!”

      Naruto stopped when Erza grabbed his hand and halted his walk. He looked back angrily and tried to pull himself out of her grip, “Let go of me dammit!”

      Erza ignored her injuries and looked up at him, “You have to stop! Before it’s too late!”

      “I said let go!” He swiped his hand out of her grip and caused her to stumble over before turning back around, “I just need to kill Jose and that’ll be the end of it. After that I’ll leave your guild and be off to take care of the rest of the scum in this world!”

      “Don’t you dare even try it!” She yelled as she struggled back to her feet and grabbed his shoulder. She pulled him back and got a growl of displeasure from the possessed blond but match it with a resolute glare of her own. She struggled with her injuries but kept a demanding edge in her voice, “Stop this Naruto! You have to come back!”

      “What the hell are you talking about?! Come back from what? This is who I am!” He argued back and tried to pull her hand off his shoulder but Erza was adamant on not letting go, “I kill! It’s what I’ve always done and I know it! And so do you! So let go of me!”

      “Did you two forget who you’re dealing with?!” Jose yelled, angered by the fact the two Mages were arguing and treating him like a sideshow. He fired magic and caused them to flinch and dodge back before he prepared a stronger method of attack, “If you two are going to continue your lover’s quarrel then I’ll take the chance to finish this!”

      “Ice Make: Lance!”

      Jose looked up and swiped his hand out to destroy the spears of ice that threatened to hit him. Gray and Elfman landed in front of Naruto and Erza, ready to face the Wizard Saint. Elfman’s body started to change as he yelled, “We won’t let you hurt them anymore, bastard!”

      “Take this!” Gray slammed his hands down and made a giant spiked hammer, “Ice Make: Hammer!”

      Jose clicked his teeth and leapt back before the hammer landed on his head. He had to continue effortlessly dodging Elfman’s swipes and strikes as he took on an annoyed and bored expression.

      Naruto looked over and saw Gray and Elfman take over the fight for a moment. He yelled, “God dammit, stop interfering!”

      “No! Because you’ll get killed if you keep fighting like this!” Erza yelled at him as he kept shirking his arm out of her grip and causing her to fall down. She felt pain spread through her whole body but kept focused on convincing Naruto, “You can’t lose to Kurama’s influence like this Naruto! You always told me how much you admired and cared about Kurama! I know someone you respect like that couldn’t do something like this to you!”

      “Shut up!” Naruto yelled back at her, “This is what I always was! Before I came to this place! Before Fairy Tail made me weak and docile! I’m a killer! And If you keep getting in my way I’ll kill you just like I will Jose!”

      “If you were going to do that you would’ve done it already!” Erza yelled back, getting the berserk Naruto to widened his mismatched eyes. She glared, “Killers don’t stand by talking themselves up! They get the job done! You aren’t a killer! Or a monster! You never were! And you never became weak since you joined the guild! I know this isn’t you! Your eyes and arm changed but I know this isn’t the real you! So stop acting like this!”

      Naruto clenched his teeth and fists before he threatened to attack, “You little bitch—”

      But Erza used the last of her strength to dive into his chest and wrap her arms around him. She yelled, “I know it might be easier facing your enemies like this, but this isn’t you anymore! You love Fairy Tail! You understand the value of life! You find strength in being with these people because you have a reason to get stronger for them! And you know this!”

      “L-let go of me!”

      “You wouldn’t submit to being overpowered by something like this! You wouldn’t lose to it! You’re Naruto Uzumaki! A member of Fairy Tail!”

      He mashed his teeth and prepared to strike Erza while she clung to his chest, “ENOUGH!”

      “COME BACK NARUTO! PLEASE COME BACK!”

      Naruto’s fur covered arm lunged down to strike Erza’s head but stopped short of contact, making a powerful gust of pressure spread over her hair and head before it settled down. Erza waited for a moment and realized there wasn’t any more shuffling or resistance coming from her lover. She looked up and saw Naruto’s head ducked down with his eyes covered and out of sight by his messy hair.

      She waited with baited breath before asking, “Naruto?”

      “NO! No no no no no no no!” The younger version of the whiskered blond yelled angrily as he tried to make his body move but to no avail. He clenched his teeth, “You can’t stop me now! Not when I’m so close! It’s because you and all of them have been meddling that I haven’t been able to finish Jose off yet! Get out of my way!”

      Just before he was about to attack the redhead clutching onto his chest, he felt a wave of something strange pass through his body before he could no longer move. He tried to force any movement to show he was still in control, “Dammit! This can’t be happening!” He turned aside and watched with shock as the black mass of chakra covering Naruto started to recede back into their conjoined arm. The shorter of the two panicked, “T-that was all of Kurama’s hatred and anger devouring you! You can’t just push it back like that! It’s impossible!”

      Naruto clenched his teeth and forced himself out of the confines of the black energy with a struggle. He groaned, “Yeah… and there’s a lot of it too! Damn… I-I didn’t know this was what Kurama felt like for all those years… even so… if it’s just for a little while… I can handle hate like this! Besides…”

      Naruto overwhelmed the black mass of power and forced it back into its place around their arms before he narrowed his eyes, “She’s calling out. We can’t just ignore Erza if she’s calling our name. We never could.”

      The younger boy looked at him in surprise and disbelief before he furiously shook his head. He yelled, “Y-you can’t take over! I won’t let you! We need to stay like this! It’s the only way for us to stay strong!”

      “No, it isn’t. This is us being scared and influenced by hate.” Naruto calmly answered back as he looked at his manic and concerned younger self. He spoke, “That’s not us anymore. So stop cowering under that fear and let me go.”

      “I’m not cowering! We only need Kurama’s power to survive, nothing else! We just get weaker when we’re concerned about others! Forget that stupid guild! Focus on protecting ourselves!”

      Naruto snarled his teeth, “STOP TALKING SHIT!”

      “NO!” Dark Naruto screamed out defiantly, losing his breath under the stress and unease he was feeling. He shook his head, ‘I-I don’t wanna get hurt anymore! The Tower! The Wyvern! Just when we have hope, we suffer worse! Every time! At least when we had Kurama it didn’t hurt as much! I’m tired of getting hurt like this! I want it to stop!’ He was panting and his shoulder was shaking before he glared up at his older self and asked, “Don’t you want to stop suffering like this?”

      Naruto stared at the younger representation of himself as he closed his eyes and thought back on everything he said. He was right. There were a lot of times when a lot of people suffered, including him. The killings. The war. The Tower. Grimoire Heart. Damnation. Maybe if he was the same as he was back in Konoha, those situation might have ended differently. Maybe he wouldn’t have gotten hurt as much. Maybe some people would be better off if he stayed like this.

      The pain wouldn’t be so bad…

      However…

      “It’s not all just pain anymore.”

      Dark Naruto looked up at Naruto as he opened his eyes again to show a cheerful, strong glimmer in them. A small, sad smile came over his face, “It hurt a lot when we were kids. It might have been easier if we stayed like this. But we didn’t. We changed and moved on from what we were back then.” The glimmer of dejection that was on his face was completely overwhelmed with a grin of happiness, ‘But a lot of great stuff has happened to us since then too.’ He looked down at the Fairy Tail tattoo on his right bicep, “We reunited with Erza. We joined Fairy Tail. Made friends and family that we won’t ever lose. There are still times that it hurts… but I’ve never been so happy than these past few years. And I don’t wanna give that up for anything.”

      Dark Naruto was silent for a moment before lowering his head, “But I thought we could never get past what we did.”

      Naruto placed a hand on his head, “We’re getting there. It’s us so it’s taking some time but we’ll get there.”

      “Are they really worth it?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Dark Naruto struggled for a moment before looking up with hesitation in his tinted eyes, “What if we lose them.”

      Naruto gave a confident smile before answering, “That’s why I need to go back. I told you… I’m not gonna give them up for anything.”

      Dark Naruto closed his mouth and looked down for. He wanted to say something else—

      “You don’t have to worry anymore. We’re not alone. And we don’t need to be afraid. Never again.” The younger blond looked up and saw Naruto smile, “We’re a part of Fairy Tail.”

      Dark Naruto stood there silently before closing his eyes, a small tear rolling down his cheeks. After a moment, his entire body started to shimmer and glow with a light before disappearing completely. Naruto closed his eyes and took a breath as he felt something well up and vanish inside him. So much of his pent up hatred and anger just felt like it was washing away. He felt better than he had in a long time.

      He looked down to see that he could now freely move his left arm again, although it was still covered with the black chakra from Kurama’s influence. His eyes followed up to the empty shell sitting beyond the bars, patiently waiting for the time it needed to act.

      Naruto hesitated for a moment before speaking up to the body, “I know I need to work things out with you Kurama. You left behind your body and chakra and all I’ve done is hide you away all these years. I promise… I’ll figure out what needs to be done…” He lifted up his left arm and clenched his fist, “But until then I’m gonna need to borrow your power a little bit longer. There’s something I need to do right now.”

      He closed his eyes and focused before disappearing from his inner space completely.

      Unbeknownst to the whiskered blond, faint lights were watching from across the sewer as he conquered his inner fears and traveled off to fight. They wanted to say something. To speak up and meet him. But they knew now wasn’t the right time. The day would come when they could speak to him directly about how proud they were about what he had become…

      But right now he had to finish his fight.

    
    

    
      Erza watched silently as Naruto finally started moving again. He opened and closed his mouth several times before finally just snapping it shut. Both arms lowered and wrapped around the redhead against his chest, gently squeezing her in a tight hug. He shook for a moment before resting his head against the top of hers and whispering, “I’m sorry.”

      Erza’s eyes widened before they closed and she let out a mental sigh of relief, glad to hear Naruto’s normal voice over that strange altered voice from a moment ago. She let out a small chuckle before looking up, causing him to lift his head off to see her smile, “I’m going to kick your ass for making me worry like that.”

      Naruto made a small smile in return, glad to be back in control of his body again and to see Erza smile at him after everything that happened. His hair and whiskers were still a little rougher and his eye was still red from Kurama’s influx of power but he was back in control. He felt Erza leaning against him and held her shoulders to help steady her back on her feet, “Yeah, I was having a little argument inside my head with a younger, messed up version of myself. But we came to an agreement.”

      Erza looked at him quietly before a small chuckle came out, “Well I’m used to your brain problems so I’m just happy your you again.” She wanted to take another step but she flinched in pain as her injuries flared up again.

      Naruto worried and held her up before he looked her over and felt a sense of guilt well up inside him. She had been fighting all this time to protect their guild, even when she was tired and weary. And she protected him from a monstrous blast that he knew could have killed her if she hadn’t been using her armor to block it.

      His eyes wandered up and he looked out the smoking hole in the wall to see that the guild hall had finally fallen over. He bit the inside of his cheek and was shaking with anger as his grip slightly tightened on Erza’s shoulder, alerting her to the state of their guild and the damages they had sustained over this war. He gritted his teeth, “You all… you’ve been fighting this whole time… and I’ve just been fucking around while it was happening. I—”

      “We don’t need you beating yourself up right now. We can’t afford to waste time like that.” Erza looked up at him with a focused glare and asked, “I know you’re hurt… but can you still fight?”

      Naruto took his hands off her shoulders and started gripping his fists. He nodded, “I got a little bit left in me.”

      “Enough to finish the fight?”

      “More than enough.”

      “GAHHHHHH!”

      They heard Gray scream as he came flying over and harshly landed in a pile of rubble to the side. A second later, Elfman landed by their feet, letting out a gasp of pain before he started panting with a hitch in his breath. He struggled to lift himself up and cursed, “Bastard.”

      He felt a hand on his shoulder that helped him up, “Elfman.”

      The large, white-haired man looked up in shock and saw Naruto calmly try to lift him back up on his feet. His arm still had fur and looked like it came off an animal, and his eye was still red, but they didn’t have the same crazed look in them like they did. Elfman relaxed a little before asking, “You’re back to normal?”

      Naruto nodded, “As normal as I can be I guess.”

      “That’s good.” Elfman struggled to his feet and held his ribs, “I was getting worried that we’d have to try and calm you down after we beat this guy.”

      “That’s not a problem anymore.” Naruto looked over at the pile of rubble, “Gray, can you hear me?!”

      “Yeah yeah, I heard.” Gray lifted himself out of the pile of rocks and held the wound leaking blood underneath his hair. He groaned, ‘As long as you’ve stopped with the ‘psycho-killer’ act then we’re fine on that part.’ He looked up and directed their attention to the extremely powerful Mage with the black miasma flowing off his form, “I don’t know about you guys but I don’t think I can stand against this asshole much longer.”

      Naruto looked over at Erza, “Is there anyone else still here in the guild?”

      “They captured Lucy and have her upstairs.” Concern crossed his face before she reassured him, “I sent Natsu up there to get her back.”

      He relaxed a little, “Good, then we don’t need to worry about them. They’ll handle it.” He looked out the wall and down at the battlefield to see that the others were still holding off Jose’s Shades even after all this time. Damn that bastard had a massive reserve of magic. He turned back, “You guys need to get down there and help them out.”

      They looked between each other before turning to Naruto and asking the question that was hanging in the air, “And… what about you?”

      Naruto turned to back to Jose and furrowed his eyes, “I’ll finish this.”

      Gray argued, “Are you kidding? My whole body feels like shit right now and I’m certain I’m doing better than you are!”

      “It’s fine. I can still finish this.” He looked over at Elfman, “You need to grab Mira and get her outside. And all of you need to leave after that too. If I wanna beat him I’m gonna need to give everything I’ve got with this arm. And I don’t think I can hold it back to make sure I don’t hurt you guys in the process.”

      Gray yelled, “Are you fucking crazy?! We need to—”

      Erza held her hand up and stopped him entirely, “We need to trust him. We can’t do anything more as we are and Naruto might be the only one of us left that can handle Jose.” Gray wanted to speak up but he saw the look in Erza’s eyes that said his complaints were necessary. She knew the risks and dangers he’d be in facing someone like Jose alone. But she still trusted him enough to handle it. Erza looked up at the platform she came down from and turned to Naruto, “Do you need Kokuryū?”

      Naruto thought for a moment before he shook his head, “Nah. I don’t think I can use it properly right now, especially against him. Keep a hand on it for me until I’m done.”

      “Then make sure to kick his ass.”

      Naruto smiled and started stepping forward while cracking his knuckles, “No problem.”

      The other Fairies started moving to grab Mira and escape as Jose glared at the blond with pure disdain and anger. The Wizard Saint raised his brow and asked with venom in his voice, “I’m starting to get very tired of this switch up game you all are playing with me. I face your friends, then I face you, then Titania intervenes, then I have to beat your friends around a little more, and then we’re back to you. Your little group needs to make up their mind about who wants to get put in the ground first.”

      “Well don’t worry. We’re done switching things up.” Naruto cracked his neck and rolled his shoulders before glaring back, “You’ll just have to settle with me.”

      “Oh I’m not settling at all. In fact, I’m quite happy being able to end this fight with you. You have, without a shadow of a doubt, tried my patience and angered me more than anyone else in you guild.” Jose turned and revealed the portion of his ear that was missing, “I’ll be paying you back for this a hundred times over by the way.”

      Naruto flinched and gagged a little at the memories of what his body did while he had lost control of it. This bastard had really pissed him and everyone else off but you had to draw a line at biting part of someone’s ear off. Maybe it could be patched back on in the hospital after Naruto was done kicking his ass.

      Jose took note of something and inquired, “What happened? You aren’t acting like that same beastly self you had just a moment ago? No empty threats? No snarling, psychotic smile? Did something change?”

      “Yeah, someone else was in charge for a little while back there but don’t worry.” Naruto stood firmly, “The real Naruto Uzumaki has arrived to beat you.”

      “Big talk considering you can barely stand on your own two legs.”

      Naruto couldn’t deny that. Everything was hurting and aching. He played it off with a small grin and chuckle, trying to convey a confidence that said none of it would change the fact he was ending this fight.

      “And there’s no point in trying to protect your guild now anyway.” A condescending smile came over Jose’s face, “I’ve destroyed it. I’ve won.”

      Naruto smile fell and he sent a quick look back towards where he had seen the guild lying in disrepair. His face fell and he lowered his head as Jose began to laugh, “Hahahahaha! You all were tougher than I thought you’d be but it doesn’t matter! We’ve won! I got what I wanted! Fairy Tail is no more! Phantom Lord is back to the top guild! Hahahahahaha—”

      “This isn’t enough to destroy it.”

      Jose laughter was halted before he looked back at the blond with an unamused glare, “What was that?”

      “The full force of a Wizard Saint and Phantom Lord and all you’ve accomplished is breaking down a worn out building that’s stood for over a hundred years. Great job. But nothing you could ever do will be enough to actually break Fairy Tail.” Naruto clenched his fist and glared at Jose, “You’ve destroyed a building. You can’t destroy our guild. But if it’s any consolation, I loved that place like a home. So in return…”

      Naruto raised his fist at Jose, “I’m gonna sending you flying through this stupid mobile guild, you bastard!”

      Jose stood silently before a small smirk grew on his face. He held his arms out and left his chest wide opened before he goaded the whiskered blond, “Then come boy. Let’s finish this.”

      They stood across from each other and silently summed their opponent up with a quick look. Their eyes narrowed before Naruto tensed his hand and started gathering a current of wind around it. They waited anxiously for the first move…

      “HA!” Naruto jumped to the side and threw his hand out like a whip, sending a blade of wind out across the floor so fast it left a deep trench through the concrete and stone.

      But Jose swung his arm and dispelled the attack before it could hit him, “Pathetic!” He responded with an attack of his own as black magic started gathering on his hands and he started firing rapid blasts of magic in Naruto’s direction. The injured blond could do nothing else but jump and dodge to avoid further risk of injury.

      When he finally had a chance to catch his breath, he saw Jose turned to him and prepare another wave of attacks. Naruto clenched his teeth before chambering his fist at his side. He gathered magic before punching forward, clashing against Jose’s magic wave, “Flying Gauntlet!”

      With the Wizard Saint’s attack blocked, Naruto then gathered Wind and started throwing out a barrage of quick jabs, “Storm Fist!” His attacks of concentrated wind blasted through the dust cloud while Jose leaned and easily evaded the quick attacks. Naruto clicked his tongue before summoning the Fire sword from his Requip and swinging it out as a wave of flames covered every inch of the floor, “Blazing Dragon Tail!”

      Jose was undeterred by the wave of fire as he easily leapt high into the air and used the upper walls to support him over his enemy. Naruto looked up and furrowed his eyes before he switched his Fire sword for his Earth sword. He slammed it into the ground and all the rubble and rock surrounding him started to levitate, “Rumbling Earth!” He aimed his sword at Jose and sent the shards of rock flying up towards him, “Take this!”

      Jose jumped off the wall and his whole body seemed to blur as he dodge the rocks through midair. He then started falling towards Naruto like a rocket and the blond raised his sword to block the attack. But Jose landed an axe-kick that easily smashed the blade to pieces and followed through to land a devastating blow on Naruto’s collarbone.

      Naruto’s eyes shuddered and his knees shook before he almost stumbled and fell on his ass. Jose kicked up and hit Naruto under his chin before landing a punch in his gut, making blood spew out from between Naruto’s clenched teeth. The Wizard Saint spun and knocked Naruto across the floor with a powerful strike before he started following after, “Time to die, Hunter!”

      Naruto’s eyes shot back open and he flipped over before his bare feet started to skid along the concrete. Jose slowed down to a near halt at Naruto’s sudden stop before he saw the air warp and gather around the Fairy Mage’s hands. Naruto whipped his hands out on either side of Jose and sent large blasts of wind from his palms, “WRAHHHHHHHH!”

      Jose furrowed his eyes at the sudden vigor Naruto had regained and decided he needed to move back. But before he could move he felt the sharp contrast of wind pressure around him and looked through his peripheral to see two walls of wind on either side of him and extending all the way down the floor behind him.

      This boy… boxed him in.

      Jose felt a horrible pain run through his foot and leg to see that Naruto has slammed his foot down on Jose’s foot and pinned him down. Naruto looked back up at the Wizard Saint with fury and pulled his fist back, “This… IS FOR LUCY!”

      *THWACK*

      His fist dug into the Saint’s stomach as Jose’s eyes nearly turned white from the pain.

      “THIS IS FOR THE HALL!”

      *THWACK*

      He struck him across the face.

      Naruto hands became covered in magic and clenched them into fists. He roared, “AND THIS IS FOR EVERYONE IN FAIRY TAIL! KNIGHTS’ CRUSADE!”

      Naruto started unleashing a relentless barrage of enhanced punches that knocked Jose back and forth. His fists started to blur and he could barely hear the sound of Jose’s pained grunts and the ground crack beneath them. Naruto had his teeth grit before he started yelling as he unleashed the devastating flurry of punches against the Wizard Saint.

      This continued for several moments but Naruto’s attack finally stopped when Jose grabbed both of his wrists and halted his attack completely. The guild master had bruises and blood all over his face but he could still convey the sheer, unbridled anger Naruto was causing him. Naruto panicked and was able to pull his right arm out of Jose’s grip but couldn’t act fast enough as Jose used his magic and caused a line of explosions to cover Naruto’s entire left arm, “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Naruto stumbled back, holding his injured arm, before he was kicked in the gut and sent flying into a pile of rubble. He came flying out the other side and landed on the ground just in time to see Jose had already unleashed another magic attack. The Wizard Saint yelled out with anger, “DIE!”

    
    

    
      Gajeel covered his eyes from the intense fire and heat coming from the exploding machine that almost engulfed the floor. But before it could reach anyone, the flames started dancing and swirling around a focal point at the center of the explosion. He stood there and narrowed his eyes as he realized what was happening.

      Lucy and Happy opened their eyes again and looked up to see the fire was shrinking. It started swirling around like it was being sucked in by a vacuum before a silhouette appeared in the fire. The fire started shrinking before they could spot the figure of their friend in the raging inferno.

      They heard one last sucking noise before the flames all but disappeared into Natsu’s mouth. After he ate them all, he covered his mouth and forced them in before making a loud gulp that echoed through the room. The smoke and steam coming off his body intensified before he lowered his hand.

      The will and fury in Natsu’s eyes was relit and increased a hundred fold as he let out a loud burp. He breathed out, “All right, now I’m all fired up again.”

      Lucy had tears of joy streaming down her face at the sight of her revived friend. Happy leapt into the air and cheered, “NATSU!”

      Natsu rolled his shoulders, “Okay Black Steel, I’m well fed and fired up now. Wanna try going for Round 3?”

      Gajeel smirked, “Kehehe! You got you spine back! Great! Then we can get back to the beating!” His feet pressed into the cracked tiles before he dashed forward. Natsu didn’t make any move as Gajeel smirked widely and pulled his fist back, “GRIT YOU TEETH, SALAMANDER!”

      Natsu leaned his head out of the way at the last moment to avoid Gajeel’s fist before countering and slamming his blazing fist into the Phantom Mage’s nose.

      Gajeel was knocked back as Natsu stood over him, breathing heavily through his nose but not losing any intensity in his eyes. Gajeel spit some blood off to the side and flipped back up for a surprise attack. But Natsu spun and slammed the heel of his foot into his opponent’s side, “Fire Dragon’s Claw!”

      Gajeel nearly toppled from the attack as Natsu followed through and sent a punch up into his chin. Gajeel was sent off his feet before Natsu breathed in, “You wanted to hear me roar, right?! Fire Dragon’s Roar!”

      Gajeel screamed as he was engulfed by the blazing flames of Natsu’s roar. The other Phantom Mages finally realized how bad the situation was as they retreated and desperately ran for safety. Gajeel was still hanging in the air and gasped with pain before moaning out, “H-how did you get this much strength—”

      “I got it back because it’s been building up since you guys wrecked my guild! Attacking my friends! Hurting Jii-chan! Trying to kill all of us! Capturing Lucy! It’s been building up all this time that I couldn’t use it properly! But now I’m all fired up and ready to show you the mistakes you made!” Natsu’s whole body became engulfed with flames as his eyes turned white, “THE MISTAKE OF FUCKING WITH FAIRY TAIL!”

      Gajeel grit his teeth and attempted to make one last swipe at Natsu, “DAMN YOU!”

      “CRIMSON LOTUS: FIRE DRAGON’S FIST!”

      Natsu’s hands blurred into a flurry of red fists that impacted and exploded over Gajeel’s entire body. The Iron Dragon Slayer’s entire body was rocked by the blows before the metal surrounding his body began to crack and shatter. The scales fell and the punches riddled Gajeel’s entire body without guard as the ferocity vanished from his eyes to be replaced by unconsciousness. After a few more moments Gajeel fell to the ground but Natsu kept attacking to room with a rapid barrage, “WRRRRRAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Lucy and Happy felt the ground beneath them break as Natsu destroyed the room. They tried calling out to him but Natsu was only focused on destroying the ground he stood on. Happy felt the room fall apart and flew up as he grabbed Lucy’s back, “Lucy, we gotta go!”

      Lucy was lifted off her feet as they headed to the hole in the falling wall, “W-what about Natsu?!”

      “We have to trust him! C’mon!”

      Lucy looked back at Natsu’s furious punches and powerful yell before they evacuated the falling guild.

    
    

    
      Jose stared at the smoke cloud that he believed to cover the beaten, motionless corpse of Naruto Uzumaki. He could no longer sense any flaring presence or magic from his enemy but stayed standing for any following attack. He could not underestimate his opponent any longer.

      Just as he stood there waiting, he felt the floor beneath him shake and rumble as a cloud of dust and pebbles fell from high over his head. He looked up and saw the ceiling far over him start to crack and crumble from some powerful attack from the other side.

      That’s where Gajeel was holding the Heartfilia heiress.

      Was he not finished with his battle yet?

      Jose sent one last look at the ground before looking up and jumping to the next floor. He kept leaping from foothold to foothold as he made his way to the top floor to finish the Fairies assau—

      “JOSE!”

      Jose’s eyes widened in shock before he looked down and felt like his veins we’re going to pop from anger.

      Standing in the middle of the floor beneath him, with the smoke and dust whirling around him like a powerful tornado, was the whiskered Fairy with Wind gathering in his hand. Naruto spat out, “Are you trying to run?!”

      Jose clenched his teeth so tightly that blood started to form in his gums. He yelled with spittle coming off with his words, “HOW?! HOW CAN YOU STILL BE STANDING?!”

      ‘Thank you, Kurama.’ Naruto mentally thanked his guardian beast for the extra durability and strength granted by the Bijū‘s chakra. He bent his knees, ignoring the fatigue and pain running through his body as he stifled a groan, ’Just a little longer! Please hold out a little longer!’

      Jose raised a hand up and gathered the last of his monstrous magic reserves into his Darkness magic. He roared and threw down his hand, “WHY WON’T YOU JUST DIE?! DEAD WAVE!”

      “STORM STEP!”

      Naruto launched himself up at sonic speed towards the blast of magic that came flying from overhead. He braced himself and barreled into the wave of magic, gritting his teeth and trying to force his way against the powerful attack. It seemed like he was about to fall but he let out a final roar and forced himself against the attack until finally it warped around him and dissipated. Jose slowly fell to the ground and Naruto lost his momentum as he fell as well. But the Fairy Mage looked back up with resolve and blasted off the Wind with his feet, “VOID STORM STEP!”

      Naruto went flying at Jose as he panicked and tried to protect himself but to no avail. Naruto yelled and pulled his fist back as the vortex raged around it, “I WON’T DIE AGAINST SOMEONE LIKE YOU!”

      Jose screamed, “NOOOOOOOOOOOOOO—”

      “GRAND MAELSTROM CHARGE!”

      Naruto’s fist landed in the center of Jose’s face and a stagnant silence fell to their ears. Before the wind swirled around them and Jose was blasted at breakneck speeds upwards and through the ceiling above them. Jose was blasted through the ceiling, sent flying through a number of upper levels, and barreled through the top level before flying up over the mobile guild. The Wizard Saint flew high over his guild, unconscious and defeated as the Phantom Lord mobile guild started to fall over into rubble.

      Phantom Lord fell to ruin just as the war had turned Fairy Tail to rubble.

      Destruction onto destruction.

      Naruto fell from midair, all strength and vigor that once filled his body sapped by exhaustion and fatigue. He fell with the massive guild crumbling around him. But even in the dire circumstance, a proud grin came across the blond’s face.

      He chuckled, “See? I told ya I’d send you flying.”

    
    

    
      The Shades finally dissipated and the Fairies looked around in surprise. They heard something shatter behind them and looked back to see the Phantom guild fall on its foundation. They looked up and saw something flying up through the top of the guild’s head.

      “W-who is that?”

      “The guild is falling!”

      “The Shades stopped!”

      “Aren’t they a part of Jose’s magic!”

      “I-if they disappeared—”

      “Then that has to be Jose!”

      They watched the figure fall back to the ground and slam into the shallow edge of the beach reaching the water. They saw Jose’s beaten, bloody, and unconscious form and felt something well up inside them.

      “T-they beat him!”

      “Jose lost!”

      “T-that means…”

      The Fairies all started to look between each other before they smiled with glee. They jumped and cheered—

      “WE WON!”

      They all cheered, hugged, and embraced each other after the long, arduous conflict had finally ended in victory. Mira fell to her knees and nearly whimpered as joy filled her voice, “Thank goodness.”

      Gray and Elfman sighed before looking to each other and bumping fists.

      Erza looked over at the defeated Jose before looking up at the broken guild. A smile came across her face as relief filled her heart. She let out a small chuckle…

      “I knew you could do it.”

    
    

    
      “Owwwwwwwwwww~.” Naruto moaned painfully as he laid in an uncomfortable position on the ground, resting on his shoulders with his legs hanging lamely over his head. He tried to move and flinched, “OW! Ow! Pain! So much pain! Really hurting! And the shittiest place to get stuck in.”

      He looked around at the debris and rocks that surrounded him on all sides. He was surrounded by rubble. He couldn’t feel his arms and legs. And everything hurt.

      Naruto’s nose flinched and he sighed, “My nose itches.”

      He heard some rumbling as the stones around him settled. He jerked up but realized it wouldn’t do much good considering he couldn’t move. The whiskered man could only lay there in wait as he heard some footsteps slowly start to approach from his side. He waited anxiously for whatever would show itself…

      But was met with a ragged mop of pink hair popping up over a large stone, “Dammit, that hurt.” Natsu rubbed the back of his head before kicking a small rock over in annoyance, “Stupid, dumb guild. Glad I broke you down.”

      “Natsu?”

      Natsu perked up and looked over to see his friend lying awkwardly on the ground in the middle of the remains of the guild. He smiled, “Naruto! Hey, you’re okay after that big magic blast hit you?! Wait, what are you doing here? And… why are you bent over like that?”

      “It’s not on purpose you idiot! I can’t move!” Naruto yelled back at Natsu with a tick forming at the top of his head. He sighed, “I’m hurt and I can’t move anymore. So you wanna help me up or just stand there watching?”

      Natsu stood there silently before crossing his arms stubbornly, “Didn’t even say please.”

      Naruto sighed, doing his best to stop from yelling in anger before asking calmly, “Natsu, please help me up.”

      “Okay.” Natsu reached down and with a huff lifted Naruto onto his butt before resting him against a large rock. After the effort Natsu let out a long breath and took a seat besides his injured friend, “I feel a little lightheaded.”

      Naruto looked Natsu over and saw the numerous injuries that littered his body. He nodded, “I bet. You’re covered with bruises and blood. What the hell were you doing up there exactly?”

      “You too! You look like a gang of four-wheelers ran you over and parked on top of you! What were you doing here anyway?! Weren’t you blasted unconscious by that Jupiter thing earlier?”

      Naruto shrugged a shoulder, “I got better. Then I had to come back here and bust up this stupid guild for causing all this shit in the first place.”

      “Like hell you were!” Natsu yelled indignantly before pounding his chest, “I broke this place down! Stop trying to take the credit, jackass!”

      Naruto glared at his friend, “Do you see these empty floors? I was the one who broke them! I don’t know what little fit you were throwing upstairs but I was the one who brought it down.”

      “I blew up the head! And crashed the rest of it afterwards! This was my win!” Natsu crossed his arms, “And I was handling that other stupid Dragon Slayer the whole time.”

      Naruto scoffed, “Whatever. I fought a Wizard Saint. That totally wins.”

      Natsu’s eyes widened, “Holy crap! Seriously! You fought one of those guys that Jii-chan hangs out with!”

      “That’s right!” Naruto answered with a smug smile and pride filling his chest. He laughed, “Wasn’t so hard! I bet I could handle a few more of those guys right now if I wanted!”

      Natsu just gave him a flat and dry stare in return. The pink-haired man grabbed his shoulder and slowly started to push him over. Naruto panicked, “Don’t don’t don’t don’t don’t don’t don’t don’t!” He was let back down and he sighed in relief, “Jerk.”

      “You two are weirdly comfortable considering you’re in an enemy guild.”

      The two Fairies flinched and looked to the side to see Gajeel climb out of a pile of debris with his shirt burnt off. Natsu jumped up to his feet and pointed at him, “How are you still moving, I hit you with everything I had?! And what are you still doing here anyway?!”

      “I just said… you’re the ones in our guild.” Gajeel groaned as he sat on a rock to make sure he didn’t strain his injuries. He rubbed the back of his neck to calm the pain, ‘And I’m still moving cause I can take a beating. But… considering the state the guild’s in and how our guys are beaten, I guess you win.’ He looked up and over at the blond resting against the rock, “Were you the one who beat Master Jose?”

      Naruto nodded, “Yeah. I mean I didn’t do it alone but pretty much, yeah.”

      “Well good for you I guess. That ain’t an easy feat for anybody to achieve, even if they had help. Of course there are a few things I think could have helped you in that match. Like for example…” Gajeel paled a little and pointed to his side, “What the fuck is with your arm?”

      Natsu blinked before looking back and freaking out at the sight of Naruto’s arm. He pointed, “Naruto, what the hell happened?! Can you just switch out your arms or something?! And why did you switch from the metal cover to the furry edition?!”

      Naruto yelled angrily, “My arms aren’t interchangeable, dumbass! This was what was underneath the metal all these years!” Naruto looked down at his arms and slowly reached up to rub his hand through the orange fur, “The last blessing from Kurama, I guess. I told you I had a demon inside me.”

      Natsu was still shocked by the surprising revelation as Gajeel blinked his wide eyes in confusion. He raised an eyebrow, “How the hell does a guy get raised with a demon in him?”

      Naruto scoffed, “That’s rich, considering I’m right in front of two guys that say they were raised by dragons.”

      Gajeel shrugged his shoulders, “Meh, that’s fair.”

      “Hey, that reminds me!” Natsu turned to Gajeel, “You were raised by a dragon, right? Was it a red dragon named Igneel or—”

      “No.” Gajeel interrupted with a point as this seemed like a sore subject for him. He rested his cheek in his hand and looked off to the side, “My dragon was silver and named Metalicana. I don’t know about any other dragons so don’t ask.”

      Natsu seemed to deflate a little at the fact he didn’t learn anything new about his father’s location. Naruto looked up at his friend with empathy, knowing just how badly Natsu wanted to find Igneel. The Fairy Mage shook his head before asking, “Then let me ask you this instead. Did your dragon leave on July 7th, 777?”

      Gajeel looked up at him, interest piqued at the mention of the specific date he had been abandoned by his mentor. He nodded, “Yeah. How did you know that?”

      “Because it was the same day as me.” Natsu looked back over at Gajeel, “I tried thinking about all the stuff that might be important when Igneel vanished and that was the only thing that I thought was really weird.”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow, “I heard from some other Dragon Slayers that their dragons disappeared just like yours. I don’t know about the date but it’s definitely weird. And what’s with all the sevens?”

      “Oh! That’s right! One more thing!” Natsu pointed at Naruto and inquired, “You said the other Dragon Slayers you met had cats, right?!”

      “Um… yeah. Why?”

      Natsu smiled patronizingly at Gajeel and crossed his arms, “Told ya.”

      Gajeel shook his head, “You are some really annoying pricks, you know that?” He pushed himself up and put his hands in his pockets before he started walking away up a pile of rubble, “Fuck it. Who cares anymore. Just get out of our rubble and go home. Ours guilds are probably gonna be disbanded after this crazy war so I won’t be seeing you ever again. Oh well, I don’t care anymore.”

      “Hey Gajeel!”

      The Phantom Mage stopped and looked back to see Natsu looking up at him. Natsu smiled, “You’re a dick but maybe I can kick your ass again some day soon!”

      …

      Gajeel turned around, “Fuck off.”

      The Iron Dragon Slayer left the two Fairy Mages alone in the broken guild. Naruto groaned sarcastically, “Well he seems nice.”

      “Not really.” Natsu walked over to Naruto and bent down to wrap one of his arms over his shoulder. With a huff the two injured men went to their feet with Natsu supporting Naruto. The younger man asked, “Ready to head home?”

    
    

    
      The Fairies all waited quietly as they stared at the pile of rock and machinery that was the Phantom Lord guild. The sun started to set around them as a color of orange and red started to fill the sky in waiting for any sign of their friends.

      They all watched a large rock fall over and splash into the water…

      “Ow! Did I really need to be the one to kick it?”

      “You had a better angle. I could have done it but I needed to drop you—”

      “Stop talking! Just walk.”

      Natsu and Naruto finally walked into sight of everyone else as they walked over the large rock and back onto the beach. The two men looked up and saw everyone looking at them. They were silent before they both grinned, “We won(x2).”

      “YEEEEEAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      And they all burst out into a fit of cheers and congratulations from the fight. Erza pushed her way through the crowd and ran over to Naruto’s side as he lost the strength in his legs and need to sit on the ground. He was panting a little before he looked over at the small, relieved smile on Erza’s face at seeing him alive. He chuckled and gave a weak smile, “Okay… so it was just enough to win.”

      She shook her head before giving him a small peck on the lips and hugging him tightly, ignoring the slight hiss of pain he let out before he relaxed and returned her embrace.

      “NATSU!”

      Happy barreled into Natsu’s chest and caused him to stumble back before he looked down to see the blubbering cat in his stomach. Happy sobbed, “I-I WAZ ZO WEERIED!”

      Natsu grinned, “Why? I totally had it.” He looked up and saw Gray, Lisanna, and the others surrounding him. Gray reached out and offered his hand that Natsu eagerly accepted and lifted back to his feet. The two men nodded to each other and bumped fists. He felt someone nearly tackle him over and looked down to see Lisanna hugging him tightly after seeing him covered in bruises and blood. He smiled and patted her head to reassure his friend that he was still okay.

      “Guys.”

      Lucy garnered most of their attention despite her voice coming out as nothing more than a whisper. Mirajane saw the bruise on her friend’s cheek and came running over to her, “Lucy, are you all right?! You weren’t too hurt badly were you?”

      Lucy tried to stop Mira’s dotting over her condition, “I-I’m fine Mira-San. It’s nothing severe.”

      Mira’s face fell as she looked at the younger girl with guilt, “I’m sorry for knocking you out Lucy. I thought we could hide you and protect you better if we moved you away from the fight. But you and Reedus were injured because of my idea and—”

      “No!” Lucy yelled, interrupting Mirajane and getting everyone to look in her direction. Lucy’s shoulders and head fell and started to shake as her voice wavered, “E-everything… all of this started because I ran away from home. And because I couldn’t face my family, you all were hurt in the process. I… I’m sorry.”

      They were silent before Gray shook his head, “Lucy, you don’t have to apologize for anything.”

      “Yes I do! It’s my fault this all happened!”

      Erza spoke sternly, “Lucy, don’t ever say that.,

      “But it’s true!” Lucy grabbed her arm tightly and looked back at the heap of wood that was their guild. She hung her head, “B-because of me… the guild… a-all of you were—”

      “It’s just a building.”

      Everyone was shocked by the old voice that joined in their talk and looked behind Lucy to see Makarov back to health with Koyuki holding his hand and Porlyusica following behind. Makarov let go of Koyuki’s hand and the little Senju went running over and hugged her older siblings happily.

      The old guild master had a small smile on his face before looking back to his children, “I told you all that when this silly business started, remember? This hall is our home… a place we can come to in times of trouble and worry… but it was just a home. Our guild… Fairy Tail… its us.” Makarov looked up at the destroy Phantom Lord guild, “Phantom Lord thought it could break us down by destroying this building and breaking our spirit. But we have built our bonds and spirits so tightly that our name and what we trust in can never be broken so easily. No matter what we face, Fairy Tail and the family it has formed will weather all storms. Especially ones that think they can tears us apart.”

      He turned back to his followers and smiled, “That what it means to be in this family. We’re just about ready to face hell and hounds for our friends.”

      Lucy was shocked by those words and shut her mouth. She struggled for a moment, “B-but they were hurt—”

      “Who was hurt Lu-chan?”

      Lucy perked up and looked to see Levy walk over with Reedus, Jet, and Droy following behind. They all had bandages or bruises on them but what was most noticeable were the smiles on their faces. Levy patted her own arm and grinned at her friend, “Are you talking about these little things? We get scratches worse than this all the time.”

      “Yeah, no worries here!”

      “See? We’re movin’ already!”

      “Oui.”

      Lucy felt her eyes start to water, “L-Levy-chan—”

      “See Lucy… this is what it means to be in Fairy Tail.” The blonde Mage looked down at her master as he grinned, “We’re a family that sticks together through and through… so don’t go blaming yourself whenever we start fighting for our family.”

      Lucy was absolutely silent as their heartfelt words started to sink in. She tried to say something else… to say thank you… to say sorry… but all that came out was—

      “Waaaaahhhhhhhhhh~!”

      Lucy started crying, her tears a mix of sadness, joy, and relief that this war was finally over and the people she loved didn’t hate her for it. She tried to stifle her sobs but continued crying as Levy and Mira came from the sides and hugged her. Everyone started sitting down and catching their breaths as the sun continued to set in the sky.

      Porlyusica stood behind silently and looked down to see Makarov smile as his kids celebrated despite the obvious injuries and beating they obtained. If she was actually going to take care of all of their injuries, she had her work cut out for her.

      But first…

      “Fluffy~.” Koyuki cheered as she ran her hands over the orange fur covering Naruto’s left arm. She kept playing with it before looking up at her big brother and sister, “Your arm’s all fluffy now Onii-chan!”

      “C’mon Koyuki, stop playing with it.” Naruto said as he gently pulled her hand off his arm before looking it over. He sighed before turning towards Erza, “How much do you think people will stare when they see this?”

      “Quite a bit, at least at first.”

      “Well… that’ll be fun.” Naruto said unenthusiastically before he saw someone walk up to them. He looked up and saw Porlyusica standing over the three of them with a silent, stern look on her face. Naruto gave her a smile, “Hey Baa-chan, thanks for looking after Koyuki while we were doing all of this. I guess I owe you a whole lot after this, huh?”

      The pink-haired woman didn’t answer him as she just looked down at his arm and silently thought. She was quiet for a few more moments before speaking, “Can you walk?”

      “Um…” He felt his legs and shrugged his shoulders, “Maybe… if I take it a little slow.”

      Erza started standing up, “I can help you if you need.”

      Naruto shook his head, “You’re injured.”

      “And you’re just as bad. At least I can walk.” Before he could retort, Erza asked the medical advisor, “Where do you want to go?”

      “To my home. I have what we need there. Are you sure you can help him walk with your injuries?” The redhead nodded firmly and Porlyusica decided that was enough for her to believe. She knew how tough the armor-clad girl could be. She looked down at Koyuki, “Young one, I need you to stay here with Makarov and the others. Don’t follow, understand?”

      Koyuki looked at her curiously, sad that she only got to see her brother and sister again for a few minutes before nodding her head, “Yes ma’am.”

      “Good.” She turned around, “Let’s hurry.”

    
    

    
      When they finally reached the tree home on the outskirts of town, Erza and Naruto carefully walked in through the center room. Erza asked, “Where should he sit?”

      “Sit on the bed. I need to prepare something.” The older woman went off to the side and opened a large closet that held many chemicals, herbs, and other assorted things.

      Erza sat Naruto down on the bed and the blond looked around at the tree home he was so familiar with after years of visitations. He asked while they waited, “Is Jiji okay to be moving around so soon?”

      “He’s fine. The old fool already has all the magic he lost returned to him.”

      The two Mages perked up and the redhead asked, “How is that possible? Did you discover a way to speed up the recovery process?”

      “Nope. All his lost magic was gathered together and returned to him.” Porlyusica picked up a large scroll and separate sheets of papers before walking over to her workplace, “That fellow Mystogan retrieved his magic and returned it to him.”

      Erza and Naruto both looked surprised at that information, “Mystogan(x2)?!”

      “Yes. Turns out he had the spare time to do that after he had finished up attacking all of Phantom Lord’s sub-bases.” Porlyusica looked back, “That lad is surprisingly tough, though you would never guess it just from looking at him. Your little sister also seemed to enjoy his company before he left.”

      Naruto was silent before a small chuckle came out. He smiled and shook his head, “And here I thought he didn’t hear our call.”

      Erza let out a sigh of relief, “I’m glad to know we could trust him when we really needed to.”

      Porlyusica started drawing and writing something from the scroll onto the pieces of paper and started tying them around a bandage. When she was finished she had a long white bandage covered with runes and characters that seemed oddly familiar to the two younger adults. She walked over to the bed, “Can you still use that strange energy ability of yours? The one that’s not your magic.”

      Naruto tilted his head, “My… chakra?” She nodded and he agreed, “Yeah. I don’t have a lot left but there’s still some.”

      “All right.” She started wrapping it around his left arm and it was silent in the room as she continued her task. She finished and the strange wrapping covered his arm just like the Reformation Metal did once before. She nodded her head and stepped back besides Erza before leaning to her ear, ‘I hope you aren’t too injured. Because I’ll need your help to hold him down.’ Before Erza could ask what she meant she turned back to Naruto, “Use your power and touch the paper… and be ready because it’s going to be uncomfortable.”

      Naruto blinked and was befuddled by her demand but knew that whatever she was doing was probably helpful in the end. He slowly reach up and touched the paper over his shoulder with his chakra over his palm. He watched the paper start to light up red before—

      “GRRRHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Naruto yelled through grit teeth as he fell over in the bed and started thrashing around.

      Erza was shocked and Porlyusica went to the bed. She held down his bandaged arm and chest, “Quickly! Hold his legs! He shouldn’t move around to much!”

      Erza went to her side and held Naruto’s legs before yelling, “What’s happening to him?! What did you do?!”

      “You’ll have to see! Just focus on holding him down!”

      Naruto’s back arched and he felt like his whole body started to burn and twist. He thought it was just pain striking through his body but realized those were just from his injuries. The sensation he was feeling was like the flesh and bones in his arms were being ground to dust before being reformed back into place. He yelled, “-AHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      He finally felt the sensations end and he fell flat on the bed, panting with sweat dripping from his face. He wiped his face and covered his eyes before moaning painfully, “B-Baa-chan, what the fuck was that?!”

      Porlyusica sighed and reached down to pull the wrappings off Naruto’s arm, “Something I never thought I would get the chance to use.”

      Erza came to Naruto’s side and held his shoulder as his hand held hers in return. She asked while lifting him up into a sitting position, “Naruto, are you all right? What happened?”

      He shook his head and looked at her, “It felt like a fire was spreading in my body and then ice came and took its place. Fuck, that was weird.” He was lightly panting before he looked up and saw the disbelief in Erza’s face. He asked, “What? What is it?”

      Erza shook her head and couldn’t find the words so she looked around. She found a metal plate and grabbed it before holding it in front of Naruto so he could see his reflection.

      One brown eye… and one blue.

      The whiskered man stared at his reflection in shock before the old woman finished her work at his side and he looked down. His mind went blank at the sight…

      His left arm had pink flesh and no fur.

      Erza and Naruto both looked at his left arm and saw that it was no longer under Kurama’s influence or covered by a metal coating. It was somewhat pale and less defined compared to his left arm with a noticeably large but faded scar around the shoulder but… his right arm was normal again.

      “It was that old Hashirama.”

      They looked over at the old woman as she threw away the bandages and showed them the scroll on her desk, “A few years ago he came up to my house and told me about the situation with your left arm. That Kurama fellow has a very powerful and influential energy resting in your body, and you were too young at the time to harness and control it correctly. When you tried, it attempted to take you over and the pure form of its power started to recreate and figure the arm on your side. Luckily Rob stopped it with his sealing but if that seal ever broke, it would try to retake you again. Even if you didn’t feel any of the lingering side-effects then, they were going to come again.”

      “S-so he planned for this?”

      “He said if the day ever came when that metal came off of you, you would need a way to win your arm back and take control. So he left me a scroll about the best way to reseal the power trying to corrupt you. It controlled and extinguished the evil power corrupting you, and your body would turn back to normal.” Porlyusica gave a small, sad smile while looking at the scroll, “All these years after his passing and he still gets to pass on his blessing.”

      Naruto was still in disbelief, “S-so this arm—”

      “Is yours again. Congratulations.”

      Naruto looked over his arm before he closed his eyes and reappeared in his inner mind. The energy connecting his arm to Kurama had disappeared and his arm had returned to normal even in there. There was a lot to consider about this moment. He didn’t have the enhanced strength of Kurama’s influence anymore. But if he had kept his arm like that, then that powerful hatred might attempt to corrupt him again…

      But right now… all that was really going through his mind was…

      Erza looked down and saw Naruto was completely silent from the revelation that his arm was back to normal. She asked, “Naruto… are you okay?”

      “…”

      “Please… you have to say—”

      She was left silent as she felt his left hand reach up and run through her scarlet hair. It gently caressed it before touching her cheek and staying their for a moment, letting her feel the new warmth and blood flowing through his hand and saw the happy relief covering his face. Naruto smiled and chuckled…

      “It’s real.”

      Naruto fell back in the bed and passed out.

      “Naruto!”

      “He’s fine.” The older woman reassured while wiping her hands, ‘He’s just exhausted from all the fighting and injuries. Plus I’m sure the feeling of your arm being reformed and reshaped had to be draining for just about anybody.’ She walked over and patted the girl’s shoulder, “I’ll let him rest and tend to his injuries while he does. Until then come over here and I’ll look over yours as well. You’re just as bad off as the rest of them.”

      Erza was silent but gently patted the hand on her shoulder in appreciation. Porlyusica asked, “What’s wrong?”

      Erza looked up at her, a small tear forming in her eyes with a content smile before she looked back at the peaceful, sleeping form of her lover. She gently held his left hand in hers and rolled her fingers over it as she laughed.

      “This is the most peaceful I’ve seen him sleep in years.”

      Porlyusica gave a faint smile, “Well, for all that crap he does and endures sometimes… he deserves a little reward for once.”

    
    

    
      Done

      Imagine me kneeling. Now imagine me slamming my head into the ground. Followed up with me yelling—

      “I’M SORRY! I’M SORRY! I’M SORRY! I’M SORRY! I DIDN’T THINK IT WOULD TAKE THIS LONG! I’M SORRY!”

      I cannot tell you how sorry I am that this took so fucking long to come out! I can’t think of the proper excuse! Life! That’s the only I thing I got to say that might be enough! Life grabbed me by the balls and wouldn’t let go like the fucking cruel mistress it is!

      I’m sorry!

      Ughhhhhhh…

      …

      I have no right to talk casually to you guys about shit right now. I’ll earn that right back after more updating.

      I’m just gonna try getting back to more writing.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    34. Put Yer Feet Up, It's Time For A Break

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 34: Put Yer Feet Up, It’s Time For A Break

      I was thinking of making one chapter. Then I thought I would just split it in two so we could have more uploads after that long break. These are the unwinding chapters. Some of you noted that the last few chapters have been pretty heavy with conflict, so I’m gonna try going for the lighter side right now.

      Enjoy.

    
    

    
      “Is there a reason you’re just sitting there scowling at the front door?”

      Porlyusica’s patient didn’t respond as he stayed silent, sitting on top of the bed and glaring forward.

      She asked quizzically, “If this is about me keeping you here for so many days it’s because you needed to be under constant watch to make sure nothing went wrong.” She tried to backup her point, “Your arm has finally changed back into its original form and I had to make sure it worked probably. Your muscles and nerves seem to be in good condition and there doesn’t seem to be any atrophy after all these years but it’s good to play these things safe.”

      Naruto sent her a look in the corner of his eyes but kept his scowl firm.

      “…”

      “…”

      Porlyusica got her perpetual scowl back and asked, “Is this because I made you shave that stupid fuzz off your face?”

      “It wasn’t fuzz! It was facial hair!” Naruto yelled out as he rubbed his now smooth face with a longing anguish. He groaned sadly, “It took me-like-a month to grow it out like that! And you just forced me to shave it off like it was nothing!”

      “It was nothing. If it takes you that long to grow that much then you aren’t suited for a beard.” Porlyusica stated firmly before she started mixing some herbs, “Besides you looked like a hobo with that stuff on your face.”

      “Grrrrrrrr…” Naruto growled angrily before he sat back down and started fidgeting with pent up energy.

      It had been a little more than a week since the guild war between Fairy Tail and Phantom Lord had come to an end and as expected, it got a lot of attention real fast. Almost immediately after Naruto and Erza left to go to the tree house, the Magic Council arrived on the scene of the battle. Of course, everyone groaned and paled at the sight of the government force coming to meet them…

      Apparently Makarov cried too.

      Anyway, following the war, everyone from both guilds was apprehended and brought in for questioning. Once the questioning was done, the Magic Council had come to an agreement that despite all the fighting, Phantom Lord was the one that initiated the conflict.

      And as a result Phantom Lord was disbanded permanently.

      However after all this time there were still people being brought in for questioning by the Magic Council. He probably had that to look forward to once he finally went back. He had never been so thankful for these check-ups.

      Now after about a week of being watched by the Magic Council, everyone from Fairy Tail was free to return to their business. Which wasn’t much considering the guild hall was destroyed and they couldn’t get any new jobs until they had set up a proper workplace and appealed to the Council to return the job forms to them.

      So to help speed this along, everyone in Fairy Tail was assisting in building the new guild hall. Not him though. He was stuck out in the forest with the cranky old lady that hated humans.

      It wasn’t so bad, as some of the others came up to visit him outside the tree home because they didn’t wanna risk making the medical advisor mad. Erza and Koyuki were a daily visit, as his girlfriend brought tons of bad tasting soups and meats saying they helped speed up the healing process. And while Naruto had to shove that terrible stuff down his throat, Koyuki happily tried to play with the older woman as she had formed some kind of connection while the elderly lady tried to ignore her.

      Oh well… at least they brightened up his day.

      Natsu, Happy, Gray, Elfman, Lisanna, Lucy, Levy, Makarov, Cana and the others were visiting him once in a while too, to see how his physical therapy was going and if his arm really had returned to normal. Eight years of knowing a guy and seeing him with such a noticeable change in appearance was bound to be a worthwhile sight. Oh, and they brought horrible tasting foods and drinks(booze in Cana’s case) to help him recover faster too.

      At least Mira was the saving grace in all of this and brought tasty meals and lunches for him every other day. He nearly cried tears of joy when he got to eat a burger and steak instead of brown sloshy soup.

      And all this time getting pent up in bed did help him discover someone else of importance.

      Naruto looked down at his right hand and held out a finger that glowed and sharpened with his Armor. He left a very small cut over his palm and watched as some blood started to drip from it. He stared at it intensely for a few minutes before wiping the blood off and seeing the results.

      The cut was still noticeable but was already sealed and slowly healing itself.

      A big grin came over Naruto’s face as he was overjoyed with the fact that he had a healing factor again with Kurama’s chakra. Now that his body was stronger and he had a much better control of his chakra, he could better fend off and dilute the chakra coming from Kurama’s seal. Which gave him a healing factor that helped quicken the pace of his recovery.

      Small cuts and bruises… gone before you know it!

      Broken bones, ripped off limbs and decapitated heads…

      Yeah, he learned his lesson last time. He’s gonna avoid those injuries as much as possible.

      Naruto ignored the healing cut on his hand, “Baa-chan, how much longer do I have to be here? I’m pretty much healed now, right?”

      “How many damn times do I have to tell you not to call me that?!” The elderly woman yelled, causing the blond to flinch and cower in expectation of being hit. She sighed, ‘And what do you mean ‘mostly healed’?’ She drew his attention to the numerous bandages that covered his torso and limbs, “You and the rest of those idiots were beaten to kingdom come and back.”

      “But they all get to keep moving and rebuild the guild with their injuries.”

      She raised an eyebrow, “And how many of them got a limb back after almost a whole decade?”

      “Awww~, c’mon Baa-chan—”

      “Ugh!” She groaned and rubbed the bridge of her nose, “If I say yes, will you shut up and leave?”

      “Really?!” Naruto jumped out of bed with a huge grin and cheered, ‘Woohoo! Freedom!’ He started putting on the sneakers Erza brought him and went in for a hug, “Thanks Baa—”

      “Hold it.”

      Her stern voice stopped him in place before she tied something around his neck and left arm. He looked down to see his arm in a sling with some writing on the front of it. He got a better look at it.

      Do not use

      “What is this?”

      “A reminder.” Porlyusica said before she starting making the bed again, “You shouldn’t strain your arm or body too much so I’m banning the use of your arm and from taking any jobs for three more days.”

      “No way!” Naruto argued, “How can I—”

      “Don’t argue.” She said, “Just be glad I’m letting you go at all. Now get the hell out of my house before you cause a mess.”

      Naruto looked down at his arm, back at the old woman, down at his arm, and just sighed, “Okay.” Before she could do anything, he gave her a quick hug and dashed out the door while waving, “Thanks Baa-chan! We’ll come and play again soon!”

      “URGH! YOU DAMN BRAT!”

    
    

    
      “O-okay-okay… this…” Gray lowered himself a little and allowed Nab and Warren to throw another pillar of wood onto the pile on his back. The strain started appearing over his face as he wheezed out in a higher pitch, “See? This is nothin’!”

      “Yay! Go Gray-niichan!” Koyuki clapped happily from her spot besides Lisanna and Levy on a pile of beams. She cheered with a childish glee, “You can do it!”

      Lisanna and Levy looked down at the gleeful Senju before the blue-haired girl asked, “How bad are we that a little girl cheering for guys competing together is normal?”

      Lisanna nervously chuckled, “Pretty bad.”

      “P-pfft! Y-you loser!” Natsu grumbled under the massive weight of more than a dozen beams piled on his back. He wheezed, “Guys, add some more!”

      Alzack and Max looked between each other, “Um-Natsu, this is a lot of wood and weight on your back. Considering you’re still sorta healing, it might not be good to strain yourself like this.”

      “Plus don’t we need the wood to-y’know-rebuild the guild?”

      “Less talking! More stacking!”

      They just shrugged and threw more beams on Natsu’s back as the dirt slipped under his feet and caused him to fall over into Gray. The two Mage’s let out one last yelp before they were crushed underneath the massive weight of the collective wooden banisters.

      Happy flew over and landed on top of the pile before announcing, “And Natsu wins!”

      “Bullshit!” Gray yelled as his head popped out of the pile and he glared at the blue cat, “I was winning! It was the hothead who fell over and knocked everything over!”

      Natsu’s head popped out on the other side of the pile and he smirked, “Well I had more weight on me! So I win!”

      “No way! You toppled over while I was still holding mine up when you fell! That’s my win!”

      “It’s who had the most weight! Not who stayed up the longest! Besides I didn’t fall over, the ground shifted and I slipped!”

      “Then you lost!”

      “No I didn’t!”

      “Yes you did!”

      “You idiots…”

      The two boys froze from the growling, peeved voice as a shadow descended over them. They started sweating as they turned to look up at the redhead with a beam on her shoulder and wearing yellow construction worker’s clothes. She sighed and reprimanded them, “You both understand these materials are supposed to be used to help rebuild our guild, right? Not for your little contest.”

      “Y-yes, Erza(x2).” They both whimpered out.

      “So…” The Requip Mage swung the beam of wood and knocked them across the construction site, “STOP SCREWING AROUND!”

      Natsu and Gray landed in a heap of mangled limbs and moaned as Erza put the beam back on her shoulder. She shook her head, “Seriously, can’t you two stop fighting for a moment and grow up?”

      “B-but you just hit us with—”

      “What was that?!”

      “Nothing(x2)!”

      “Still as persuasive as ever.” Mira noted as she walked over with a tray of drinks for everyone to quench their thirst, “Guys~, come get a drink! You can’t keep working if you’re dehydrated!”

      Erza gratefully accepted the offer and started drinking from her bottle. She looked around at their progress so far to see Elfman in Beast form lifting up a large slab of concrete while Laki formed the scaffolding with her Wood magic. She looked to her white-haired friend, “How do you think it’s coming?”

      “I think it’s starting to look really good.” Mira placed the tray on the side and pulled out the floor plan for the new version of the guild. She seemed focused, “But we’re going to need to zone a little more space of we want to get everything out of the room we’ve got.”

      Mirajane and Erza both looked at the cute little drawing of the guild drawn in crayon, with little flowers around the sides and the sun with a smiley face overhead.

      Erza nodded, “If we want the swirly slide we’ll have to put it on the second floor.”

      “I think the slide is necessary for the second floor. All you S-Class Mages work really hard and deserve some luxury. Wouldn’t you want to ride down it before going out on a job?”

      Erza thought for a moment as she envisioned herself sliding down the spinning slide while letting out a tiny ’wheeeeeee~’ and landing in a comfy pillow. Erza seemed determined, “We’re building it no matter what.”

      “That’s the spirit!”

      “Hey Erza.” The redhead looked to see Cana walking over with a hammer in hand and nails secured in her bra. The lazy brunette rubbed her shoulders, “Shouldn’t you be heading off to see Naruto or something? I think this is around the time that Porlyusica-San is considering kicking him out of the tree altogether and letting him suffer outside.”

      Erza realized she was right, “Oh, you’re right. I guess I should head over.” She was about to leave before her face became focused with serious contemplation, “But what do I need to cook for him today? Meat has a lot of protein, which would help him recover faster. But I hear you need to drink lots of liquids while you’re sick, so maybe I should make a barrel of soup and bring him some?”

      Mira sweated and chuckled a little, “Um, you remember he’s going through physical therapy, right?”

      “Oh!” Natsu chimed in and ran over to a cooler that had a supply of food for everyone to enjoy. He ran back over and chuckled darkly, “How about we throw in some charred chicken and ketchup for taste?!”

      “Nah!” Gray argued before coming from the other side and holding up a steak, “How about some steak with frostbite and spicy mustard?!”

      Happy came up through the middle and help up a trout, “Give him a week old fish! That’ll definitely make things worse!”

      The three morons kept snickering between each other at the idea of making Naruto’s stomach churn before Natsu felt something clamp on the back of his head. He was pulled back and slammed into Happy and Gray before getting planted in the ground. Naruto let go of their heads and cracked the knuckles in his hand with a scowl aimed at them, “Bastards. That was for the last week of torture you’ve been putting my stomach through.”

      “Hey guys, Naruto’s back!”

      “Hey man!”

      “You’re looking a lot better!”

      “How’s the arm?”

      “Good as new! Literally!” Naruto said with a grin at hearing everyone greet him again. Oh this was so much better than being locked up in a tree on a bed.

      “Onii-chan!” Koyuki cheered gleefully as she came running in from the side and Naruto bent down to hug and pick her up. She sat on his arm and hugged him tightly, “We’re building the guild again! Isn’t it pretty?!”

      “It’s…” Naruto looked around and gave a lazy shrug of his head, “Nice… I guess.”

      Erza walked up in front of him, her hands on her hips and a firm, no-nonsense glare aimed directly at him. She asked, “Were you actually released? Or did you just run while Porlyusica-San wasn’t looking and say you’re fine?”

      Woah, she totally guessed his other method of escaping the tree hole before he was willingly released. Man, she knew him so well.

      “She told me I could go. Honest.” With some forceful and annoying assistance but that didn’t matter. The blond lowered the five-year old to her feet and looked to the sling around his arm, “I just can’t use this for a few days and I’ll be golden.”

      Erza was skeptical for a moment before she saw no change in the smile on Naruto’s face and decided to believe him. She breathed out in relief, “Well if you’re getting better than that’s all that matters.”

      “Y’know…” Cana spoke her mind with narrowed eyes at Naruto, “There’s something different about you but I can’t tell what.”

      “Is it the healthy glow in my skin? The spring in my step?” He pointed down, “Is it that I’m standing atop a hill of idiots?”

      “A-ahhhhhhhhh(x3)~.” The pile of three morons bemoaned underneath him.

      “No. Not that.” Cana kept thinking before she snapped her fingers, “I got it! You shaved that crap off your face!”

      Realization brightened Mira and Erza’s faces, “Oh yeah(x2)!”

      Naruto yelled indignantly, “W-what?! That wasn’t crap! I was growing a beard! I was gonna look cool like Gildarts and his scruffy look!”

      “Gildarts is old and can make that scruffy beard look cool.” Cana shook her head, “You just looked like some homeless dude wandering around in the guild. I’m glad you ditched it.”

      “I-grrr!” Naruto tried to work with the one person he could trust with everything, “Erza! You thought I looked cool, right?!”

      “…”

      Erza just had a conflicted, awkward mask about being put on the spot like that. She coughed into her fist before stepping forward and giving her lover a nice kiss before walking back, “I have work to do. Sorry.”

      Naruto just stood there with a slacked-jaw in disbelief that his longtime girlfriend wouldn’t be by his side on this. Cana smiled and walked away, “Told you~.”

      Naruto just stood there with a solemn expression as Mira patted his back and Koyuki patted his leg. Mira tried to cheer him up, “Wanna come help build the new guild with us? I bet it’ll get your mind off the beard thing.”

      “…Yeah okay.”

      Mira brightened up and pulled out the floor plan for him to see. She pulled it open, “Ta-da!”

      Naruto looked the paper over before he chuckled, “Aw~, you used one of Koyuki’s designs. That’s sweet.” He looked down and patted Koyuki’s head, “Thanks for the hard work Koyuki, but I don’t know if we’ll be able to use a cute little picture like that to actually make the guild.”

      Koyuki enjoyed the pat on the head but she disagreed with a big smile, “No silly, I didn’t draw the new guild!”

      “Oh, then who did?”

      When Naruto stopped laughing, he looked up to see Mira with a hurt expression and watering eyes. Naruto’s mirthful smile fell as he realized what he had just done. He was silent for a moment before he patted Mira’s shoulder and walked off, “Well, I’ve got work to do. Nice talkin’ to ya Mira!”

      Naruto walked away as fast as possible before the barmaid started whimpering as he came up to the largest figure in the whole area. He yelled up at the giant moving the most equipment, “Jiji, how’s everything been going?!”

      Makarov stopped hauling the planks and concrete and looked down at the whiskered man by his feet. Makarov smiled, “Ah, Naruto, about time you got back up your feet. Good to see you my boy. And you shaved that shitty fuzz of your face, fantastic!”

      Naruto snarled his teeth under his breath before taking a calming breath, remembering he wasn’t supposed to get into fights while he was recovering. He looked back up, “Well, we can’t take any jobs yet and I’m bored so I was wondering if you needed any help with anything.”

      “Oh, there’s tons we need to work on!” Naruto turned around and looked at Levy’s eager form as she came running to his side with some glasses on and a proper floor plan for the new guild. Apparently they weren’t just rebuilding it, they were renovating the hell out of it too. She pointed at the back, “We need help moving a bunch of material to the second floor and you can do it pretty fast if you stick to the walls. You think that’s all right?”

      “Totally.”

      “That’ll have to wait.” Makarov said as he started shrinking until he was normal size again and started wiping his face with a towel. Makarov looked up at him, “Sorry Naruto but you’ve been hold up in a bed for the last week so you’re the last one in the guild that needs to meet with the Council.”

      Naruto went from excited to flat out despair in under five seconds. Levy looked up at him with some sympathy and pity as she patted his back, “I-it’ll be okay. They just ask you a few questions and you’re done.”

      “Actually, since you had a big part in bringing that crazy bastard Jose down, they want you to go to the Fiore Branch so they can have a personal discussion about your experience. They did the same thing with Gray, Mirajane, Elfman, and Erza. So you better hurry up. The trains leave by the end of the hour.”

      Naruto and Levy were completely silent after that addition. Naruto looked at Levy and basically dared her to say anything else. She didn’t wanna risk it and awkwardly pointed in another direction, “I-I’ve-um-I need to go help some of the others.”

      Naruto stood there silently before looking down at Makarov with some hope, “What if we just say I can’t remember anything from the fight? Can we get off with that?”

      Makarov shrugged his shoulders, “We could try…” He took a sip from his drink and sighed, “Although they won’t let us take any jobs until they’ve finished interviewing everyone that participated in the war.”

      …

      “Shit.”

    
    

    
      “—and from the prior reports we’ve gathered from your guildmates, while you were responsible for the destruction of multiple floors in the Phantom Lord guild’s mobile hall, we’ve come to a conclusion that it was the damage caused at the top of the guild by Natsu Dragneel that finally knocked the guild over.”

      Naruto stood at the bench in front of the Thought Projections of the Magic Council as they read off the multiple reports and files they had collected over the last week of questioning. While they kept talking, Naruto silently scowled in annoyance about the fact that Natsu really did finish knocking over the guild. He was never gonna hear the end of that argument now.

      “Uzumaki, are you listening?”

      “Yes!” Naruto stood straight up and scratched his chin, “I’m listening.”

      “Right.” Org looked back over the papers in front of him, “Well we’ve got most of your companions testimonies finished up. We just need you to tell us about your experience on the matter.”

      Naruto cupped his chin, “Well I came back from a job and found the guild was pierced by a bunch of iron spears and everyone was down in the basement. Then at night we found a few of our friends being beaten up by Phantom Lord’s Dragon Slayer and they had to be hospitalized. After that we all marched to Phantom Lord’s guild and broke in.”

      Michello raised his brow with a condescending look, “Was it really necessary to go wage war so willing after such a mishap.”

      Naruto just stared at him, “They were hurting our friends. They crossed too far over the line after doing that.” Michello seemed skeptical of the idea so Naruto just continued, “Anyway, after we started attacking, Master Makarov was attacked by a spell and had all of his magic taken away from him. We retreated back to our guild and tried to recuperate from our injuries. But then we looked outside, Phantom Lord had marched over the lake and onto our backyard preparing to fire a blast from the Jupiter Cannon. I wasn’t gonna risk something like that happening so I… uhhh…”

      “You tried to deflect the Jupiter blast away from your guild and the town.” Ultear finished his sentence when she noticed he stalled because he didn’t know how to address that action without sounding foolish.

      Siegrain finished the thought, “And when that didn’t work, you blocked the attack yourself and nearly died in the process. That was undeniably stupid… but quite brave as well.” The blue-haired man noted as he sat up in his seat and looked to the blond standing beneath them, “There are only a group of Mages we could think of that can block a blast like Jupiter and survive… and even fewer that would willingly due it despite the risk. You continue to pleasantly surprise us Naruto Uzumaki.”

      Naruto gave the man a slight shrug of his shoulders. He still had a strange tension with Siegrain but even he had to accept a compliment from a guy like him.

      One of the other members asked, “How did you initially survive the attack from Jupiter like that?”

      Naruto gripped his left arm with a subtle pass and smiled, “I guess I just got lucky.”

      “Yes, I suppose the fates must’ve twisted in your favor at that moment, Uzumaki-kun.” The chairman, Crawford Seam, noted wisely before motioning with his hands, “Please continue.”

      “Well after I was hit with the blast I got knocked out-or nearly died from what everyone else told me-and I was out for most of the fight.” Naruto still shook his head in disappointment that he couldn’t help more during the fight but decided there was nothing he could do to change that now. He continued, “I woke up and ran into the guild when I felt Jose’s magic power emanating from the guild. I went in and saw Erza, Gray, Mira, and Elfman fighting Jose off.”

      Yajima tilted his head, “And that’s how you preceded to push Jose-San back with the five of you working together?”

      “That’s right.”

      A few days ago, Erza called Gray, Elfman, and Mira over to the tree house so Naruto could help talk them into covering for the situation with his arm. It was all fixed now but it would have been a pain in the ass to try and explain the arm and demon dwelling inside him situation to a skeptical government body that wouldn’t believe him without proof.

      They simply agreed and said that of course they would do whatever they could to help a friend in need.

      Naruto continued with the half-truth they had decided on, “After we had fought Jose for awhile I told the others to leave because they were too injured. Him and I fought more and I started getting in some decent hits until he started heading upwards to check on Lucy. I took that chance to hit him as hard as I possibly could and finally sent him flying. After that I was getting my injuries taken care of so that’s basically all I remember.”

      There was some light murmuring between the members of the Council as they were coming to a consensus. After a little more talking Org finally spoke up, “Okay, that checks out with what we’ve gathered from the rest of you. I suppose there are just the finishing discussions with Master Makarov and this matter can be settled.”

      Naruto breathed out in relief before Michello called him out with an annoyed tone, “Don’t just think this matter is going to be swept under the rug so easily! Because of the actions of both Fairy Tail and Phantom Lord, one of the oldest guilds in the nation have been decommissioned while the other is now without a guild hall!”

      Naruto added in, “We’re actually rebuilding the guild right now so that’s—”

      “Silence!”

      Naruto sighed, “Okay.”

      “And because of the irresponsible actions of Jose Porla, we have had to revoke his status as Wizard Saint.” Org added with a tired shake of his head, “Now we must make the choice on who should fill his place next.”

      Realization crossed Naruto’s face as to why he was called into the Fiore Branch personally. He started to seem bashful and flattered at the thought as he scratched the back of his neck, “Oh, I get it now. That’s why you guys called me here today, right?”

      They all seemed confused by what he was implying, “I’m sorry?”

      Naruto gave a honest smile, “Actually I’m really flattered by the offer but I don’t know what to say. I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t a cool idea to be a Wizard Saint but you’ve gotta give me time to consider it.”

      An awkward silence fell across the whole room as the Council looked between each other giving a wordless conversation. Someone finally spoke up, “Actually Uzumaki, while you were the one who defeated Jose Porla, we can’t pass the status of Wizard Saint onto you so casually.”

      Naruto’s smile turned into a straight line as he deadpanned, “Oh.”

      “That’s not to say we didn’t consider you as a candidate, Naruto-kun.” Yajima reassured him before he made a slight tilt of his head, “We believed that after your showing of bravery and strength, you have been put on a long list of people that are acceptable of the job. It’s just—”

      “Jose Porla proved that despite ability and status, his mentality was clouded and his pride a hubris that caused grief to many.” Ultear continued for the older Council member as she hid a sly smile behind her sleeve, “The same shortcomings that brought a man like Alexander Sorrento to ruin.”

      Belno nodded, “As such, we of the Magic Council must be far more considerate with future choices of the position of Wizard Saint, and take into account more barriers of entry. Such as humility.”

      “Temperament.”

      “Compassion.”

      “Strength.”

      “Knowledge.”

      “Experience.”

      “Ability.”

      “Power.”

      “Wisdom—”

      “Okay! I get it! The Wizard Saint gig are some big shows to fill.” Naruto raised a hand to try and stop the Council’s rhythmic timing with listing off all the traits needed for a Wizard Saint. Did Jura get the long, winded version of the speech like him? He nodded his head before a small smile grew on his face, “So… can we get jobs again?”

      “Are you so narrow-minded about your own desires that you don’t see the impact this event has—”

      “Yes you may.” Crawford easily interrupted Michello’s accusing rant before he started stamping some paperwork, “We will finish up talks with Master Makarov but otherwise Fairy Tail has finished with its testimonies. You are free to go.”

      “Sweet!” Naruto jumped out of the hearing bench and looked up at the high seats the Council sat on before asking, “So should I take the paper to a desk or—”

      “I will deliver it for you Chairman.”

      Naruto shut his mouth when he heard the firm voice echo from the other end of the large room as someone started approaching the front. They all got a good look at the woman as she stepped beside Naruto and gave a quick salute to the Council and its members. She had her long, wavy blonde hair in a ponytail to keep it out of sight in battle, and was wearing a captain’s uniform from the Rune Knights.

      Mahiro Senju.

      “Ah, Captain Senju, if you would be so kind as to take this letter and deliver it to the Jobs Department, we can have Fairy Tail receiving requests again within a few days.” He handed the letter down to the lower seats that passed it to the blonde captain.

      Mahiro took the letter and stood with her hands behind her back, “Of course sir.”

      “Oh, Mahiro-kun, I heard about the mission you just came back from.” Yajima noted with a smile on his face, “I’m glad to see you are unharmed.”

      She gave a grateful smile and nod of her head, “Thank you Councilman Yajima.” She looked back up at the Council and asked, “I don’t wish to be rude, but about that matter I brought up when I was last here…”

      “Oh yes, your leave.” Crawford looked over another set of papers and hummed, “It seems like an extensive period of time for a break, but considering your recent performance we ask that you at least keep notice of your paperwork and we will gladly accept your extended leave.”

      She gave a grateful nod of the head, “Thank you sirs.”

      “We will see you again later in October.” He motioned to the door, “Do you mind showing Uzumaki-kun the way out as you deliver the letter?”

      “Of course.” She turned to Naruto and motioned to the door with her arm, “This way please.”

      Naruto was silent and looked between the Council and the woman like he was trying not to laugh before he started heading to the door with Mahiro walking besides him. The two blondes walked through the door and started moving through the corridor together in silence.

      After a moment, a smirk trying extremely hard not to show itself started forming on his face and he snickered, “So~…do I get a salute and ‘sir’ too or is that asking too much?”

      “…”

      Naruto was surprised that Mahiro didn’t have any retort or say anything at all at his joke. He then saw the strained glare on her face as she marched forward. The whiskered man’s eyes darted around for anything she might be glaring at before he asked, “Are you… mad?”

      She shook her head, “Nope. I’m pissed off is what I am.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do you think?!” She turned to him and stopped their walk altogether before the woman pointed at her surrogate son with disappointment and anger, “I heard about the Guild War as soon as it finished! Did you guys even try to call me?!”

      Naruto leaned back from her accusing finger and tried to calm her down, “Of course we did! We considering calling you to help and everything! It’s just…”

      “It’s just what?” She asked as she crossed her arms with her stern look still focused on him.

      “We knew you’d get in trouble if you came running to participate in a Guild War like this! Plus you were still on a mission when we called your Lacrima so we couldn’t get you to come down in time!”

      “Like any of that matters!” Mahiro tapped the guard over her left forearm, knowing Naruto would recognize the spot where she had her guild tattoo. She proudly announced, “I don’t care where I am or what the consequences are if I come, if the guild needs me than I’ll come running!”

      Naruto looked down at her arm and back up at her before he looked off to the side with guilt. The reason she was always away from the guild was his doing in the first place. The reason she now worked for the Magic Council was to protect him from the prying eye. If she got hurt out there then it—

      *THWACK*

      “OW!” Naruto rubbed his aching scalp and looked at her with narrowed eyes, “What the hell?!”

      “You had that look on your face again. The one where you think about how it’s your fault I’m here taking this job or something. So once again I’ll make this clear to you…” She lowered her hand from its chopping form and put it back to her hip before reprimanding Naruto, ‘This is not your fault. This was never your fault. Stop blaming yourself and smile. I’m doing this because I can make a difference and help people everywhere by searching and stopping anyone who might try and hurt Fiore. And I’m doing it very well too.’ She raised an eyebrow, “So stop worrying, okay?”

      Naruto rubbed his scalp a little more before his hand fell from his head. He tentatively looked from side-to-side to make sure no one was around that could see them. When the coast was clear he lunged forward and wrapped his free arm around her in a tight hug that nearly caught Mahiro by surprise. He hugged her tighter, “I’m really glad you’re okay.”

      Mahiro smiled and hugged him back, noticing how he had grown taller than her over the last few visits. She patted his back, “Yeah I missed you too. But I guess you’ll get your fill over the next few weeks.”

      Naruto pulled back and looked at her confused, “What?”

      Mahiro smiled, “The Council just signed off on letting me go on vacation for the next few weeks. I’m coming to stay at Fairy Tail until the Harvest Festival is over!”

      Naruto smiled, “That’s awesome!” He patted her shoulder and started walking away, “You can help with the rebuilding.”

      “HA!” You kiddin’! “Mahiro followed behind him with her arms locked behind her head,” I’m on vacation! I’m sitting on my ass for the next month! I’ll leave that up to you kids and your troublemaking ways.”

      “Pfft. I bet if Erza or Koyuki asked you for help you’d be moving shit in an instant.”

      “Probably. But that’s because they’d be sincere and earnest with their request while you’re probably suggesting it because you’re feeling lazy. By the way… what happened to your arm?”

      “Oh, you’re gonna love this story…”

    
    

    
      “Did you ever buy an amusement park just so you wouldn’t have to wait in lines?” Natsu asked with sparkles in his eyes at the new topic he could discuss with their blonde teammate.

      Lucy shook her head, “No! I hate going on rides like that now! I never would’ve done it as a kid!”

      Gray’s interest was peeked as well, “So did your servants and butlers and stuff dress you all the time or something?”

      “No!” Lucy yelled with a red face at the question before turning away and mumbling, “I-I mean not anymore. When I was younger I usually needed help with the bigger dresses so—”

      “Fish! How much fish could you buy?!” Happy begged with drool seeping down his chin at the prospect of a mountain of fish to be eaten at his leisure, “Trout! Salmon! Yellow Tail! Swordfish! How much?!”

      “Okay 1) I don’t think I’d ever waste as much money as you’re hoping just buying fish. And 2) Stop drooling on me!” She swatted the blue cat aside before she walked faster down the street back to Fairy Tail to walk besides the much calmer Erza that silently led their path. She sighed, “Geez, these guys have done nothing but pester me since we left my house. Erza, could you say something to them or…” She noticed that Erza hadn’t even recognized the conversation around them or Lucy’s voice so she looked at the redhead, “Erza?”

      “There are the new breastplates and armaments at the store. And I saw a beautiful sword and shield combo when I last visited that would go perfectly with my armor. An axe that Naruto would really like and-Oh! Cake! Oh the cakes and parfaits and eclairs and croissants and doughnuts~.” A twinkle formed in Erza’s eyes as she imagined the tasty wonderland in her mind, “What I would buy with that money~…”

      Lucy deadpanned, “Okay… once again for everyone to hear… I don’t have any of that money anymore.”

      “WOOHOO!”

      The group of four humans and a cat stopped outside of the construction space for the guild as they saw it was fantastically lit up with touches and tables line the middle for everyone to cheer and drink together. They walked in and saw Naruto standing by the side with a smile on his face. They all walked up and Erza asked, “Naruto?”

      He turned and smiled before hugging his girlfriend, “Hey guys, where have you been?”

      Lucy spoke up, “I had some business to take care of back home and they all came to travel back with me. But what’s going on here?”

      “Everyone’s celebrating another day of finishing the guild.” Naruto smiled again, “But it’s a welcoming party too.”

      “Welcoming party(x5)?”

      “And then this little punk started gathering Lightning all over his arms and tried attacking me from above! So just before he hit me I just held my fist up and he rammed right into it, knocking himself out like a dumbass!”

      “AHAHAHAHAHA!” A huge group of people started bursting into laughter after she finished telling her tell.

      “Mama! Mama! You beat up all the bad guys, didn’t you!”

      “Yes I did! Cause they ain’t even a match for me!” Mahiro said as she hugged her daughter tightly in the group of friends that were toasting to her return.

      Erza smiled, “Mahiro!”

      “Erza!” Mahiro gently sat Koyuki back in her seat and jumped out of the table to run over to the younger woman. She nearly tackled Erza and hugged her tightly, lifting her off her feet and gleefully cheering, “Oh I have missed you so much!”

      Erza smiled and chuckled despite the awkward position she was in, “I’ve missed you too!”

      Mahiro lowered her back to her feet and patted the younger woman’s shoulder sympathetically, “I heard about what you guys had to go through with Phantom Lord.”

      Erza nodded, “I’m sorry you had to hear about it afterwards but when we were going to call you—”

      “It’s fine.” She motions towards Naruto, “I already ripped into him about it so I’m sorta tapped out in that department. I’m just glad you guys are safe.”

      Naruto shook his head, “That’s picking favorites.”

      Mahiro gave a wide smile, “Guess what? I’m on break until the Harvest Festival is over so we can catch up!”

      “That’s great!”

      “Mahiro(x2)!” Natsu and Happy cheered at the sight of the blonde woman, “Fight me!”

      “You sure you wanna go there Natsu? You’ve been recuperating while I’m still fresh from fighting!”

      “Totally! Bring it!”

      Lucy was blinking in confusion as Gray walked up besides Naruto, “Where’d you find her?”

      “She was at the Fiore Branch as I was giving my report to the Council.”

      Gray smirked, “Well that’s good. Sucks to face those guys without someone in your corner.”

      “I-I’m sorry.” Lucy interjected with a bewildered expression and looked between the two guys, “Who is this lady?”

      “That’s Mahiro. She a member of our guild but she’s working for the Magic Council right now.” Naruto answered for her as he looked over at everyone partying, “She’s also one of the strongest ladies in Fairy Tail and Koyuki’s mom.”

      “She’s Koyuki-chan’s mom?!” Lucy shrieked out in utter surprise at the revelation.

      Gray asked, “Why, is that weird or something?”

      “N-no! I-it’s just…” Lucy seemed nervous under the sudden spot she was put in and admitted to the two men, “I-I didn’t know Koyuki-chan’s mom was still alive. I thought you and Erza had adopted her or something.”

      “Nah, we’re watching after her while Mahiro works.” Naruto waved to the woman, “Mahiro, come over here and meet the newbie!”

      “So this is the new kid that’s stirring things up in the guild, huh?” Mahiro said as she walked up to the younger blonde and smiled, “Nice to meet you. Name’s Mahiro Senju.”

      Lucy’s eyes widened and she stuttered, “M-Mahiro Senju? Captain of the Rune Knights?! ‘Starlight Senju’?! That Mahiro Senju?! Y-you’re a member of Fairy Tail?!” Mahiro smiled and nodded her head before Lucy grabbed her hands and shook them with excitement, “I’m Lucy Heartfilia and I heard about all the amazing things you’ve done!”

      Mahiro grinned and scratched the back of her head, “Well if you wanna actually see something amazing, you’re gonna wanna watch this.”

      “Mahiro!” Natsu roared loudly as fire swirled around him and he got ready to fight again with a grin, “I hope you’re ready cause I’m gonna kick your ass!”

      Lucy shook in horror as Mahiro turned around and cracked her knuckles, “Well c’mon Natsu! Let’s see how much better you’ve gotten!”

      “All right! Here I come!” Natsu’s whole body blew up with flames and he braced the ground before charging forward, “Fire Dragon’s Sword—”

      His attack was interrupted as Mahiro vanished and appeared right in front of him in a flash of light to grab his face and pull him up. She yelled and threw him like a ball across the clearing and into the scaffolding and wooden beams. She landed on her feet and smiled triumphantly, “Good effort Natsu but you’ve still got a long way to go!”

      The others laughed and cheered after the quick display and Lucy could only stare in shock at the quick defeat Natsu had at the hands of this woman. She was speechless, “Wow. She’s… she’s really strong.”

      “Yes.” Erza said in agreement as she walked over to their little group and added on, “Mahiro can be quite capable and amazing as a captain in the Rune Knights. But…”

      The whole party went silent as they heard wood creak and sprinter before half of the scaffolding and work they had spent the day toiling on started to collapse from the damage Natsu’s impact made. A good portion of the new guild was ruined again as everyone glared over at the busty blonde who froze during her laughter and stood there like a statue.

      Erza finished, “But she’s still a member of Fairy Tail.”

      “DAMMIT MAHIRO! THAT TOOK US ALL FREAKING DAY!”

      Mahiro’s victorious expression fell and she cursed, “Shit. Sorry!”

      “Haha, see, I told you you’re gonna help us with the building!”

      ########Omake: The Sweet Taste of Payback########

      “So, as you can see, there is this massive field of fertilizer and manure that needs to be properly shoveled and spread. The man that made the request is asking that you use all the manure to spread across the fields, then place the proper crops in their spots to be grown, and repeat the process over and over. As for the punishment, you will continue to repeat this request over and over until you have properly paid off the equal amount of Jewels offered in the reward.” Erza stated sternly with her arms crossed after reading the notes handed to her by Makarov about watching over the punishment, “And due to all of your involvement in the job, you must each pay back the Jewel reward individually. Any questions?”

      “Y-yeah.” Lucy panted out and she rammed the shovel into the ground, dirt covering her weird clothes and cheeks before asking, ‘Why do I have to wear this while I’m here?’ Lucy motioned to the large blue jacket with characters on the back, geta sandals that made it extremely difficult to move, and the wrapping around her stomach and chest that were so tight that even her normally alluring curves seem like nothing more than a flat body. She wheezed out, “It’s hard to breathe in this thing! It’s like something Elfman would wear!”

      “That’s because it is something Elfman would wear.” Erza answered her with a stern frown on her face, “We take suggestions from everyone in the guild on what the punished should wear and put it to a vote. This was what everyone voted you should wear and so you’ll wear it until you’re done.”

      Lucy was shocked, “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope.” Erza shook her head, “You should just be glad Gray’s getting punished alongside you. If he wasn’t, there would’ve been the chance you did this topless.”

      “Well… I guess that explains why I’m wearing.” Gray noted as he fingered the bikini top and jeans he was wearing while shoveling shit into rows over the massive field. Well, if he was gonna do hard work in the field, Cana’s clothes seemed the most appropriate for outside.

      “This is so damn uncomfortable!” Natsu raged as he pulled on the maroon dress and high-heels he was wearing while doing field work. He whined, “AHHHHHHHH! HOW THE HELL DOES MIRA GET ANYTHING DONE WHILE WEARING THIS?!”

      “Natsu~.” Happy moaned while he fell into a pile of manure wearing a smaller version of Levy’s clothes and barely whimpered out, “I-it’s so hot. I-I can’t go on!”

      “I can’t believe we have to do this!” Natsu yelled before pointing up at Erza, “And why are you just standing there watching?!”

      “Because I need to make sure you fill out the terms of your punishment properly and don’t try to cheat your way out of it.”

      “AND WHY IS HE HERE?!”

      They all looked towards Naruto who was gleefully chuckling and taking pictures with a camera Lacrima. He grinned and mocked them, “I’m gonna sell these for a fortune when we get back to the guild.”

      “WHY YOU—”

      “Natsu! Stop talking and work!” Natsu grumbled and got back to shoveling the fertilizer as Erza came walking over and stood beside her boyfriend, “Do you really need to antagonize them like this?”

      He lowered the camera, “Of course. I didn’t get any slack when I was the one getting punished. They were all laughing when I came back to the guild after swimming for fish in the Hargeon harbor for nearly two weeks!”

      A cheeky smile came across Erza face as she teased him, “You have to admit it was funny seeing you in Mira’s goth clothes like that.”

      “Says you. I swear sharks were drawn in by those colors. Total bullshit.” He held up the camera and smiled, “Say cheese guys!”

      “GO TO HELL(x3)!”

      “That’s the spirit!”

    
    

    
      Done

      A short chapter but a quick update so that’s one thing.

      Ugh, I am so glad I have a chance to relax and write again. It’s so damn relieving. Not to say I didn’t have some nice breaks during that long-ass hiatus.

      I don’t know how it was possible but I somehow convinced all of my friends to come watch the first episode of One Piece in our living room, and by the end of three weeks we had gone all the way up to episode 310! Damn I forgot how much I love that show! So awesome! And can I just say, Sub vs Dub people can argue as much as they like, but I thought they were both exceptional in this case. Especially Colleen Clinkenbeard, she goes from sexy and mysterious Yuko Ichihara to firm and quirky Erza Scarlet to funny and stupid Monkey D. Luffy. I should think about adding English actors to the voice list on my page.

      Anyway, lots of cool stuff over the break. Mortal Kombat X. Spartacus. Hype for True Detective. Red vs Blue. Daredevil. Age of Ultron. Highschool DxD Season 3. Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D.

      But now we’re back to work.

      Second half of the short chapters should come out soon.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    35. Deep Breaths

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 35: Deep Breaths

      And so the Tartarus Arc begins! Uwohhhhhhh~~~~~, I’m getting chills!

      WARNING!

      Lemon ahead. Long lemon. Sex galore. Watch out near the bottom. Beware of the ))))(((( covering the end transition please.

      And off we go!

    
    

    
      “Ughhhhhhhhhhhhhh-awwwwwwwwwww-ghhhhhhhhhhhh~.” Makarov, moaned/groaned as he laid back in the bench outside the room where he had finished his extensive meeting with the Magic Council. They were almost finished with these meetings as they decided to go over the warnings and rules of leading a guild that he was already familiar with.

      It was that bastard Jose’s fault.

      Makarov knew from years of experience that he should be kinder and more forgiving to those that have already suffered a painful defeat but fuck that guy.

      Makarov slowly opened his eyes and looked out at the clear blue sky, spreading greenery, and calls of birds as they flew through the sky. He droned, “I bet it’d be nice to relax somewhere out here.”

      “Thinking of retiring Makky?”

      He opened his eyes wider and looked aside to see his old friend in orange with the limping hat and walking stick stroll over to him. He sat up, “What’s up Yammy? Came to get some fresh air too?”

      “Oh, you know me so well.” The old Council member pulled himself up in the seat beside Makarov and they sat in silence while enjoying the peace of the moment. The Council member sighed, “If you think it’s bad now you should’ve seen how they were acting when this little matter first popped up. I heard talks of shutting you down and decommissioning Fairy Tail every other sentence. It wasn’t surprising they were so adamant on the idea.”

      “Thank you Yammy.” Makarov patted his old friend’s back, “When this is done I’ll treat you to a meal and some booze. We can probably get some ramen for you too.”

      “Oh you’re gonna be getting me the top-priced, most delicious ramen you can find to pay me back here Makky.”

      Makarov gave a small scowl and grumbled, “Top-priced? Yammy all these years of knowing me and you should remember I can’t tell the difference between the ramen you’re so fond of.”

      “Then you can ask Naruto-kun for help. I’m sure he can give you an insightful look on some good choices.”

      The Fairy Tail master shook his head and sighed, “I remember what that boy was like before you introduced him to that stuff. It warped his fragile little mind.”

      “It has a way of grabbing the hearts of young men. Like a good fight or a beautiful woman.” He thought of the rowdy attitude of the young men in Fairy Tail and nodded his head, ‘I suppose none of them have it easy considering they have a chance with all three regularly.’ Yajima fiddled with his walking stick before asking, “So are you feeling some sympathy now that you’re going through the same thing?”

      Makarov raised an eyebrow, “What do you mean?”

      “I mean you being the guild master now. Dealing with rambunctious children. Having a group of people gnawing on your ears with complaints and bills.” A coy smile came to the old man’s face as he chuckled a little, “I can’t help but think the reason Master Precht chose you for those very problems.”

      “Because I was the biggest troublemaker? He thought it would be some kind of grand, ironic justice to make me see what it was like on the other side?” Makarov couldn’t help but chuckle a little at the idea before scratching the back of his head, “Well I know if I could’ve met him again I probably would have said sorry.”

      “Well 20/20 hindsight, or so they say.” The two men laughed with hearty chuckles before they both calmed down and smiled at the idea. Yajima sat further back into the seat and inquired, “So that thing you were talking about earlier…”

      Makarov waved off the thought, “Ah, don’t pay any mind to that. It was just some dazed mumbling I had after almost falling asleep in there.”

      “Now now, don’t go waving it off so easily.” Yajima encouraged before nodding his head, “Maybe it is time for you to pass on the torch to the next generation.”

      “Oh ho!” Makarov laughed sarcastically before shaking his head, “You complain about how poorly I handle these matters then wait to see them work it out. That’s like opening up a can of snakes… that spew flames and shake venom everywhere… and eat all the money out of your pocket with a devilish grin.”

      “Snakes don’t grin Makky.”

      “You get my point!” Makarov groaned and rubbed his forehead, ‘I don’t know if I can pass on the responsibilities that come with this position… not yet at least.’ He shook his head, “The last time I thought I could trust someone with that… Ivan had to… ugh…”

      Yajima and Makarov sat there in stagnant silence before the Council member chimed in, “You have taught these children everything you know. All the beliefs and goals you’ve shown them and helped them find will resonate throughout the history of that guild. Fairy Tail can only grow under the influence of its masters… you can’t hold this off forever… so you need to chose wisely…”

      Makarov took Yajima’s words to heart and took a breath before just sitting back in his seat and enjoying the silence.

    
    

    
      Mira pulled the cloth off with a flare for the dramatic before she presented it to the waiting crowd, “We have our jobs back everyone! Master is out at the moment so if you wanna fill a request, line up here and I’ll send you off!”

      “WOOHOO!”

      “WE CAN WORK AGAIN!”

      “I’M GONNA TAKE A BUNCH OF TOUGH JOBS JUST FOR THE HELL OF IT!”

      Many members started flooding towards the wall in a flurry of fists and legs as they tried to get the best jobs for themselves. This resulted in them ending in a pile of limbs and insults as Lucy stared on with a mix of shock and confusion. She heard Mira contently sigh, “I’m so happy to see everyone excited they can take jobs again.”

      Lisanna giggled from besides Lucy as she watched the same spectacle take place that slowly deformed into a brawl, “I don’t know if excited is the right word for this. This seems more like contained chaos.”

      “Isn’t that how it always is?”

      “This seems so weird.” Lucy pointed out as she watched the group of people argue for jobs, “Usually when they have a chance to do jobs, they just sit around beating each other up and drinking. Now all they’ve been doing is beating each other up and drinking so they’re desperate for jobs. It’s like some sick, twisted cycle of pain that never comes to an end.”

      “Or just another Tuesday at Fairy Tail.”

      Mahiro looked up from the book she was coloring with Koyuki, “I’m pretty sure it’s because they don’t have an equal chance to do both.”

      The girls looked to the mother with interest, “What do you mean Mahiro?”

      “Well they’re acting like this again because they have an equal opportunity to work or be lazy. I’ve seen this a bunch with the guys I work with. If you work all the time, you start to become high-strung and can’t relax at all. While on the other hand if all you can do is sit around and be lazy…” Mahiro just turned to the seat beside her and Koyuki and pointed, “Well you end up like this poor sap.”

      The girls leaned over to see Naruto sulking in his chair, his head resting on the counter as he kept balancing the edge of a mug on his lips. He moaned sadly before he noticed the people looking at him and he let the mug fall back into place, “I am so bored I can’t even fall asleep right now.”

      The blonde Senju shrugged, “See, I told you.”

      “We’re taking a break from rebuilding today and my stupid arm is still in this sling!” He fiddled with the wrappings around his arm and groaned dejectedly, “There has to be something to do.”

      Koyuki sat up in her chair and patted her big brother’s head gently, “There there.”

      Naruto moaned, “Thanks Koyuki.”

      Lisanna leaned in towards Lucy, “They keeping getting bigger but I feel like boys will always be boys.”

      “Pfft.” Lucy giggled with Lisanna before nodding her head, “They’re kids all the way to the end.”

      “Let me fill your drink up.” Mira took the empty mug and started filling it with some booze before asking, “We just put in the billiard table. Why don’t you go play with that?”

      “I have to wait.” He pointed behind them to the side of the clearing with the table, “I’ve got next game after them.”

      “Okay! Ready to see how a real man plays the game?!” Natsu mocked Gray as he kept tossing a striped ball between his hands with a big smirk. He gripped it tightly and lifted his leg up until it was nearly straight in the air before throwing the ball at blinding speeds into a pile of crates and empty bottles that shattered with the impact. He pumped his fist before bragging, “Ha! I win!”

      “No way.” Gray just shook his head before pointing at the pile of pool balls by their feet, “We throw them all until we have to sink the 8-ball into the concrete and then we have a winner.”

      “Oh.” Natsu just smirked and pounded his fist into his hand, “Then I’Il go for the gold and make the point!”

      Lucy shook her head with a pained expression, “That’s so wrong… in so many ways.”

      “Well as long as they’re having fun that’s all that matters.” Mirajane said with a smile. She gave Naruto back his drink and looked over at Lucy and Lisanna, “Are you two going to try taking jobs again?”

      “Sure!” Lisanna perked up a little and nodded, “I think taking a job might just be what I need to limber up again. What about you Lucy?”

      “Yeah.” Lucy pulled out the satchel holding all her keys and held them to her chest lovingly, ‘Now that I finally have my keys back and I’ve finished making my contract with Sagittarius, I’m raring to go out and show my stuff!’ Lucy smiled happily before she blinked and looked at Mirajane, “Mira-San, do you know where Loke is?”

      She shook her head, “No, I haven’t seen him all day. Why do you ask?”

      “Well I wanted to say thank you for finding my keys.” Lucy looked down at the satchel fondly, “I thought I lost these in the street when Black Steel came and grabbed me but apparently he went back and searched for them after the fight was over. Natsu and Gray said he was acting weird when he gave them my keys and I just wanna make sure he’s all right.”

      “Oh I’m sure he’s fine.” Mahiro reassured the other blonde, “Loke’s a tough guy. You have to be if you can juggle taking five girls to one date.”

      Lisanna nodded, “Or remembering the names of all the girls he has in his address book.”

      Mira smiled, “And he can take quite a beating too because three girls found out he was dating them at the same time so—”

      “You know what… Nevermind.” Lucy’s face had contorted into a look of disgust and anger before she shook her head, “I really don’t think I want to see that guy right now.”

      “Well if you want, when I see him again I’ll tell him…”

      The others all waited for Mirajane to finish her thought but it never came. They looked up at the ivory-haired barmaid and saw a look of shock that quickly turned into a disdainful glare.

      The background noise of people talking seemed to quiet down immediately. Natsu and Gray stopped arguing as they looked aside and saw the approaching figure. Naruto even looked up to see what happened before his eyes started to narrow in anger.

      Laxus slowly strode in with a confident air around him, his jacket moving in the wind and his arms crossed over his chest. He stood there silent with everyone’s eyes directed at him but didn’t seem at all deterred by their glares. He looked around with some interest before a small chuckle escaped with his rough voice, “This place is looking kinda different.”

      Mira tried to calm herself but seethed, “Laxus…”

      The large S-Class Mage looked towards her and gave a casual, cocky smile, “What? I told you I’d take my sweet time.” He walked towards an empty table and dropped down in it, spreading his legs out and leaning his head back in relaxation. He sighed and looked around to see everyone nervously avoiding his gaze or glaring in the corners of their eyes. He smirked, “What’s wrong? Happy didn’t take your tongues did he?”

      There were a lot of people that had a lot of things to say to him. Naruto was gritting his teeth and just about nearly leapt out of his seat. Fortunately or not, someone already got the first shot.

      Laxus sensed someone step up beside him and looked up to see Erza standing over him with her mismatched eyes furrowed at him with disdain. He propped himself up on his elbows, “What’s up Erza? Seems like something’s on your mind.”

      She narrowed her glare even more, “Where were you?”

      “Well I was just walking down the street admiring the beautiful water when-oh, you meant while you guys were having your little pissing match?” He said rather lamely before picking his ear, ‘I was busy. But I heard how you guys beat Phantom Lord. I’m actually pretty impressed, congratulations.’ He shrugged his shoulders, “I mean a fair amount of you got your asses kicked in the process and lost the guild but hey… can’t have expectations too high.”

      Erza crossed her arms, “Do you have any idea what happened here?”

      “I think I have a general idea… correct me if I’m wrong…” Laxus sat up in his seat and started thinking, “The guild hall was wrecked while no one was looking, and instead of fighting, the Old Man decided to just sit back and try to offer the olive branch, am I right? So after that Phantom’s Dragon Slayer attacked-um…” Laxus turned in his seat and spotted Levy, Jet, and Droy trying to stay out of his sight, “You guys right? And you were too weak to defend yourselves so you got beat up bad.”

      “Laxus!”

      “What? It’s not like I’m wrong.” Laxus tried to defend himself against the redhead’s fiery accusation, “I mean if they were strong enough to actually fight back maybe this war wouldn’t have escalated so badly.”

      Erza clenched her teeth, “That’s enough.”

      Laxus sighed, “Whatever. Anyway, after that the Old Man got all pissy and marched you guys to Phantom’s guild where you started throwing a fit but had to run after the geezer got himself blindsided and beat. Then they marched up to our backyard, threatened to blow up the guild, but you guys stopped Jupiter from hitting.” Laxus looked to Naruto, “Good on you by the way. Definitely proved you have the survival mindset of a lemming on that one.”

      Naruto growled at Laxus’ condescending tone and gripped the makeshift counter so hard it started to splinter.

      “But despite all odds you guys held out, broke down Phantom Lord, beat a freaking Wizard Saint, and got our oldest competition kicked out of the game for good! Haha!” Laxus laughed and clapped his hands before smiling, “I gotta admit, that was impressive!”

      “And where were you?!”

      “We needed your help, asshole!”

      Natsu yelled in agreement, peeved off at Laxus’ attitude, “Damn Laxus, we could’ve used your help beating those bastards!”

      Gray stepped up, “We called you! And you acted like it wasn’t any of your business! What the hell were you doing?!”

      “I was seeing if this guild was really worth the title and praises it gets.”

      Laxus stood out of his seat, towering over Erza who didn’t flinch in the slightest as he looked around at the people gathered today. He spoke loudly, “This guild is called the best and the strongest for a reason, but can any of you remember that? If you have a title like that then you have to be prepared for fools trying to steal that title from underneath you!” He shook his head, “And don’t you dare say that you won’t hold that title because this won’t be the last time people attack us with that mindset! As long as you have old farts wanting their daughters back, or crazy bastards trying to prove their worth, you’ll have to fight for this guild! And as you’ve shown, some of you aren’t up for the task of surviving in this guild!”

      “Stop it Laxus!” The man with the thunderbolt scar stopped and looked over to see Mahiro sitting at the bar, shielding Koyuki from the sight of the zealous S-Class. She glared at him, “You’ve got a lot of nerve to walk in here and criticize them when you stood idle and judged them for your own crazy version of the guild. They suffered and bled for this guild. The least you could do is say thanks to them for keeping it alive.”

      Laxus scoffed, “Hey Mahiro, how’ve you been? Off saving the world from all the bad guys I bet. But wait… what are you doing here? Are you still even a member of the guild? Did you come running to help the guild when it needed you? Or didn’t you turn your back on it to make up for failing to save the old geezer back then?” Mahiro scowled at him as a dark glare came on Laxus’ face, “Don’t go pointing fingers when you’re in the same boat.”

      “But she’s right.” They all looked to Naruto as he got out of his seat and turned to Laxus with anger and fury clearly evident. Naruto pointed at his fellow blond, “You didn’t even show up! Jiji was attacked! The hall was ruined! Some of us nearly got killed! We were all getting hurt and you left us alone! If you don’t even have the balls to show up and prove that strength you’re always so willing to talk about, then you can shut the fuck up!”

      Everyone was silent after Naruto’s heated but understandable outburst towards Luxus.

      The older blond made a small smile and tilted his head, “Right, and I guess after everything you did, the only one that should talk is you? I heard you took out Jose. You must be feeling pretty high and mighty.”

      Naruto stared him down and shook his head, “I didn’t take him down alone.”

      “Oh really? Well I wonder if you would’ve been able to protect the guild with all that bravado alone, or if you would have ended up in a box six feet under if you didn’t get a little help.”

      Naruto knew that most of the fight was handled because of Kurama’s chakra and when he lost control. He didn’t want to think about what would have happened if it was just a one-on-one fight from the start. It probably wouldn’t have ended very nicely for him.

      Laxus held up his finger, “I heard another rumor just yesterday.” He pointed at the arm wrapped in the sling across Naruto’s chest, ‘You lost your arm again and it’s back to normal. Get it off, put one on, get it off, put one back on. Hehe. God you’re like a fucking action figure!’ Laxus stopped chuckling and raised an eyebrow, “I bet you don’t have all that super strength in that left arm you’ve been flaunting for the last few years. Think you’ll still be tough enough to take on S-Class jobs without being sent back in a match box?”

      Naruto looked down at the sling and shrugged, “Well I guess I did lose some of that strengt. I don’t know.” Naruto looked back up and glared…

      “But maybe now you’ll have a better chance of fighting back if I ever decided to kick your ass.”

      …

      Laxus smirked, “Hmm.”

      *CRACKLE*

      *THWACK*

      Luxus disappeared and reappeared before Naruto in a crack of thunder and punched him across the face. The others gasped as Naruto spun around from the force of the strike.

      But he immediately stopped the spin before turning back with a backfist that caught Laxus’ chin and made him stumble back, “WRAHH!”

      “NARUTO!”

      Erza yelled as she ran in between them and held Naruto back, feeling him thrash against her for a moment before he stayed still. She knew out of the two of them, she could convince him to calm down easier before a fight started. But now came the hard part.

      Erza turned her back on Naruto and faced the same person they were all looking at. Everyone was silent as Laxus’ head was still whipped back with his eyes shadowed out by his hair. They watched as he slowly lifted his hand and touched his chin, feeling the aching that spread through out the bone and muscle before he turned back to them…

      With a small smile and nodded, “Better. That’s what I expected.”

      They were all surprised by his reaction as the Lightning Mage turned away from his bustling counterpart and yelled for the whole guild to hear, “See that! That was right! I hate this annoying bastard with a passion but he gets it! When someone strikes you, you don’t turn the other cheek! You strike them back and teach them why they shouldn’t have ever hit you in the first place! And if anyone gets the same idea, you show them as well! That’s what it takes to be strong! That’s what this guild needs to be the strongest!”

      He turned around and looked to all of them, “The Old Man’s gonna have to choose a successor soon, whether he wants to or not, and that’s gonna be me! And when I’m in charge, I’ll only accept the strongest! Those that can prove themselves! That can hold themselves together! So when the time comes, you better be strong or get out!” He turned away and seethed…

      “Because I’m sick of looking at fucking weaklings ruin this guild.”

      *CRACKLE*

      Laxus flashed again in a burst of lightning and he was gone. It took a few moments for the silence to be replaced with quiet murmurings of what the S-Class Mage just said. There was still an uncomfortable fog over everyone’s thoughts at what he said with such certainty and ferociousness.

      Naruto was still panting after feeling his adrenaline spike in preparation for the match that never came as he took a deep breath. He felt someone rub his lip and looked down to see Erza wiping a drop of blood away. He rubbed his mouth and looked at his girlfriend before looking aside, “Sorry… he was just… I got a little carried away.”

      “It didn’t end in a fight so that’s a plus.” She breathed out in relief before tapping his chest, “And if you didn’t punch him I certainly was.”

      Gray groaned and shook his head, “He is one mean bastard.”

      “Jackass!” Natsu yelled angrily as he crossed his arms, “Mouthing off shit like that right after walking in! Come back here Laxus so I can kick your ass!”

      “Don’t antagonize him.” Erza said as she smacked Natsu across the head to stop his challenging, “He has a warped look on the guild but he’s still one of its strongest members. You should know that better than anyone considering how much he’s beaten you.”

      Natsu groaned, “Shut up.”

      Lucy looked down sadly in her seat and shook her head, “I don’t get it… he seems so horrible and rude to everyone in the guild. So why is he so sure he’ll become the next master?”

      Happy flew into her sight and landed in front of her, “Because he’s Master Makarov’s grandson.”

      “WHAT?!” Lucy yelled out at the top of her lungs and looked between the whole small group of people around her. She waved her arms, “W-why didn’t anyone tell me?!”

      “You never asked.”

      Lucy became stone-faced at the casual answer they all gave her before Mirajane explained, “Laxus is extremely powerful and is a direct blood relative of Master’s, so it would make sense for Laxus to be the next in line for the title.”

      “But as he just showed, Laxus has a really bad plan for the guild.” Naruto continued, some venom still in his tone at the thought of Laxus’ wishes coming true, “I don’t think Jiji would ever risk it, but if Laxus did become the guild master… then this probably wouldn’t be the same Fairy Tail by the end of it.”

      They were silent and mulled over the thought with some consideration…

      …

      *Clap*

      They were broken out of thought by Erza’s loud clap as she shook her head, “Okay, that’s enough of the brooding thoughts and melancholy.” A hopeful smile came over her face and she crossed her arms over her breastplate, “We just got the privilege of jobs back so why don’t we pack up and take one together?”

      Lucy perked up with a smile, “Really?”

      Natsu and Gray grimaced in unison at the thought, “Together?”

      “Yes.” Erza answered with a fond smile, ‘I’ve come to like this little team we’ve formed over these last few weeks. Natsu, Gray, Happy, Lucy, Naruto, and I. I think we should make it official and form a team together.’ She looked up at Naruto, “What do you think?”

      Naruto tilted his head in thought before he grinned, “I think that sounds like fun.”

      Lucy clapped and cheered, “I’m part of a team now! Ah, this is gonna be so much fun!”

      Natsu and Gray paled and cracked at the idea as Happy saluted the stringent redhead, “Yes, Madame Erza! Whatever you command!”

      “I found a job I thought would suit us well.” Erza nodded and pointed to the exit, “Then let’s head out!”

      Naruto cheered happily, “Woohoo! Let’s go—”

      “Not you.”

      Naruto froze, “Huh?”

      Erza pointed back at the counter, “You still need to rest until tomorrow. Porlyusica-San’s orders.”

      Naruto’s jaw nearly fell off as he looked at his best friend like he had been betrayed. He shook his head, “I’m practically healed! I can take this thing off whenever I want!”

      “But I don’t want you to.” Erza said sternly with a firm edge in her voice before her eyes softened and she tried to reason with him, “You did so much to help in the fight, and even if you are better I want you to rest a little longer to be safe. It’s just one more day. Once you’re better I promise I’ll make this up to you.”

      Naruto stared at her and opened his mouth before realizing that she was right. He knew he was fine but he wanted to ease her worries about his personal health over the last week. He didn’t need to see her worry and stay up through sleepless night to check on him anymore. He sighed and nodded before walking over to his seat, “I’ll see you guys when you get back.”

      Natsu yelled, “Hey Lisanna! Wanna join along?!”

      The youngest Strauss sibling smiled, “Sure!” She patted Naruto’s back and went to join the new team on their first official outing as Naruto sat in his seat and slumped his shoulders and head.

      He saw another mug get placed by his head, “Here’s another drink.”

      “Thank you Mira.”

      He saw the coloring book and crayons getting pushed beside him, “You can finish coloring the train if you want, Onii-chan.”

      “Thank you Koyuki.”

      “How much of that booze have you had today?”

      “Shut up Mahiro.”

    
    

    
      Makarov took a big gulp of his drink and slammed it down on the roof of the new guild. He burped and chuckled, “Whooo~, that’s some good stuff.”

      Makarov looked up at the moon over the clouds and sky as he leaned back and thought about what Yajima had said earlier.

      Retiring, huh?

      Maybe it was time to pass on the torch to someone new.

      But who?

      Well, he had a very short list of candidates to choose from.

      Gildarts was the most senior member of the group. And he had loved and cherished this guild for decades. It always appealed as a good choice to take up the mantle of master. But he was still gone on that 100-year mission and it wasn’t certain when he would return.

      Plus Gildarts caused more collateral damage-or just normal damage-than anyone else in the guild. That might not be what the guild needs right now.

      Mahiro could be possible. She had a lot of power and could still be calm under stree, even if she did let loose a bit too much when she was excited. She also had the experience from leading Rune Knights that’s may prove useful. However that would have to wait until her campaign as a Rune Knight Captain came to an end, if it ever did. And she had a child resting in this guild… he knew far better than anyone else the pains she would feel if she had to make a decision between the guild and her daughter.

      Mystogan was another option. Makarov could attest to his strength, and he proved it even more when he defeated all the sub-regions of the Phantom guild so they wouldn’t come overwhelm them during the main fight. That proved without a doubt how much he cared for this guild. But at the same time he was still reclusive and never met anyone else face-to-face. Could the guild put their faith so willingly in someone that never walked into the guild without knocking everyone else out first?

      Then there was Laxus… that was the most unfavorable choice. He was strong. And he proved to be charismatic since he made the Raijinshū out of devoted subordinates that inflated that already big ego of his. But he just didn’t seem to agree with the choices and methods Fairy Tail took. He believed this guild was the strongest, and as such they should prove that point to everyone in Fiore by becoming a guild that only accepted the strong. But that was not what Fairy Tail was. And if Laxus became the guild master, it would no longer be the same guild he grew up in.

      Then there was Erza. She was tough and strong. She had proved that time again when facing challenges and foes stronger than her and overcoming them. She also believed in the guild and its members like family she was willing to do anything for. She was still a little awkward and high maintenance but with time that might lessen. But that was the problem… time. She was just too young to have that responsibility.

      The same could be said for Naruto and Mira. They were both willing and able to handle the job. Naruto had shown he was stubborn as a mule when it came to a fight and love for his guild. And Makarov could sense that his heart and mind had cleared up since the conflict with Phantom. And Mira was kind and showed compassion to everyone, even in her early days when she hid it behind a mask of strength and recklessness.

      They all experienced pains and tragedies that made them better people and could help them lead.

      But they were too young. And intelligence and strength never substituted wisdom and experience when it comes to leading.

      …

      But perhaps… if there was an advisor to the guild master that could help make up for the age. Then maybe—

      “Master!”

      Makarov was brought from his thoughts and looked over the edge to see Mira smiling up at him with papers in her arms. He nodded, “Mirajane, what’s the matter? Did something happen?”

      “I just wanted to tell you I received the report that Erza and her new team pulled their job off without a hitch!” She then held up the papers, “But they did destroy half the road in the town in the process and the Council is demanding compensation immediately.”

      Makarov’s jaw unhinged and he turned so pale he nearly became ash.

      “Also…” Mira stuck her tongue out cutely and bopped herself on the head, “I lost count of how many drinks I was serving Naruto today so~…”

      *BOOM*

      Naruto drunkenly slurred, “W-WHO PUT ALL THIS WOOD IN THE GUILD?!”

      “NARUTO STOP WRECKING EVERYTHING! THAT WAS A WHOLE DAY OF WORK!”

      “I-I DON’T KNOW-WHOZZIT-WHO ARE YOU?!”

      *BOOM*

      Makarov watched the cloud of smoke raise up into his sight before he looked up at the moon with a content and peaceful expression. After a great realization and epiphany finally occurred to him…

      “I’m gonna have this fucking job until I die.”

      ))))########Hunter########((((

      Naruto walked into his house with a joyful spring as he started moving his uncovered, unwrapped, perfectly healthy left arm again. Back to peak! Back to work! Naruto walked into his little home, noticing that the living room was filled with Koyuki’s toys and play things but no sign of the girl, her mother, or his lover. Before he could wonder any further he heard the sound of his shower going in his bathroom.

      He walked over to the door and knocked, “Anyone in there?”

      “Yeah, it’s me.” Erza answered, “I felt stuffy and needed to take a shower. How was the checkup?”

      Naruto flexed his arm even though he knew she couldn’t see, “Good as new! I’m all better, fixed up, and ready to take jobs again!”

      “That’s great.”

      “Tell me about it.” Naruto leaned against the wall by the bathroom and waited to see her, “So where’s Mahiro and Koyuki?”

      “They went out of town for the night. They won’t be back until tomorrow afternoon so we have the house to ourselves. But I think we’ll be on a job tomorrow so we won’t see them again until later.”

      “All right.” Naruto said as he leaned back into the wall and listened to the shower run in the background, remembering the recent scenario the two of them were in that mirrored this one. His enthusiastic mask seemed to falter for a moment as a solem, understanding expression to its place.

      He sighed and hummed, “You were right.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Remember that argument we were having a few days ago? About me being stupid and you being angry about me being stupid.”

      “That’s kind of a broad range to ask me to remember.”

      “I mean about me facing Grimoire Heart.”

      It was silent before Erza answered, “Yeah, I remember.”

      Naruto leaned his head back to look up at the ceiling and scratched his neck before talking loud enough for her to hear him again, “I still hate them Erza. I can’t change that. That’s just something that’s been building up inside me for all these years. But… you’re right about me not having to face them alone.”

      He sighed tiredly and lowered his head in thought, “After I saw that version of me with Kurama during the war with Phantom, I saw a version of me that was hiding his fear behind his strength and bloodlust. I realized… I’m pretty sure I still do that now.”

      Erza asked, “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m hiding the thought of you and me and everyone getting hurt by people like that behind my anger and hated for them. And I thought it would be better if I handled them by myself, whether it was successful or not. But that’s wrong.” He too a deep breath and exhaled, “I can’t do it alone. This fight with Phantom proved that more than anything. And even if I’m scared of losing people I know that they’re strong enough to defend themselves. All of you. More than I could.”

      “Erza… I can’t win against people like that alone. And I’ll need you by my side to help us win.” He looked at the door, “So please forgive me for being dumb and help me when the time comes.”

      …

      “You idiot… even if I was mad I was never gonna leave you alone.”

      Naruto smiled in relief upon hearing her voice before he looked at the door with steeled eyes, “But if it ever comes down to it and I can do something to save you, even if I’m in danger, I’ll do it.”

      He waited in silence for a moment before he heard her laugh, “Hehe, well I guess we’ll just have to wait for the chance to see who saves who.”

      “Yeah.” He smiled, “So what do you feel like having for dinner?”

      “I’m actually not that hungry. In fact…”

      The door open and released some steam gathering in the room before Erza seductively walked out and looked towards him. Her hair was wet and hanging over her shoulders as water droplets fell from her naked form. Naruto’s eyes immediately roamed over her exposed body and focused on her large wet breasts, pink nipples, slim waist, curvy hips, lathered thighs and legs and her pussy with a scarlet tuft of hair just above it.

      She smiled, “I’ve been waiting for you to come home all night.”

      He smiled and turned to her, focusing on her eyes and not her body, while still leaning on the wall, “Didn’t you just get clean?”

      “You get clean to get dirt, and vice versa. No harm there.” She reached over and grabbed his collar to pull his face to hers and the rest of his body to follow into the bathroom, “So get in here.”

      Naruto smiled and closed the door behind them as they stepped into the steamy, humid bathroom. They stumbled in a little before Erza pulled down on his shirt and quickly claimed his lips, Naruto having to follow her lead and wrap his arms around her waist. The two lovers heatedly exchanged saliva as their tongues danced in each other’s mouths and they moaned loud enough to echo through the whole house.

      But this house was on the edge of town with no one else in it, so who the hell cares!

      Erza pushed them forward and pinned Naruto against the wall as they continued sharing the kiss that was taking away their breath. She started slipping her wet hands underneath his shirt and rubbing them along his toned abs and muscles before reaching up towards his chest. Once she had felt him writhe and breathe under her fingertips she lifted her arms and pulled his shirt up, causing the two to separate and lift it over his head before throwing it over on the counter.

      She took the moment of separation to look and examine the new left arm Naruto had regained after all these years. A faded scar pattern around his left shoulder that could be hidden under his shirt and some color still needed to be regained. But she gave a content smile and ran a finger down from his shoulder to his hand, “I never thought I’d see you look like this again.”

      Naruto looked down at his arm and chuckled, “Yeah… still surprises me sometimes. Gonna miss beating stuff up with Kurama’s hand though.”

      She giggled, “I guess you’ll just have to beat stuff up with your own hands now.”

      “Yep.” He smiled before a sudden realization came to him and he grabbed Erza’s shoulders, “OH!”

      She was startled by his excitement, “What is it?”

      “I just realized something!” Naruto’s grin grew even wider and he held his hand up…

      Before he pressed and sunk it into the cushiony flesh of Erza’s bare breast.

      The redhead felt him rub and grab and squeeze her boob and looked up to see the childish, big grin on his face. She gave a small laugh and asked, “What are you doing?”

      “This is the first time I’m feeling your boobs with this hand! It’s like a whole new chance to experience something this amazing again! This is great!” His grin turned into a sly, teasing smile as he looked to his lover, “But I guess I should focus on bringing it up to speed with the other.”

      His hand let go of her breast and ran down her chest and navel before landing between her thighs. Erza gasped and shuddered as she felt Naruto started to reach in and play with the inside of her sex. Naruto smirked at her reaction, “Looks like I’ll have some practice to get better with this hand.”

      Erza shut her mouth to stop from moaning and giving him the satisfaction before looking up at him to meet his cocky smile, “Then I’ll just do what comes naturally until then.”

      While Naruto continued to finger her, she undid his pants and dropped them along with his boxers. Before he could do anything, Erza took a grip of his cock and started jerking it at a steady pace. Naruto’s whole body tensed and he struggled to stifle a groan as he felt Erza stroke and harden him in her hand. Over the years she had determined the speed and grip needed for a quick fuck or a long marathon.

      This was the rate of a teasing, stamina match.

      Naruto didn’t submit under her touch and continued to move his fingers like a piston in her nether region. Erza couldn’t drown the moan and let out a loud gasp that spurred Naruto on to continue with the same intensity.

      Erza leaned her head on her lover’s chest with her breasts pressing against them as well and panted before a fire burned in her eyes and she cupped his balls as well. She aimed his dick down, getting a long guttural groan from his throat before she started kissing his chest and stroking him with increased interest.

      Naruto grit his teeth and grabbed her breast with his free hand, massaging her erogenous area and nipple while also plunging two fingers into her folds.

      The two young adults continued pleasuring each other in their own form of competition for several minutes. They both nearly reached climax numerous times but their excitement was teased and halted just on the edge by the others hand. Several more moments and they stopped their activities, Naruto’s fingers pulling out of her pussy and Erza’s hands falling from his erection. The two usually vigorous adults were covered in sweat and water from the gathering steam as Naruto groaned out, “I think we should skip this part for now.”

      “Agreed.” Erza said before asking, “What should we do now?”

      “First…” Naruto grabbed her shoulders and switched positions so Erza was braced against the wall as he smiled at her, “I wanna hear your scream.”

      She didn’t have a chance to retort as he started to go to his knees and leave a trail of kisses from her chest to her navel. He lingered over her stomach and belly button, running his tongue over them and his hands over her thighs as he felt her quiver with the sensation. He finally reached his goal as he started spreading her vagina apart to reveal her pink insides. He rubbed the sensitive ends of her folds before flicking his tongue against her clit.

      “AH!” Erza pleasantly gasped as she felt electricity pass through her body as Naruto started to lick and search her insides. The Requip Mage felt her chest start to heave and her skin begin to flush as pleasure creeped into every end of her body. She felt Naruto move his hands away from keeping her labia open and down to sensually rub her legs and thighs while his tongue pried around. She slightly raised one leg and felt Naruto hold it in place as his tongue reached further into her, eliciting moans and screams of pleasure from the excited redhead.

      Erza leaned her head back, “O-oh God… Naruto. More.” Erza heaved out as her hands started to rub and cup her own breasts to increase her pleasure. She felt Naruto’s tongue continue to circle and search her vagina as her mind started to become clouded by ecstasy. She sunk further into the wall as Naruto continued his efforts before opening his eyes and seeing his lover’s state.

      Home stretch.

      He quickly released his hold on her thighs and wrapped them to her backside, take firm grasp of her ass and feeling its soft flesh fill in his hand. Erza let out a tiny yelp before she felt Naruto push further into her cunt and roam his tongue as far and fast as he could with periodic humming to further her bliss. Erza’s back arched and she placed her hands on his head to keep him closer to her pussy as he continued to eat it out, “Faster Naruto! I-I’m almost—”

      Naruto gripped her ass and pushed as far as he could go as Erza threw her head back in climax, “AHHHHHH!”

      Erza’s juices overflowed from her vagina and Naruto happily licked and sucked them up. Erza felt a spike of pleasure shoot through her body as her boyfriend’s tongue roamed a little longer before he pulled away from his task with clear liquid around his mouth. He stood up and wiped his chin while giving his panting girlfriend a smirk brimming with pride.

      She tasted of berries. He had no idea how but Erza always had the scent and taste of berries over her body. Not like he was complaining or anything.

      He questioned, “What should we try next?”

      “No more waiting.” Erza walked into the shower and turned the warm water on to wash over her, alluring his eyes to the sight of her wet breasts and sleek body. She pressed her back against the wall and motioned him over, “I don’t wanna be separated from you for another moment.”

      Naruto smiled and gladly took the invitation, walking into the space of the shower just large enough for the two of them as the water cascaded down their hair and faces. Naruto and Erza closed the difference between themselves and locked lips, Erza wrapping her arms around his chest and neck as he grabbed one side of her waist and lifted up her right leg. He aligned himself and plunged into her snatch without another wasted moment.

      “MMMM!” Erza moaned into his mouth as Naruto used all his will to control himself. He had not felt her embrace or warmth in weeks and his whole body was feeling it again. God it was amazing. He ran his tongue over hers and started ramming his dick in and out of her pussy as they both grunted from the movement.

      Erza moaned and gasped in his mouth as she felt his tip ram and touch her deepest insides. She curved her back to better press her self into Naruto’s body as she felt her breast squeeze and rub against him with water trickling down between them. She pulled back at the same time as him and rammed in when he did, further forcing them together and holding her hip to press against him. They separated from the kiss and had a share of panting and grunts that grew heavier as Naruto continued to thrust in and out of her. Erza felt her whole body shake and her breasts continue to bounce and jiggle in place as she noted, “You seem pretty intent on making this last. Did something happen?”

      Naruto looked to her while still thrusting and smirked, “This is the best I’ve felt in weeks! We haven’t had time to ourselves in forever and now we have a whole night! So I wanna take this time and enjoy it, fucking you as hard as I can and savoring every moment of it!”

      She chuckled, “Well aren’t you the romantic.”

      He realized his crass remark and smiled while still humping her, “Sorry, but my mind’s kinda going blank.”

      “Mine too. So that’s enough of the talking.” She held his face and stared into him with a look that conveyed her desires, “Just focus on making this great.”

      He smirked and they shared a long kiss as their body parts pressed and slammed into each other, causing a splash of water to spread whenever they did from the shower. Naruto pulled from Erza lips and rested his head in the top of her breasts as the redhead gasped for breath and shook with pleasure.

      The whiskered blond decided on another course of action and rearranged his arm to hold Erza underneath the knee of her lifted leg. He pulled her leg up all the way until it bent over his shoulder, showing just how nimble and flexible she was. But this forced Erza to stand on the toes of her planted foot so that she didn’t lose balance when hoisted against her slightly taller lover. Erza was surprised and held her arms against the wall for support as she felt him counting to pound further into her, “W-what are you doing?!”

      “I wanted to see how this worked!” He answered with curiosity as he felt himself dig further within her as her legs tensed and tightened on his shoulder. He looked down and got an even better sight as Erza’s blushing face gasped and moaned in ecstasy as her enormous breasts bounced around with each of his intense movements. But even though this felt amazing for him, he knew Erza was feeling uncomfortable in this position when she should be feeling good.

      With one last move he lifted her leg again and turned it in the other direction, having Erza face away from him as he was still buried inside of her from behind. Her hands braced against the wall she was facing as the shower water poured on her head and down her back. A cute, peeved expression formed on her face before she reprimanded Naruto, “Dammit, stop moving me around! It’s annoying!”

      “Sorry. I’m really sorry.” He said from behind before he moved in and embraced her, gently pushing her against the wall and eliciting a moan as her hard nipples pressed into the cold, hard tiling of the shower. He molded and pressed into her back while wrapping his arms around her stomach and gently kissing her along the nape of her neck and shoulders. He whispered heatedly into her ears, “This will be it, I swear.”

      Erza was panting and trying to find her voice before she pushed herself and him off the wall. Her hands stayed braced against it and she looked over her shoulder at him, showing him the flushed, erotic look in her hazy, half-lidded eyes that begged for pleasure. She whispered back, “Then do it.”

      Naruto didn’t disappoint and grabbed her waist and pulled back until only his tip remained before slamming into her.

      “AHHHH! AH! AH! AH!” Erza cried out as she felt him thrust back and forth from her sex with great intensity from their heated evening. Naruto rested his head on her shoulder, her panted moaning and red face from pleasure gaining his attention. He lifted his head and looked down to see him spurred at the sight of her ass swaying and bouncing with each thrust into her clutch.

      He felt her arm encircle and tighten around his neck for support as she pushed her back into his chest and rubbed her lower stomach with her free hand. She panted out to him, “Don’t stop.”

      Naruto’s hand shot from her waist to grab her breasts and freely massage them as they started sharing an intense kiss between their fucking. Naruto used his whole body to move as Erza body was rocked by the movement. He struggled to control himself as he felt her tighten and their whole bodies convulse from the pleasure. Erza separated from his lips and panted, “AH!” Don’t stop! Harder! Harder!”

      Naruto tried to comply and pound into her harder before he grunted into her ear, “Erza, say that naughty thing!”

      “W-what?”

      “Say something bad! C’mon, we’re so close! I know you can!”

      Erza turned back forward with embarrassment at asking her to say the dirty phrases she read from her book, “I can’t just—”

      “I know you can! Please do it!”

      Erza felt her mind go blank from the heat and pleasure and couldn’t find it in herself to argue anymore. She struggled before yelling the words she read from the book at the top of her lungs—

      “FUCK ME HARDER! FUCK ME HARDER! FUCK ME WITH YOUR COCK, POUND MY PUSSY AND MAKE ME CUM! CUM WITH ME NARUTO!”

      Naruto wrapped his arms around her chest and pounded faster. They continued for a few more moments before Naruto reached his limits and felt his balls tighten, “ERZA, I’M CUMMING!”

      “A-AHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Erza whole body arched and she grasped his arms tightly as she felt them both reach their climax. Naruto’s seed shot into her for several moments as she tightened to unbelievable levels and milked him for more. They lost the feeling in their legs and slowly slid to their knees, Naruto still hugging Erza from behind and resting his head on her shoulder to catch his breath. He pulled out of her and let out another moan before their shared juices started trickling down her thighs and into the drain beneath them. She panted and opened her eyes again before she blushed and looked aside, “I can’t believe I actually said that. You know I hate talking like that.”

      Her whiskered boyfriend panted before chuckling and kissing her on the cheek, “I can’t help it when you showed me that stuff from your book I thought it was hot. And you sound so sexy when you say it. But thanks anyway, I definitely needed that.”

      Erza felt her ears heat up and turned the shower off as water stopped falling on them. Naruto finally let go and he fell back onto the other side of the shower with his chest rising with each sweet relieving breath. He was trying to get the feeling back in his legs but felt his shoulders being grabbed tightly, “Huh?”

      He was tossed out of the shower and against the drawers and counter of the bathroom with a grunt. He rubbed his head while still sitting on the floor, “Ow! What the hell was that?!”

      “That’s was to get some space.” Erza said as she crawled out of the shower and over to him with her butt and bust swaying in his view. She gave an alluring, seductive smile, “Time for me to pay you back.”

      Naruto flinched when his beautiful girlfriend grabbed his flaccid dick again and started moving it around until blood flowed and it stood hard once more. She lowered herself so her butt was up in the air as she started licking and moving Naruto’s cock with his grunts filling her ears. She knew that after just having sex together that his member was still wet with her juices but he had performed oral sex on her so she decided to make it even.

      She licked the underside of his appendage and savored the feeling of him shaking and moving under her grasp. She licked the shaft from base to middle several times before rising to the tip of his penis and running her tongue over its head, cupping his balls and jerking the base of his cock with her free hand. Naruto groaned and melted in her hands as she enveloped his sensitive dick in her mouth, “Erza…”

      She hid a small smile at the way he said her name before she pushed herself up and continued to roll over the tip, pressing the top of her springy breasts into his balls and eliciting a yelp of pleasure from her blond lover.

      God, voluntary or not, she knew what to do to make him react.

      Erza decided that she was done with the foreplay and placed both hands against his pelvis. She leaned down and took his penis into her mouth and kept going until she felt it almost press against the back of her throat. Once she knew how far she could go, Erza started bobbing her head back and forth with her tongue massaging the underside.

      “Erza, that’s feels so good. It’s amazing.” Naruto felt like his whole body was melting from the warmth he was feeling in Erza’s mouth as she sucked and played with his dick. Or that might have been from the heat stoke because they had been having sex in a humid, steamy bathroom with barely any ventilation. But the blowjob was still amazing as his eyes were half-lidded and his head leaned into the drawer.

      The redhead felt her lover try to buck his hips and push further into her mouth but kept his movement halted with the hands on his pelvis. Erza slid down his length until she nearly deep-throated him as her nose touch his crotch. Naruto grunted and placed his hands through Erza’s hair as she kept taking his member in and out of her mouth as he held her head gently.

      Erza deep-throated him again and made a humming sensation that sent a bolt through Naruto’s body, cupping his balls while doing so. He finally felt a familiar stirring churn and build up in his body as he moaned out, “Erza, I’m cumming! I’m gonna—”

      He bucked his hips and blew his load into Erza’s mouth, the redhead letting out a quick moan as she felt his semen gush over her tongue and to her throat. Erza held him in her mouth for several more seconds as she continued sucking to make sure every drop was finished before she swallowed the bitter taste. She finally released Naruto and sat up on her legs as she swallowed the last of his release and sighed. After the intense sensation was over, she opened her eyes to see Naruto breathing heavily against his counter and asked with a smile, “What’s the matter? Are you tired now?”

      “N-not even close.” He panted as he motioned to the room, “It’s just really fucking hot in here. Can we move or something?”

      “Oh, that’s a great idea!” Erza jumped up to her feet, regaining the feeling in her legs after their long session in the shower and eagerly moved to the door. She opened it, letting the steam and heat finally spread out into the hallway as she thought out loud, “We definitely need to go to the bedroom at least once. But I also wanna try doing it on the couch and countertop. Oh, maybe we could try having sex in the hallway too and—”

      “Wow! Hold on a sec!” Naruto sat up against the drawer and looked at Erza with befuddlement at her eagerness, “What’s going on? Why are you so horny?”

      Erza looked back at him and smiled before standing over him proudly like she wasn’t totally stark naked. She crossed her arms beneath her bountiful breasts, “Because you’re right, we haven’t had sex in awhile. And now is the perfect time.”

      Erza lowered herself so she was straddling Naruto’s waist, catching him by surprise as she wrapped her arms around his neck and rubbed his hair. She spoke softly, “I haven’t had any time to myself for days now. And I’m sure it’s the same with you after Mahiro and Koyuki have been playing around here for the last few days. But we have a whole night to get all of our desires out before we have anything else to do.”

      Erza started grinding her thighs and butt against him that got Naruto’s attention as she felt him harden against her thigh. She smiled at the entranced look in his eyes as she pressed her breasts underneath his neck and reeled him in, “I bought some cake and chocolate at the store today. Why don’t you and I go to the kitchen to see where we can eat it off of?”

      Erza face was so close that Naruto tried to kiss her but she stood up and walked over to the door. She looked over her shoulder and smiled as she felt him stare at her ass, “When you’re ready… let’s get started.”

      Erza walked away and Naruto was left sitting on the ground in his bathroom. He was spent and tired but he looked down to see he was fully erect and excited at the prospects this night offered.

      “Wait for me!”

      He climbed to his feet and chased after his scarlet vixen as they continued their night of freedom and pleasure together.

    
    

    
      Done

      Wow, that was excessively long and erotic. Maybe I’m just trying to make up for the lack of romance and moments Naruto and Erza haven’t had recently due to all the fighting and healing.

      Or maybe I’m just pent up.

      I don’t know. One or the other.

      Anyway, I hope you enjoyed.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    36. The World's a Stage and it's Burning

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 36: The World’s a Stage and it’s Currently Burning

    
    

    
      Lucy was walking past the edge of Magnolia Town and into the forest and the hill that surrounded it. Lucy noticed that they were losing sight of the concrete and were moving in more to the surrounding greenery. The blonde noted to her traveling group, “Naruto really lives out here away from town?”

      “Yep!” Happy answered while he hovered over their heads and explained to the Celestial Spirit Mage, “There are a ton of houses built around the border of town that don’t usually get sold because they’re out of the way. Natsu and I live in a place like that too, just up the hills.”

      “Hmm, I never even thought about where you guys lived.” Lucy said before a grimace crossed her face and she groaned, “Ughh, I bet it’s filed with bugs and gross stuff and you can’t even see the floor.”

      “Hey, that’s rude.” Natsu said pointedly before looking up at the blue cat, “You can totally see the floor in our house, right?”

      “Totally!” Happy responded positively before his face twisted with confusion, “The floor is the black part, right?”

      “No I thought it was the white part.”

      “No, I have no idea what that is. But what’s the brown part then?”

      Gray walked closer to Lucy and whispered as the blonde girl was disgusted by their conversation about their house, “I think you should avoid visiting them for awhile. In the interest of your own personal health.”

      “Yeah, I’ll keep that in mind.” She said before she looked over at her other friend and took notice of his sluggish movement and exhausted expression. Lucy looked Gray over, “Are you okay? You look really tired.”

      “Huh?” Gray said tiredly as he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, “Sorry, I haven’t gotten a good night’s sleep in a while.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Not really. It’s just… I can’t explain it. I feel like I’ve been on the edge for the last week.” Gray’s eyes seem to shrink with fear and panic, “Every step I take outside… every corner I cross… I just feel like someone’s watching me. And every time I look behind me they’re gone. It just doesn’t stop.”

      Lucy and Happy were shaking with fright at the experience Gray was telling as they walked behind the group, hugging each other. The scared blonde whimpered out, “S-so what? A-are you being haunted by a ghost or something?”

      “What kinda ghost would haunt Gray?” Natsu asked before looking ahead with disinterest, “He’s an idiot.”

      “Shut up Natsu, this is serious!” Lucy yelled with fright as her eyes kept darting around to see if she could find a pair of eyes watching them.

      “Yeah, stupid Natsu!” Happy agreed as he was terrified of a specter watching over them.

      Natsu ignored them, “Whatever. We’re here.”

      The small team arrived in front of a one-story house with an empty clearing in front of it and surrounded by trees everywhere else. Lucy looked it over with intrigue, “So this is where Naruto lives?”

      “Yep.” Natsu walked over to the front door and raised his foot up to knock it down, “WAKEY—”

      “No no no!” Gray came in from behind and pulled Natsu off his only foothold, causing him to fall over on his butt.

      Natsu glared up at the Maker Mage from the ground, “What the hell was that for asshole?!”

      “You were about to kick down the door!” Gray said plainly before shaking his head and kneeling down by the Dragon Slayer, “You remember what happened the last time you knocked the door over? You wrecked up the inside of the house, you made Koyuki cry, Naruto kicked your ass from here to the guild and back… and Erza threatened you, remember?”

      Natsu’s eyes constricted and a chill went up his spine before his whole body started shaking. He whimpered out, “U-um, yeah, w-we should probably knock.”

      “Hmm.” Gray hummed before he walked up and knocked on the door, “Naruto, Erza, you guys awake? We said we’d go on a job today in Onibus and we gotta get ready to leave. C’mon.”

      …

      No answer.

      Gray sighed and knocked a little harder, “Naruto, Er—”

      The door unlocked and opened to reveal Erza wearing nothing but a large t-shirt over her body with her hair a little ruffled up. She seemed tired and rubbed her eyes before crossing her arms, “Sorry. What’s wrong?”

      Gray seemed surprised by her choice of wardrobe before the gears started moving and he grimaced. He shook his head and seemed to be avoiding her gaze, “We gotta go on the job we picked yesterday, remember?”

      “Right.” Erza said firmly before nodding her head, “We just lost track of time.”

      “Sure. No problem.” Gray looked back up at her, “Is Naruto finally good for jobs again?”

      “Yes. Everything’s fine now. We’ll rendezvous at the guild so you guys go ahead. We have to pack and get everything ready.” Erza told them before she closed the door and left them waiting outside.

      Gray turned around and groaned, “Ugh, I hate it when we see them after doing that.”

      Lucy looked at the Maker Mage and tilted her head, “Doing what? Erza looked like she just got out of bed.”

      “Sure she did.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Gray looked at her critically and asked, “Think about it… Naruto’s been healing for the last week and last night was the first day after recovery. What does a couple do in their free time?”

      Lucy was confused and thought about what he meant. Then realization struck her. Then her face started to burn in a bright vermillion and she stuttered, “Y-y-y-you mean—”

      “Probably.”

      Lucy shook her head, “B-but there’s no way for you to know that unless—”

      *Knock*Knock*Knock*

      Natsu yelled after knocking, “Hey, did you guys do it last night? Lucy and Gray really want to know!”

      …

      The door opened and revealed Naruto, stark naked and covering his crotch with a pillow. He deadpanned with an annoyed scowl, “She said wait at the guild. So shut up and go.”

      *SLAM*

      …

      Natsu turned around with his hands behind his head, “Should we just go now?”

      Lucy and Gray were frozen with horror and shame, their eyes blacked out by their hair before they nodded, “Y-yeah. Let’s go.”

    
    

    
      Lucy looked her fellow blond over and asked with interest and confusion about his suggestion, “So why do you want to carry all of our luggage?”

      “Helps me get back into shape.” Naruto answered immediately as he looked at the bag hanging from his left arm and the cart of Erza’s stuff he was pulling. He tapped his left arm, “This arm is still lacking in strength and I need to make up for it as quick as I can. Any chance to build up some muscle will help. Although…” He looked down at the large bags and cart he was pulling and shook his head disappointingly, “This won’t really help that much. They’re not as heavy as I need them to be.”

      “Well I still feel kinda bad leaving all the carrying up to the guy that just got out of recovery.” She held her arms out and gave a reassuring smile, “Here, let me carry one.”

      Naruto grinned at her helpful attitude and chuckled, “You’re a pretty nice girl, aren’t you Lucy?” The girl gave a bigger smile and Naruto just decided to comply. He slid one bag down to his hand and held it over her open arms, “Here you go.”

      The bag dropped into Lucy’s arms… and her legs and body buckled underneath the weight. Lucy’s eyes nearly bugged out, ‘AHHHHH! THIS IS SO HEAVY! HOW CAN HE SAY THIS IS NOT ENOUGH?! WAIT-NO-BETTER QUESTION, WHAT ARE THESE GUYS CARRYING ON JOBS?!’ She mentally screamed before giving a weak smile as her legs were crushed by the bag, “O-on second thought, could I just carry my bag instead? I need to grab some of my stuff.”

      “Yeah, no problem.” Naruto easily lifted Natsu’s heavy bag off of Lucy’s legs and passed her her smaller backpack that she eagerly took and secured around her arms. Seeing the blonde girl sigh in relief, he decided to switch his focus on to their first job as a proper team, “So what’s the job anyway? This town doesn’t look like it really has a lot to offer for fighting and trouble so why do they need Mages?”

      “Because our magic is pretty and alluring.” Gray answered as he kept looking around the town they arrived in, “And some people would appreciate our help in making their play a lot brighter and amazing.”

      Lucy looked around at her teamed and smiled confidently, “Mira-San held this job on hold because she thought it suited us best. So let’s not disappoint her!”

      “Of course not.” Erza reassured her teammate as they continued down the street towards the theater. She proudly proclaimed, “If there is anything we can do to assist the theater in its performance, anything… we will rise to the occasion.” The others smiled and nodded in agreement before they heard Erza give a loud cough that cleared her throat and hummed.

      And then proceeded to do a number of vocal exercises to get ready for the play, “La~, la~, la~, Le~, Lu~, li~, lo~.”

      Lucy spoke to the armor-clad woman with a hesitance in her voice, “Um… Erza… we’re not gonna perform at all. We’re just going for special effects and helping on stage. Like flames for effects or moving props.”

      “Haaaaaaaa~, ha ha ha ha ha haaaaaaaa~.”

      Naruto saved Lucy some effort, “She can’t hear you anymore. Just let her have her moment.” The team from Fairy Tail finally arrived at their destination in the middle of town and looked at the large, beautiful theater they would be assisting with for the job. Naruto whistled, “This looks awesome!”

      Natsu grinned with excitement, “This place is huge!”

      Lucy looked it over with admiration, “It’s so beautiful. It’s old but you can tell it holds so much history.”

      Gray gave a small smile as he looked the place over, “I guess we should head in and see how we can help.”

      Happy cheered, “Aye!”

      Erza just kept doing her vocal warm-ups.

      “Hold on.” Naruto stopped, causing all of his friends beside Erza to look at him as he looked at the area. There were no banners. No posters. No tickets being sold. No one helping prepare for a show. He scratched his head, “Doesn’t this place seem a little too deserted to be a popular theater?”

      They looked around and noticed there was nothing to show there was a play going on. Happy tilted his head, “Now that you mention it, you’re right.”

      Natsu looked confused, “It’s like it was abandoned.”

      Lucy looked worried about the effect this would have on their job, “What happened?”

      “U-um, e-excuse me—”

      They all looked over to see a short, strange-looking man peeking his head out timidly from behind the entrance of the theater. He was shivering a little despite the small smile on his face and asked, “You’re… you’re the Mages sent by Fairy Tail, am I right? Thank you for coming.”

      “Of course.” Erza answered, finally stopping her vocal exercises, and looked around the theater, “But what happened? Is something wrong?”

      “Actually…”

    
    

    
      “So you guys have been doing nothing but bad plays for the last few weeks?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the reviews have been so bad that all of your actors and staff have jumped ship?”

      “Yes.”

      “So now if you don’t give an amazing show, you’re gonna lose the theater and get shut down for good?”

      “Yes.” The owner whimpered sadly, “Thank you very much.”

      “I don’t think you need to thank us for that.”

      The Fairies had all moved into the theater and into a back room where there were costumes, mirrors, and set pieces for the old plays it had set up. They were sitting around a short table on the ground and using pillows and discarded clothes as seats.

      The owner was shaking as tears started to fill his eyes, “I know that it might seem foolish to stick around here after everyone has left, but the theater is my life. I have devoted so much of my time to it. I can’t just lose it without trying. But… I only have a few days until I have to give this place up… and I don’t know what else to do.”

      The others looked between each other apprehensively as they thought out the poor man’s situation. Lucy asked, “What do we do?”

      “What can we do?” Gray inquired as he crossed his arms and legs in deep thought, “We can still try using our magic but I really don’t think anyone will come just to see an empty, failing theater.”

      Naruto shook his head, “Gray’s right. Nothing we do will matter unless there’s actually a play going on here.”

      “What’s the problem?” Natsu asked with confusion at their worry, “Let’s just go to the people that worked here already and tell them to come back. They worked here once, they’ll probably work here again.”

      Happy shook his head at his partner’s suggestion, “I don’t think they’ll be up for that idea Natsu.”

      The owner had small tears forming in his eyes, “Oh no~. Whatever will I do?”

      “Sir…”

      Their brainstorming and crying were all halted by Erza who had been silent this entire time. She turned and faced the theater owner with her eyes closed, exuding an aura of a calm and composed individual. She reassured him, “Fairy Tail, and all of its members, have proven over the years that they are willing to help anyone in need that asks them. If we must fight an unbeatable monster, we’ll beat it. If we must stop a volcano from blowing, we’ll stop it. And if we must help you save this theater…”

      Erza opened her eyes, revealing the diamond-like sparkles in her eyes as her voice went up an octave, “Then we will be the actors that save this play!”

      “WHAT?!”

      Erza somehow slid in closer to the owner and reassured him with the same sparkles in her eyes, “Sir, please allow these humble people to preform on your stage and bring life back into this withered house of art.”

      The others just stared at the eccentric redhead in shock before turning to look at each other. Naruto saw the look in her eye that said Erza was unwavering at the idea and sighed exasperated. He chuckled, “Well I think she just made up our minds.”

      Gray scratched his head, “If we are actually gonna do this, I’m not sure people wanna see another bad play preformed with worse actors in it.” He crossed his arms and thought, “We might need to find a play that we can actually do. Or—”

      “I can write a play!” Lucy interrupted with eagerness and joy evident in her voice, “I can finally start flexing some of my creative muscles!”

      “We’re making a play?!” Natsu asked excitedly as a big smile grew on his face and he started bouncing in place, “I wanna have a part in it too! A big part!”

      Happy jumped over to Lucy’s side, “Lucy, make me a hero in the story too! I wanna do something!”

      Naruto and Gray saw their friends start to acclimate with the idea of making their own play and looked between each other. Naruto grinned, “I can use my Copy to make extras of the supplies for as long as we need them.”

      Gray smirked and intertwined his fingers to crack them, “Guess we’re lucky for having such a great builder right here. Okay then…”

      “LET’S MAKE A PLAY!”

      The owner saw their exuberance, willingness, and eager joy to help him save his life profession and dream. His lips seemed to quiver…

      Until he just sighed, “Whatever, not like I have anything left to lose by trusting a bunch of newbies.”

    
    

    
      They were several days in now.

      Tomorrow was fast approaching.

      Almost showtime.

      “My dearest princess, do not fret. Your prince has arrived.” Erza gallantly announced in her tracksuit as a regal air settled around her. She continued, “I know you fear of the days to come, trembling at night with hopes of better tidings. But I shall not halt until I hold you in my embrace so we may escape this corrupt kingdom. That I shall promise to you!”

      Lucy placed her script under her armpit and started clapping, “That was amazing Erza! You’re a natural!”

      Erza smiled modestly, “Well you only discover some talents in the midst of necessity.”

      The boys were on the other side of the stage, fixing up the new props and stage pieces for the play. Gray looked over and deadpanned at Erza’s hamminess, “She is really chewing the scene with her lines.”

      Naruto picked up the set piece they had finished with before looking over to the center stage, “Yeah well she always said she thought it’d be fun performing in a movie or play. Now that’s she’s got the chance I guess she’s giving it her all.”

      Natsu finished his set piece and sat up on top of it to take a break, “I loved the movies. They were always so cool when we went to see them together. The best part was when the buildings exploded and the heroes jump out at the last second! I always wanted to do that!”

      “You do that all the time, dumbass!” Gray pointed out to his idiot companion, “Except you don’t jump out! You’re in the middle of it, causing all the shit to burn!”

      “Hey! If they don’t want it to burn so easily like that, they should try building it out of sturdier stuff!”

      “So everyone should build fire-proof houses to avoid idiots like you torching it all the time?! Are you kidding dumbass?!”

      Natsu jumped up and the two men started growling at each other, “You wanna go?!”

      “No!” Naruto got in between them and stopped them from fighting. He threatened, “I get you two love punching each other in the face, but if you get in a fight and destroy the props before the play even starts then I swear I’ll shove my foot so far up your asses, you’ll be eating what I step in!”

      Natsu and Gray looked between each other, to the peeved expression on Naruto’s face that dared them to try anything, before looking back and glaring at each other. Natsu stuck his tongue out and Gray grumbled annoyingly before he turned around and went to the other side of the stage to grab some more material.

      But noticed a strange, large box sitting atop his pile of stuff. He raised an eyebrow and looked around questioningly before kneeling down and picking it up. He looked over his shoulder, “Hey! Did anyone bring a bento box to work today?”

      “A bento?”

      “Oh, I should have packed some for us before we came on the job. That would have been a splendid idea.”

      “Why are you taking about bentos?”

      “Hurry up and get back to work Gray.”

      “Aye!”

      Gray just blinked in surprise before he looked at the box in his arms. He hesitated before slowly taking off the top…

      To reveal a delicious lunch with the rice colored to match a strange, overly-handsome image of Gray winking and smiling at the owner.

      Gray’s eyes became shadowed by his hair and he shook with fear, “W-what the hell is this supposed to be?”

      “What is it?”

      Gray flinched before relaxing when he realized it was just Happy landing on his shoulder. He tried to explain to the blue cat, “I-I came over and found this on my stuff! Someone made my face in rice!”

      Happy looked over his shoulder and down at the bento before his eyes widened in surprise, “Wow! That looks so tasty!”

      “What?!” Gray pointed at it in disbelief, “Do you see my face in the rice?! Someone is stalking me!”

      “What are you two doing?!” Happy and Gray flinched when Erza’s demanding voice appeared behind them with disappointment and pressuring them to answer, “We have a play to preform tomorrow and we don’t have any time to waste! So why… what is that?”

      Lucy came up behind her and saw the box in his arm, “Is that your lunch?”

      Gray looked back down at the box before showing it to the girls, “I found this weird thing sitting on top of my stuff! I don’t even know where it came from!”

      Erza looked at the lunchbox with suspicion before she took the chopsticks provided at the side and broke them apart. She closed her eyes and gave thanks before taking a chunk of rice and chewing on it. Lucy freaked out, “Erza!”

      Gray panicked and shook his head, “Don’t just eat it! It might be poisonous!”

      Erza kept eating before she gave a delightful hum, “This is delicious. I don’t know where it came from but whoever made this is a great cook.” She ignored the looks she was getting from her others friends, “Naruto, Natsu, come over here and try this bento with Gray’s face in it. It’s very tasty.”

      Naruto and Natsu looked down at the box and were alarmed at its sight before Erza handed the whiskered man the chopsticks. Naruto was hesitant before he took a chunk and ate it before his expression brightened, “Woah, that’s good! Whoever made this is an expert!” Naruto smiled and prepared to dig in, “I wanna try his eyes next!”

      Erza tried to calm him down, “Don’t eat all of it. I still wish to see how his nose tastes.”

      Natsu looked eager, “Is it really that good? Can I try and eat his face next?”

      “WOULD YOU GUYS STOP TALKING LIKE THAT! IT SOUNDS LIKE YOU ACTUALLY WANNA EAT ME!”

      While the group of Fairies talked together, they didn’t notice the black hat and curled blue hair that hid in the vast set of seats in the theater. The hidden woman looked at the stage and cried a little, “No~, that was supposed to be for Juvia’s beloved.”

      Lucy seemed interested, “Can I try some?” Lucy took a bit of rice and ate it before she swooned, “Ah, it’s so tasty!”

      The former Phantom Mage seethed at the sight of the blonde woman eating her gift…

      “My rival.”

    
    

    
      “Ohhhhhhh~! So pretty!” Koyuki said cheerfully as she looked up at the large theater as a wave of men and women started moving in for their seats. She gripped her mother’s hand a little tighter and started bouncing on her feet, “Mama, we gotta get seats with everyone else! We’re gonna miss the show!”

      Mahiro kneeled down and rustled her daughter’s chestnut hair, “Sorry Koyuki, but Master Makarov is meeting some old friends and I promised I’d stay by his side to meet with them. I asked you if you wanna go ahead with Mirajane but you wanted to stay here.”

      “Oh, it’s all right Mahiro. You don’t have to worry about it.” Makarov assured the busty blonde woman with a carefree smile, “I’m just an old fart meeting a bunch of my old fart friends. You can go ahead and find a seat with everyone else.”

      Mahiro seemed really eager at the idea and smiled, “Really Master?!”

      He nodded, “Go ahead.”

      “Yes!” She picked up her five-year old and gave her a big grin, “C’mon Koyuki, let’s go see Naruto and Erza!”

      “Yay!”

      The Senju girls ran into the theater and Makarov was left standing outside for his old companions to arrive. When the guild found out that their newest team was gonna put on a play, everyone that could spare the time came down on a train to see them. To help cheer them on and congratulate their first accomplishment as a team.

      Or laugh at their faces at the hilarity of them performing a play by themselves.

      “Oh, Makky, there you are.”

      Makarov turned around and saw his old friends; Yajima, Bob, and Goldmine walking up to him outside the theater. He waved them over, “So you guys actually made it.”

      Goldmine answered, “You gave us a free ticket to come watch some of your kids put on a play. I wouldn’t miss that for the world.”

      Bob swooned a little, “Oh~, I heard Erza-chan and her friends made this play themselves. I can’t wait to see it.”

      “Well, temper your expectations a little.” Makarov tiredly scratched his chin, “I don’t think these kids will be winning any awards anytime soon.”

      Yajima cautioned his friend, “Makky, I hope your kids can avoiding causing too much damage. This theater is old and quite beloved by the townspeople.”

      Makarov chuckled, “Oh Yammy…” Before his face twisted in worry, “Please don’t jinx this.”

    
    

    
      The large crowd was bustling with excitement as they waited for the play that had been advertised all across town. Mira looked around in amazement at the massive turnout to her friends’ play. She leaned in towards her brother, “I can’t believe Lucy and the other got so many people to come see their play. And so quickly too.”

      Elfman loudly laughed, “Haha, I guess they proved just how resourceful real men they can be in a crisis!”

      Lisanna could feel the excitement welling up in her chest, “I wonder what they’re gonna preform?”

      “Master told me that it was something they wrote themselves.”

      Cana sighed and sat back in her seat lazily, “Well, can’t wait to see how they screw this up.”

      The lights finally started to dim and everyone started going quiet. They heard a ding that echoed through the room to alert them that the show was starting and a light started shining down on the stage. Everyone went silent as they saw a cute young lady with rosy cheeks and a pink bonnet wearing a blue dress. She sat in front of a harp and joyfully waved at the crowd before she started running her fingers over the strings. Lyra’s magical voice reached out…

      “We start our tale in a faraway land~, across the sea and across the sand~, in valleys torn between saint and sin~, is where our story begins~.”

      Crowd: (Her voice is heavenly.)

      Crowd: (She’s such a good singer.)

      Lyra kept strumming her fingers over the harp as the beautiful tone spread over the crowd.

      “The Royal and magic, the evil and good~, traverse the land our hero once stood~, take princess away from the evil within~, is where our story begins…~”

      The crowd clapped and applauded Lyra’s musical performance and she squealed a little. She waved to everyone, “I did it! Thank you everyone!”

      *Poof*

      Her body glowed with light before her summoning was canceled and she was sent back home. The light focused on the stage as the curtain drew back and revealed a myriad of set pieces to convey a mountain range and a castle sitting on its edge. There was a balcony built far and high enough on the stage for someone to walk out as a figure stepped to its end.

      Lucy was dressed in a beautiful pink gown and her hair done up in a regal fashion, with a shiny necklace around her neck and tiara on her head. She looked like a princess.

      Crowd: (She’s beautiful!)

      Crowd: (Who is she?)

      Levy: (Lu-chan looks so pretty!)

      She spoke loud enough for the whole theater to hear her, “Oh, how long have I been stranded in this tower with no hope of escaping? Days have gone and seasons passed, yet still I’ve found now way to escape. Until I am rescued by a prince of pure heart, I am stuck in this prison of stone, awaiting the day he may arrive.”

      Another spotlight shined down on the other side of the stage and everyone watched as a scarlet-haired prince walked out into the open. He had his hair done up in an elegant ponytail and had formal, beautiful clothes on and a cape that told of his royal standing.

      Crowd: (The prince!)

      Crowd: (He’s so handsome!)

      Koyuki: (Onee-chan looks like a boy!)

      Cana: (Wow, Erza pulls that stuff off really well.)

      The princess brightened up and smiled, “Prince Sieg Hart! Hero and strongest Mage of the land! At last you have arrived! Please, take me far away from this tower so we may live happily ever after!”

      Sieg Hart smiled and placed a hand to his chest and raised another towards the princess. He opened his mouth, “…”

      “…”

      “…”

      “A-a-a-a-ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh…”

      “Ahhhhhhhhhhhh?”

      Crowd: (Ahhhhhhhhhh?)

      Crowd: (What’s wrong with the prince?)

      Mahiro: (D-does Erza have stage fright?)

      Bob: (I think Erza-chan’s knees are shaking.)

      Makarov: (Of all the things she faces and this is what gets her frozen?!)

      Lucy leaned over the beams and whispered loudly, “Erza! You have a line! Try and remember it!”

      Erza started to stutter, “I-I-I S-Sieg Hart, g-great Mage, a-am here to rescue Princess Resha, h-hottest ass in the land!”

      The audience started laughing at the slip of the tongue as Resha coughed into her fist and tried to correct the prince, “M-my prince, don’t you mean to say I am the fairest in the land?”

      Sieg Hart continued sputtering, “C-come princess, let’s us run away and m-make forty-three children together!”

      “Woah woah woah buddy, one step at a time!” Resha yelled with a red face as the audience laughed, “Get me out of the castle first and then we could at least go for a drink or something!”

      “Don’t even try it, Prince Sieg Hart!”

      Another figure walked onto the stage and everyone saw a handsome man with ebony hair wearing a blue suit and cape. He gave a smug smile and announced, “It is I, the most handsome man in the country, Julius! Sorry Sieg Hart, but you won’t be able to take back my prisoner, Princess Resha, so easily!”

      Mira: (Wow, Gray looks so handsome.)

      Lisanna: (Where’s Natsu and Naruto?)

      Crowd: (Wait, who’s this guy?)

      Crowd: (The princess is a prisoner?)

      Crowd: (I thought she was stuck in the tower or something.)

      Resha knocked her fist against her head, “Oh that’s right! I was kidnapped! Silly me.”

      Crowd: (You don’t forget something that important!)

      Crowd: (Did you even try to escape!)

      Julius clapped his hands together and made a sword of ice that was aimed at the redhead, “Sorry Sieg Hart, but this is as far as you go! Our age old conflict shall end today!”

      Elfman: (What age old conflict?!)

      Goldmine: (Can’t help but feel like we’re missing some context here.)

      Sieg Hart panicked under the focus from the crowd and stuttered, “I-I am not afraid, b-because m-my blades can… can… ATTACK!”

      Dozens of blades appeared and stabbed the ground by Julius’ feet as he stumbled back, “Oh crap! Screw this!” And he unceremoniously ran off stage to avoid any injury.

      Crowd: (He just ran!)

      Crowd: (Was that the villain?!)

      Cana: (Gray, get back on stage and fight! Make sure we didn’t waste our money coming here today!)

      “AHHHHHHH-OOF!” Julius was harshly thrown back out on the stage and bounced near Sieg Hart’s feet. The evil Mage groaned and stood back up beside the redhead prince while facing someone off the stage.

      “Kehahahahahaha! You didn’t think it would actually be that easy to take the princess back, did you Sieg Hart?!”

      A smoke cloud appeared on the edge of the stage and a figure quickly revealed himself. He was a tall and fairly muscular man, with baggy pants and wrappings around his lower chest with just a brown cloak to cover him. He had a large, spiky wig of burgundy hair and a malicious grin over his whiskered face. He laughed, “It is I, Shuda, right hand of the Evil King, here to take the princess back to our king for his evil plans!”

      Koyuki: (Onii-chan!)

      Levy: (Naruto’s the bad guy?)

      Yajima: (Naruto-kun seems to be enjoying himself up there.)

      Crowd: (What evil king?)

      Sieg Hart held his blade up to the new arrival and threatened, “I-if you think I’ll let you t-take the princess, t-then think again! Go blades!”

      More blades appeared from thin air and flew towards Shuda, but unlike Julius he did not turn and retreat. He ran forward and pulled a red blade from the air that became engulfed in flames as he knocked back and parried all of the prince’s attacks. The crowd gasped and clapped at the amazing fire effects as Shuda leapt over the stage and landed on the balcony. Princess Resha gasped and yelped as Shuda wrapped his arm around her stomach and jumped to the other side of the stage.

      Shuda landed and the princess started knocking on his arms, “Let me go! Let me go you jerk!”

      He chuckled, “Sorry Princess, but the boss needs your services and I ain’t gonna piss him off!” He aimed his sword towards the prince and Julius, “Sieg Hart, no matter what you try you will never see your beloved princess ever again! And Julius, if any of us see your face again you will regret it!”

      Crowd: (Isn’t Julius on their side because he caught the princess?)

      “Wait! I thought we were on the same side! Why are you threatening me?!”

      “Because all you do is stare at yourself in the mirror like an idiot! You don’t get anything done!”

      “Pfft.” Julius flipped his hair and smiled, “Well when you look like this can you blame me?”

      “WOOOOOO! WORK IT GRAY-SAMA! YEAH!”

      He waved to the crowd, “Thank you, thank-wait, who was that?”

      “ENOUGH!” Shuda yelled loudly and made everyone in the room shut their mouths in silence. He exclaimed, ‘I hope you’ve said your goodbyes because when I bring Princess Resha to the king, his plan will finally be set in motion! He will… will..’ His smug grin fell to an uncertain stare, “U-um… he’ll…”

      …

      …

      Crowd: (Is he building suspense?)

      Cana: (He’ll what exactly?)

      Mahiro: (Oh god, I think he forgot his line.)

      Mira: (Oh no.)

      Yajima: (Now it seems like Naruto-kun has frozen.)

      Sweat started accumulating on his brow and Lucy broke character to whisper, “Naruto! Don’t just stand there quiet! Can’t you remember the line!”

      Naruto whispered back, “How the hell would I remember?! You kept switching the goal around so much that I can’t remember what these guys are doing!”

      “Think!”

      “Fine!” He stood back up and tried regaining his confident tone, “Once we have the princess, we… will… tax everyone and make them pay our bills.”

      Crowd: (Booo!)

      Crowd: (That’s a terrible plan!)

      He noticed the crowd’s displeasure with that ad-lib and decided to improvise again, “OKAY! THEN THE KING WILL RIP OUT YOUR $&! #%^++ AND TEAR €#*%£€+~¥$ SO FAR $& $ &?#%^} YOU’LL ALL BE #€%*+£¥€!$& SIDEWAYS FOR A WEEK!”

      Erza, Gray, Lucy, and everyone in the crowd were staring at the whiskered man with shock as their eyes became white plates and their mouths hung open. He saw their looks of horror and stood back up, “What? Was that too much? Okay… um… we’ll take the princess… so we may achieve unlimited magical power… and rule for all eternity. How’s that?”

      The girl in his arms nodded, “Yeah, that’s much better.”

      “All right. HAHAHA, I AM AWAY!” He threw his hand down and blew up a smoke bomb as he disappeared with the princess in his clutches.

      Julius and Sieg Hart were the only ones left on stage as the smoke cleared. They looked at each other in silence for several moments as a tense atmosphere settled around them. Julius motioned to the spot they just disappeared, “That seems really bad. Let’s work together and take care of them.”

      Sieg Hart nodded, “G-great idea!”

      Elfman: (ARE YOU KIDDING?!)

      Cana: (WHAT THE HELL?!)

      Crowd: (DIDN’T YOU TWO HAVE SOME OLD CONFLICT THAT COULD NEVER BE SETTLED?!)

      Sieg Hart stuttered, “W-we must go and save the princess! Let’s go!”

      The scenery behind them started to rotate around and it changed into a more rocky terrain with clouds painted over. They cheered, “We made it!”

      Crowd: (Who made this play?)

      Crowd: (I don’t know but I don’t think they were trying very hard while writing it.)

      “Hahaha!” A familiar cackling echoed through the room and they saw Shuda drop down from the ceiling and land on stage. He crossed his arms over his chest and smiled, “Looks like you guys actually followed us all this way! That’s pretty brave. Or idiotic. Either way this is as far as you go!”

      Shuda pulled out his red sword and it became engulfed in fire as Sieg Hart summoned several blades and Julius made a spear of ice. The three fighters then dashed towards each other and the whole stage was lit up with flashes of clashing metal, rising ice, and spreading flames. The audience watched with amazement as the actors displayed acrobatics and reflexes they had never seen before.

      Crowd: (This is amazing!)

      Crowd: (The performances are a little stale but the choreography is outstanding!)

      Makarov: (Yes! They’re reeling them back in!)

      Lisanna: (Anyone else think this is gonna go south real fast?)

      Shuda flipped over the swords Sieg Hart sent at his feet and spun far over their heads. He swung and countered the spears of ice Julius sent at him with a wave of fire. He landed back on the ground and lifted his feet as the ground beneath him became covered in spikes of ice. With his footing compromised, Sieg Hart came in from overhead with a dozen blades hanging over him and swung down.

      “WOAH!” Shuda yelled as he flipped out of the way as the swords impacted the ground and split the wood beneath it. The dodging was such a radical reaction that he didn’t have time to properly balance himself on the edge of the stage and waved his arms around to save himself. He finally regained his balance and sighed in relief.

      Until the redhead prince came up behind him and kicked his butt off stage and straight into the crowd.

      Koyuki: (They get to play in the play!)

      Mahiro: (Oh no.)

      Cana: (Hey, looks like those guys were in the splash zone.)

      Yajima: (Makky, I think this play is hazardous to the population.)

      Makarov: (P-please no. Don’t do this.)

      Part of the crowd was moaning after getting slammed by Naruto’s falling body and the whiskered man stood up with his wig falling off his head. He saw everyone staring at him and bowed his head before dashing up to the stage and behind the curtains.

      …

      Sieg Hart raised his blade, “A-and thus, Shuda has been defeated!”

      Crowd: (HE WASN’T DEFEATED! HE JUST RAN OFF STAGE!)

      “Kehehehehehehehehehehehehehehe-ahahahahahahahahahah!”

      There was a far more devious, malevolent laugh echoing through the theater. The dark, gruff voice cackled some more before speaking out in a false, threatening voice, “So… I see that Shuda was not enough to stop you by himself. You are stronger than I believed you to be. Prince Sieg Hart, I have heard tales of your strength. Julius, I underestimated you. But is does not matter anymore. This is the end.”

      The scenery around them parted back and the blue sky was replaced by red and black clouds. Princess Resha was tied up and lowered close to the ground where she yelled, “Prince Sieg Hart! Julius! Save me!”

      “No one can save you now.”

      Another figure walked out from behind the curtain and it was a man with wild, spiky blond hair. He wore a black suit of armor with a long black cape and a black sword attached to his side. And he had the same whisker pattern on his cheeks.

      Julius growled, “The Evil King!”

      He nodded, “That’s right! It is I, the Evil King!”

      Crowd: (Isn’t that the same guy who played Shuda?!)

      Crowd: (What is wrong with this play?!)

      Julius and Sieg Hart summoned blades and aimed them at the Evil King. They threatened, “You won’t be able to beat the both of us!”

      “Give up!”

      “Sorry but you can’t fight me just yet.” The King smirked and threw his hand out, “If you want to fight me, first you must defeat my four animal warriors! First, my most loyal animal solider, The Horse Soldier!”

      Lucy smiled and pulled one of her keys from her back pocket, “Open, Gate of the Archer, Sagittarius!”

      A light shined on the stage and a man dressed in a suit and horse outfit with a bow and quiver appeared. He saluted and greeted everyone, “Moshi Moshi!”

      Crowd: (That’s not a horse! That’s just some guy wearing a horse outfit!)

      Koyuki: (Horsey!)

      Mira: (Aww, they got a horse in the play.)

      Levy: (That is not a horse!)

      The King pointed at his enemies, “Take them out!”

      “Of course sir!” Sagittarius responded as he raised his bow and pulled an arrow back. He started firing arrows at his targets so quickly that they were nothing but blurs to the normal eye. Julius and Sieg Hart deflected the arrows with a flurry of swipes as the broken arrow heads landed on the floor around them.

      Sieg Hart took the brunt of the work needed to block the arrows as Julius slammed his fists together and swung out, “Ice Make: Hammer!”

      A giant ice hammer appeared and slammed into the horse archer, knocking him back and off the stage. His body started to glow and disappear, “Ohhhhhh~! Sorry! Moshi Moshi!”

      Sagittarius disappeared and the Evil King just chuckled, “Congratulations, you defeated my horse. But now, you must beat the most perverted animal soldier, my Cow Soldier!”

      “Open, Gate of the Golden Bull, Taurus!”

      Another light shined across the stage and a massive hybrid of a man and cow appeared with a giant axe. He flexed his massive muscles and roared, “Mooooooo~, I’m here to protect the princess’ sexy body from all that try to take her away!”

      Crowd: (It’s a giant cow!)

      Crowd: (And he’s a pervert!)

      Levy: (I hate that spirit.)

      Mahiro: (It’s okay. You’ll have your time.)

      Cana: (No need to be jealous.)

      Taurus held his axe up high and boasted, “I’m sorry, but as the top guard of this group, I have to protect the princess’ mooooverlous body and—”

      “HA!”

      Taurus was kicked in the face by the red-headed prince and sent across the stage like a rag doll. Everyone was silent as he glowed and disappeared from sight so quickly. They all looked up at the villain expectantly after his soldier was beaten before the Evil King just nodded his head, “Okay, that was impressive. But now you must face…” He leaned back and whispered to Lucy, “Any other spirits we can use?”

      “U-um… oh, I have my dog spirit.” Lucy pulled out another key, “Open, Gate of Canis Minor, Nikola!”

      “Meet my Dog Soldier!”

      *Poof*

      A light shined and a blast of smoke covered all their sights until—

      “Puunnnnn.”

      Everyone looked at the very tiny white creature that was shivering and had a strange horn sticking out of its face. It raised its paw up at everyone, “Puun puuuunnn!”

      “…”

      “…”

      “…”

      Naruto picked the poor, shivering creature up and looked it over with confusion. He raised an eyebrow, “What… what the hell is this thing?”

      Lucy whispered, “He’s Plue, my dog spirit.”

      He questioned, “Do dogs have horns now or something?”

      “Well he is a dog.”

      “Can he attack or anything?”

      “Stop questioning it. Just keep going.”

      “Fine.” Naruto got back into character, “Kehehehe, now you must face my most brutal of beasts, the Dog Soldier! Now prepare for his ultimate attack… um… F-FASTBALL!”

      “PUUUUUUUUUUUUUU—”

      *SCHWIP*

      Everyone just stared at the pathetic little creature whose nose pierced the wall behind them and struggled for a few seconds before remaining lodged by his nose. Lucy’s eyes started to water at the sight of her innocent little spirit being thrown like a weapon and everyone just stared at the blond man.

      He nonchalantly coughed into his fist, “Okay, let’s ignore that just happened. But, I do have one animal left!”

      The whole stage started to shake and tremble as the Evil King called out, “Come, my most evil animal solider! The Dragon Soldier!”

      The scenery around them parted and a massive shadow started to pass over their heads. The lights turned on to reveal a large dragon costume being carried by Happy while he was wearing a black mesh outfit to blend into his surroundings. And inside the dragon costume with his head peaking out was Natsu as he yelled, “I am the all mighty Dragon Soldier! Hear me roar! WRAHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Everyone gasped in surprise as the dragon started breathing fire and whipping it around wildly over the audience.

      Koyuki: (Natsu-niichan!)

      Lisanna: (He finally came!)

      Mira: (That definitely suits him.)

      Makarov: (That idiot is gonna burn the place down if he keeps doing it like that!)

      Mahiro: (I think he only cares about getting his time to shine.)

      Levy: (D-does he realize what he’s burning?)

      The fire died down and the prince and handsome Mage finally regained their bearings. Julius announced, “That dragon’s all bark and no bite, King! You’ll have to do better than that to-ooooohhhhhhh shit.”

      Everyone was absolutely silent with horror as they stared at the Evil King as his whole body was smokey and charred by the wave of flames that enveloped him. The blond man licked his fingers and snuffed out the flame burning on the top of his head before he took a deep breath in and sighed…

      “NATSU YOU SONUVA BITCH!”

      Naruto dropped all context of acting and grabbed hold of Natsu in his dragon outfit. He started wailing on the open slot Natsu was putting his face through and yelled through the punching, “OW! OW! OW! OW! NARUTO, THAT HURTS!”

      “SO DOES GETTING BURNED WITH FIRE YOU JACKASS!”

      “OH YEAH WELL-WRAHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Another stream of fire blew out of Natsu’s mouth to scare the whiskered ninja away but Naruto spun around his neck and sat on his back to punch the back of his head. The two boys kept arguing and trying to hit each other as Happy’s face started to strain and sweat under the weight he was carrying, “G-guys! I-it’s too heavy! I-I can’t hold on!”

      Happy grip gave out and he let go of the rope holding Natsu and his costume over the stage. Naruto and Natsu were hitting each other but froze when they felt themselves falling towards the ground and embraced each other while screaming. They harshly crashed into the ground and shattered the wood beneath them with smoke and dust rising up from their crater.

      Several props and scenery sets started to glow as Naruto’s Copy magic waned from his impacted and disappeared. The stage and scenery started to fall apart as Gray saw everything tumbling down, “Oh shit!”

      Lucy panicked and started kicking her legs around, “Hey, someone help me! I’m still tied up!”

      Gray called out and ran to help, “Don’t worry Lucy, I’m coming to—”

      But Erza dashed by them and swung her sword around in a flurry of silver before she reappeared behind Lucy and smiled, “I-it’s okay Princess Resha, I have saved you!”

      *Schwip*

      The ropes entangling Lucy fell to shreds… and so did all the clothes covering her body.

      Crowd: (WOOOOOOHOOOOOOOO!)

      Elfman: (MAAAAANNNNNNN!)

      Makarov: (NOW THIS IS A PLAY!)

      Levy: (Lu-chan!)

      Cana: (You go girl!)

      Lisanna: (Lucy, watch out! Everyone can see you!)

      Koyuki: (Mama, what’s happening?)

      Mahiro: (Don’t look Koyuki. This is the part kids should avoid seeing.)

      Mira: (Oh geez.)

      Lucy fell on her knees, covering her breasts and privates from sight as a coat was draped over her body. She looked up to see Erza, still in character, offer a hand to the blonde princess, “Princess Resha, it’s time for us to walk into the sunset together.”

      “HOW ARE YOU STILL IN CHARACTER NOW OF ALL TIMES?!”

      Gray was standing there in shock before he noticed flames were crawling up the curtains and into the scaffolding. He punched his hands together, “Shit! Ice Make—”

      “WRAHHHH!”

      “GRAHHHH!”

      Natsu and Naruto jumped out of the hole in the ground and we’re breathing heavily before turning and seeing each other. They covered their hands with their respective magics and pounced towards each other before a wall of ice blocked their path, “Can you two stop fighting and help with the burning stage?!”

      Natsu was still fuming, “You wanna fight, Gray?!”

      Naruto was seething with anger, “If you want your turn I’m happy to offer it!”

      Gray felt the pressure he was under by both of their intense stares and backed up slowly, “Hold on you two. Don’t do—”

      “GRAY!”

      “DIE!”

      “FUCK!”

      The whole stage started to get destroyed by the Fairies fighting and the fire spreading over the structure. Everyone watched in shock as the chaos enveloped the stage and debris started flying everywhere. Erza stood there silently and let the pieces of debris bounce off her head before she yelled, “I-I must protect the princess! Prepare yourselves for combat!”

      “WE’RE NOT IN THE PLAY ANYMORE!”

      Lucy yelled, “WILL YOU GUYS STOP FIGHTING! WHAT HAPPENED TO THE SHOW!”

      The owner peeked out from behind the curtains, “I don’t think they can hear you anymore. Thank you very much.”

      Lucy looked around with panic and worry, “Yeah, and they’re really getting into it too! And when that happens, something really bad is bound to follow!”

      As if on cue, the whole theater start to shake and tremble on its foundation. The audience froze and looked up at the ceiling. Naruto, Natsu, Erza, and Gray stopped fighting and looked up in surprise. And Lucy finally just sighed in defeat and played her face, “Figures.”

      And the whole building came falling down.

    
    

    
      The owner popped his head out from behind the door with a smile, “You all did a marvelous job again today everyone! Since you all started working here, we’ve been selling out our shows three times a day! The people love your unorthodox characters, changing dialogue, exhilarating action, and how you even bring the audience into the play! It’s a hit! I never thought I’d be able to keep my dream alive like this! Thank you! Thank you all so much!”

      His enthusiasm and gratitude fell on deaf ears as most of his temporary employees were lying on the ground, sleeping against the wall, or sprawled out on the table.

      Naruto lifted his head off the ground and glared at the short man, “Shouldn’t this job be done now?! You get to keep making shows now, right?!”

      The owner smiled, “Well I just want to make sure so I’m going to need you all to stick around a little longer.”

      Gray growled, “You said that already… for the last two days!”

      “Well you all destroyed my theater so until I know it can be rebuilt I’m going to need you all working just a little longer. Thank you very much.”

      “LET US GO HOME!”

      “YOU EVIL BASTARD!”

      “THIS HAS TO BE BREAKING SOME LABOR LAW OR SOMETHING!”

      “CATS CAN’T WORK THIS LONG WITHOUT FISH!”

      “La~, la~, la~, la~, la~, la~.” The only person not tired and exhausted was Erza, as she kept doing her vocal exercises and preparing for their next show.

      Lucy cried and curled up into a ball, “I just wanna go home~!”

    
    

    
      Done

      And that will be the end of the light-hearted arc for awhile. Time to get back into the good and comfortable… which for the rest of you means freaky and uncomfortable.

      I’m really excited to be watching the Tartarus Arc! Finally! I’ve been waiting so long! And I’m already hyped!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    37. Dirty Work

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 37: Dirty Work

      Two short chapters compared to the usual bulk because I literally couldn’t think of any other way to lead up into the next part.

    
    

    
      “Here’s your beer Naruto. Nice and cold.” Mira placed the beverage on the countertop and held up a finger with a pleasant smile, “That’s one.”

      “Yeah, I get it. I can’t have too much to drink anymore.” Naruto bemoaned as he picked up the beer and grumbled, “You guys are so touchy.”

      “I don’t think it’s that we’re touchy.” Mira replied before she looked around and pointed to the numerous planks and 2x4s surrounding the empty space, “It’s just we really don’t wanna risk you getting drunk and wrecking everything again. Everyone was really, really mad it happened after they just started making progress.”

      “Well that’s their fault.” Naruto grumbled while picking up his mug, “How hard is it to stop a drunk from causing trouble? This whole guild has experience dealing with that! Hell, we have Cana as the weekly practice dummy!”

      The girl in question was sitting right next to him and lowered her fifth mug that day to let out a guttural belch and wipe her mouth. She smirked, “Well, there’s a very important and crucial difference between you and me when it comes to drinking. Do you know what it is?” Naruto silently responded with a flat glare as she whispered, “I’m not a bitch when it comes to drinking~.”

      “Bitch?!” Naruto did not take that jab lightly and stood out of his chair, “If you wanna get put under the table, I’ll—”

      “Naruto.” The whiskered blond stopped issuing his challenge when he saw Mira giving that certain look/pout that said he should listen to what she said. The blond felt all of the building intensity die out and just sat in his chair like a grumpy child. Mirajane noticed this and asked, “What’s wrong? You seem grouchy. Did something happen?”

      “I’m… I’m just…” Naruto slammed his face into the counter and tiredly mumbled into the varnished wood, ‘I think I need a break from the team. Just a day or something away from them. I think I’m starting to remember why I just made a team with Erza in the first place.’ He moved his head so he was resting on his chin with lidded eyes, “I forgot how unbearable it is to stay in the same room as Natsu and Gray when they’re fighting. I keep wanting to beat them up but Erza tells me I shouldn’t, and then she beats them up! I have no release for all this pent up beating!”

      Cana chuckled into her drinking before whispering softly, “Bet that’s not the only thing pent up.”

      Naruto promptly kicked out her chair and she tumbled down to the dirt. Cana glared up at the blond and responded by kicking his chair out as well, but was denied her revenge when Naruto stayed hanging up because he was supporting himself with his elbows on the counter. Naruto chuckled victoriously as Cana growled, “That’s cheating, prick.”

      “Well tumbling down on your ass is just part of the job for a drunkard.”

      “Onii-chan.”

      Naruto pulled his stool back to sit on and looked down to see Koyuki walking up to him with a picture book. He got out of his seat and kneeled down to face her better, “What’s wrong sweetie?” She held up her book and crayon pouch as he smiled and rubbed her hair, “Wanna draw stuff with me?”

      She eagerly nodded, “Mmm-hmm.”

      Naruto picked her up under the armpits and sat her on the counter with a big smile, “Then you can come up here and play with us too.”

      Koyuki cheered happily, “Yayyy!” She opened up the book and handed Naruto a green crayon so they could continue drawing a picture of a train running through a forest.

      Mira walked over and took a peek at the picture to see the forest was blue and purple, the train was green, and the monkeys were being colored orange by the little girl. She giggled, “I guess you two wanna color things in your own way, huh?”

      “Yep!” Koyuki happily answered up to the pretty barmaid, “Orange monkeys look the best!”

      “And I couldn’t really argue with her on that one. Those guys don’t look so weird and… poop throw-y when they’re orange.” Naruto said as he continued taking some joy from coloring the picture in with his little sister. He then looked over at his two friends, “Which actually got me thinking… maybe I should change up my clothes a little?”

      Cana seemed confused while Mira was actually eager and intrigued by the idea. The ivory beauty pushed forward with the topic, “Really? What were you thinking?”

      “I don’t know.” Naruto looked down and pulled on the short-sleeved grey shirt he was wearing, ‘I always wore black on missions because I thought that was best for hidin’ out. Plus they kept the glare off my old arm.’ He raised his left arm and gripped his fist, “But now that I got this baby back, I feel like I need a wardrobe change. Something less dreary and bleak. Any suggestions?”

      “Oh yes!” Mira happily bounced on her feet at the prospect of helping her friend get some new digs. She suggested, “We need color! Something cool and bright! Maybe a red shirt with burgundy pants?”

      “Oh! Oh!” Koyuki wanted to see her big brother dress in pretty colors too, “Green and pink! Green and pink!”

      “Yeah! This is good!” Naruto was nodding at the enthusiasm they had at the idea, “I was thinking blue and orange! Orange is an awesome color! It needs to be shown!”

      Before this conversation could go on any further, Cana turned Naruto around in his seat and faced him down with a stern stare. She spoke, “Listen to me because I’m drunk and I can be honest with you… stick with black. You need to stick with black.”

      Naruto blinked and looked down at his clothes before feeling compelled to ask, “Okay… why?”

      “Because you used to have an image of a terrifying blond demon in black with a silver arm that reaped whatever it touched. It pretty much struck fear through the hearts of criminals and thugs in the underworld.” She pointed down at his fixed arm, “But now that you’re back to the pink and fleshy model, half that image is gone. You need to at least keep the black… for the purpose of striking fear into your enemies.”

      “Oh. Okay…” Naruto looked himself over before gripping his fists and audibly cracking his knuckles in the process, “I thought me beating the ever-living-hell out of them and sending them flying would strike fear into the hearts of my enemies?”

      “It used to!” Cana retorted before referring to his whole image, ‘But now you’d be dressing like a big orange popsicle with shiny blond hair and whiskers.’ The bikini-wearing girl pointed at his face, “You know what people think when they see whiskers? Kittens. Kittens don’t strike fear into Dark Mages’ hearts.” She turned back in her seat and drank from her mug, “Keep the black.”

      Naruto blinked in surprise before looking at the other girls on the supposed project. Mira was actually in deep thought before nodding with a small smile, “Cana’s right. You look like a big kitty.”

      Koyuki happily nodded, “Kitty! Kitty!”

      Naruto grumbled and crossed his arms, “Bet if I was Neko-Man I’d scare people shitless.”

      Cana coughed on her drink, “Neko-Man?”

      “Long story.”

    
    

    
      Mahiro looked back and saw Koyuki happily giggle and draw away as the three older Mages talked between each other. She enjoyed the sight of her little girl playing with her big brother as he started pouting and crossed his arms. She laughed at the sight, “Geez, I should be taking pictures of that. A scene like that could probably keep me laughing even through the busy days at work. Erza, think we should snap a few photos before Naruto starts pushing us away?” She didn’t receive an answer from the redhead and turned back around, “Erza?”

      The S-Class Armor Mage in question was looking down at a pamphlet Mahiro had passed to her with eyes full of wonder and sparkles. Erza was in a dreamy trance, “C-Cherry Jam Doughnuts. Chocolate Eclairs with Cream filling. Limited Sale Strawberry Cake! Ohhhhhhhhh~.”

      Awwww, even at 19 and dressed in armor, she could still be ridiculously cute when she didn’t know it.

      “Erza? Erza~? Yoohoo~.” Mahiro waved her hand in front of the younger woman’s face, “C’mon honey come back to Earthland.”

      “Huh?” Clarity returned to Erza’s mismatched eyes and she looked up at the older Senju. She hesitantly put the pamphlet back down and coughed into her fist to compose herself again, “Sorry Mahiro. I was just a bit… lost… in the sweets and pastries this place provides.”

      “Yep.” Mahiro turned the pamphlet back towards her and looked down at the little children’s park she had booked to visit for the next few days. Filled with littles rides, childish experiences, and a festival at the end of the four day trip she had booked. She smiled and scratched her cheek nervously, “I thought this might be a good chance to catch up and play with Koyuki. I wanna hear about everything she’s done with you guys over the last few months.”

      Mahiro didn’t usually show it because when working for the Magic Council she had to be focused, but she was always worried about how her daughter was doing. Whenever she came back home, she played with Koyuki. She stayed with Koyuki. She wanted to do everything she could possibly imagine to make sure she made up for that time she had missed with her daughter while she was away.

      Even if she wasn’t there all the time, she was going to try and make up for it by filling their time together with good memories.

      Erza smiled and nodded at Mahiro’s efforts, “I know you’ll both love it.”

      “Yeah.” Mahiro then looked at the redhead with a little smirk on her face, “And you’re sure you and Naruto don’t wanna come along?”

      “Yes.” Erza crossed her arms sternly, sounding like she was trying to convince herself more than she was Mahiro. The redhead’s voice slightly waned, ‘That play we did. Catching some thieves. It’s all been easy stuff so far. Naruto and I can not afford to keep playing around. We need to get some actual jobs in.’ Erza fixed her hair a little, “So you can go on ahead… have fun… just…”

      Mahiro nodded, “I’ll bring you back one of everything from the sweets menu they have.” Erza face seems to brighten up but still had a twinge of something repressed under her mask, “And a souvenir.”

      Erza relaxed in her seat and nodded, “Thank you.” She looked up at the sun and noticed that it was getting close to noon. One downside to losing the guild, no clocks anywhere. However, there was now a skylight everywhere to tell time. Erza nodded, “I think it’s about time we head out.”

      Mahiro asked, “Where are you going?”

      “Naruto seemed a little antsy lately so I’ve picked out a request for us to go on. A simple job. Natsu and Gray already ran off arguing with each other and Lucy is apparently looking for Loke so it will be just us.” She stood out of her seat, “A little time together will be nice.”

      “Right.” Mahiro coughed into her fist awkwardly before sitting up in her seat, “That’s actually something I want to talk with you about.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Well, while you and the others were off doing that play, I went back to the house to pick a few things up.” Mahiro became stone-faced to try and hide how uncomfortable she felt at the moment, “When I did the room was a little cluttered and… smelly.”

      “…”

      “…”

      “I’m very, very sorry.”

      “No problem. Just please be careful. It’s hard enough trying to convince Koyuki there are ghosts in the house.”

    
    

    
      Naruto and Erza departed from the train as they arrived at Poppy, the town that had issued the request they had taken. This place was surprisingly bustling and thriving for a small town. Apparently this place has one of the most successful production factories for Lacrima in Fiore.

      Naruto stretched his arms out before folding them behind his head and enjoying the warm day. This was just what he needed right now. No two idiots arguing and fighting when Erza wasn’t looking. No blue cat to annoy them. Just him and Erza handling a little job by themselves. He looked over at his girlfriend, “So some people went missing, right?”

      Erza was pulling her massive cart of luggage along as she looked back at him, “That’s correct. Over the last few weeks, several people have gone missing from their homes, not just from here but from neighboring towns as well. Their family and friends don’t have any records and haven’t made any statements. And there haven’t been any sightings of monsters around these parts lately.”

      Naruto looked around at the town they were visiting and surveyed the surroundings. People were going about their usual duties. Shopping. Commuting to work. Everything seemed fine. It was sorta like Magnolia or Hargeon. It was just normal. The blond stepped up beside his partner and whispered as they walked through the street, “Have you noticed what’s going on?”

      Erza nodded, “Yes. There aren’t any damages or prints from monsters that could attack this town. That means there’s a possibility that these people are being abducted by something that doesn’t leave any evidence. Or someone cleaned things up. And also… I can feel—”

      “A tension. I can feel it in the air.” The blond noted as he looked around and felt the palpable aura surrounding the town. They were on edge. It felt like the people were walking around glass, or stepping on plastic wrap. Every person they passed was doing everything they could not to draw attention to themselves.

      Erza’s eyes sharply scoured the town, “We need to stay on alert.”

      “Yeah. Keep our eyes open for anything strange.”

      “That’s right. And speaking of which…” Erza stopped and eyed her boyfriend critically, “What are you wearing?”

      Naruto stopped and looked down at his bright orange shirt and blue pants, “What?” He grabbed a corner of his shirt before shrugging, ‘It’s hot out and I wanted to try something cooler.’ He then returned the same critical look at the redhead Mage, “Don’t you wanna wear something a little lighter than the armor?”

      Erza stopped and looked down at herself. She was wearing her usual armor but he was right… it was pretty humid outside today. She gave a contemplative hum before nodding and making her whole body glow with a bright light. Her armor disappeared for a moment, leaving her naked for the blink of an eye before a new set of clothes appeared instead.

      Erza was now wearing a light beige tank top with a long white skirt and a straw hat on her head. She proudly turned the edge of her hat around before looking up at the blond expectantly, “How’s this?”

      He nodded proudly, “Now that looks good.”

      “Thank you.”

      They kept walking forward before he realized something, “Wait, are you gonna be able to fight in—”

      “Look out!”

      The two Mages stopped and had to jump back as a four-wheeler came speeding down the street at high speeds and towards the center of the town. The citizens stepped and fell over as they avoided getting rammed by the vehicle that was making its way towards a group of people beside a large bronze statue.

      Naruto grabbed the rope and hat that was tossed into his peripheral, “Hold these.”

      Erza dashed down the street and started catching up with the runaway vehicle as it headed towards a group of well-dressed men passing in front of the statue. They noticed the four-wheeler approaching them at blistering speeds and panicked as they prepared to jump aside or brace for the violent impact.

      But Erza leapt over the car just a few yards away before it impacted against the group. She used Requip to summon a blade into her hand as she landed in a defensive position in front of the group of people. She held the sword tightly and narrowed her eyes at the approaching vehicle. Her eyes widened in confusion before she swung her blade down.

      *Schwip*

      Metal scrapped against metal for an instant before the four-wheeler separated into two even pieces and veered off to either side of the possible targets. The runaway vehicle fell against the concrete of the street and left a wave of sparks behind it before finally coming to a halt. The redhead stood up and looked back at the bifurcated vehicle to see it really was unmanned, just like she thought.

      She looked back up the street she had run down to see some townspeople were looking over to see what the commotion was about. She sent her sword back into her Requip space and was planning to go examine the vehicle—

      “Excuse me, young lady.”

      Erza turned away from the ruined wheeler and looked at the man in the center of the large group. He was a short man, just under five feet tall with a messy mop of brown hair that didn’t seem to match his eyebrow and beard color. He seemed especially small in comparison to the tall men that surrounded him almost completely. He gave a small nod of thanks to the beautiful woman, “Thank you for saving us from such a terrible incident. I don’t know what would have happened if you didn’t swoop in to save us like that.”

      The Fairy Mage gave a humble nod in return for his thanks, “It’s no trouble. I’m just glad that I was able to intervene before anything happened.”

      “Absolutely! I owe you so much!” He gratefully bowed before shaking one of her hands very quickly. He continued to thank the red-haired beauty, ‘My name is Zoback Calmen. I-I am the elected representative of Poppy Town and I welcome you to our humble little town.’ He looked her over once more, “Now I know every face in our little town and I’m sure you are new to it. So what might you be doing here?”

      “Oh, I came here on business.” Erza honestly answered to the shorter man, “I’m answering a request sent out to my guild.”

      “!”

      Several of the people surrounding Zoback seemed alarmed by what she said while the short man seemed startled. This didn’t go unnoticed by the redhead. Erza’s eyes quickly panned over and saw a few citizens seemed surprised by her declaration and start talking between each other.

      She continued, “Someone noted that there have been a string of disappearances over the last few weeks and they needed some help to get to the bottom of this. So my partner and I have come to assist with finding those people.”

      Zoback blinked in confusion before looking back and sharing a look with his companions. He looked back to her and politely asked, “I’m sorry but I don’t think I caught your name. Do you mind telling us—”

      “Erza!” They turned back to see a blond dressed in an orange and blue combination come following after them while pulling a massive cart of luggage and bags behind him. He finally arrived by the group and addressed his partner with a sigh, “And here I was worried that you wouldn’t be able to move properly in something comfy like that. What an idiot I was.”

      Erza puffed her chest with pride, “You should have more faith in me. How did I look chasing after the car from behind?”

      “Wasn’t paying all that much attention actually. I think I was a little too focused on the behind of the scene.”

      “Was their something interesting on the back of the car?”

      “Not talking about the car’s behind.”

      “D-did he just call you Erza?” One of the staff said in awe before something clicked in her head, “Erza Scarlet? The one known as Titania of Fairy Tail?”

      Erza gave a small nod, “Yes, some people refer to me as that.”

      Naruto’s eyes turned skeptical as he deadpanned, “Everyone calls you that.”

      Zoback seemed to lose a little color in his face at the revelation that the woman in front of him was the famous Mage from all the stories and rumors. Several of the people on his side gave looks towards each other before the stocky man questioned their being here, “I-I’m sorry my dear, but who was it that sent that request you answered for, exactly?”

      Erza gave the answer off the top of her head, “Someone named Dala Shi.”

      “Oh.” He rubbed his forehead in relief before he attempted to give a pleasant smile to the two new people, ‘Well I’m sorry to inform you Scarlet-San, but Shi-San moved away not to long ago.’ The group of people sticking close to the short man nodded in agreement as he continued to reassure the Fairies, “In fact that’s actually the explanation for all these so-called ‘disappearances’ as of late. Some citizens in our town have gone to pursue other business ventures and opportunities. Shi-San was actually a very skilled engineer and mechanic. We wish she would have stayed with us but they gave her a deal that she couldn’t refuse.”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow, “So all of these people are just being transferred or taking new jobs?”

      “That’s correct.” One of the other people in suits, a stern woman with short blonde hair, possibly a secretary, stated with a nod, “This town has a very lucrative business in producing and revolutionizing Lacrima technology. It’s not surprising that some of our members would catch the eyes of other scouters and opportunities.”

      “If that was true than why did we receive a request in the first place?”

      Zoback nodded with an uneasy smile, “Yes well Shi-San was a bit of a prankster while she worked here. I’m sorry that you may have wasted your time coming here on nothing but a ploy.”

      Erza gave a nod in agreement, “That makes sense. I suppose it really was just a misunderstanding.” She then looked back at the remains of the four-wheeler she had cut earlier, “But even if the disappearances were just a joke, there is still the matter of this vehicle coming down the street and almost hitting you and your associates. If you don’t mind we would like to investigate—”

      “A-actually there is no need.” The short man said as several of the larger men got in between the two Mages and the remains of the four-wheeler. They started examining the magical vehicle and taking it apart while keeping it away from the prying eye of the two foreign Mages. The last thing the Fairies saw before their vision was blocked by the larger guards was a portable storage Lacrima being removed from the SE Plug. He answered with a nervous hitch in his voice, “This is actually one of our new innovations in transportation. We like to test them around the town for some in-field experience.”

      The two Mages looked between each other before looking back at the car, “You guys made that thing?”

      “Well it would be more accurate to say we designed the concept.” Zoback corrected, “With the use of a proper Lacrima that has been altered to release a steady stream of magic, we can create a four-wheeler that can drive without the need for people to use their own magic. An Auto Drive.”

      That was actually a really brilliant idea. They could both attest to how using a four-wheeler drained their magic very quickly when they needed it to spare.

      “I’m very sorry that you had to waste your time coming here on a prank. I truly am.” He then smiled up at the redhead, “But as thanks for rescuing us from our experiment gone wrong, I would like to invite you to dinner at my house tonight. I would be honored if a woman as renowned as yourself would grace me with your presence while we ate, Scarlet-San.”

      Erza graciously nodded, “I would be honored to eat at your house, Calmen-San.”

      “Fantastic. Do you want me to send an escort to pick you up from where you re staying?”

      “No, that’s quite all right.” Erza politely denied, “We haven’t quite found a place to sleep tonight and we need to go find a place to stay. I’m sure I can just ask around and find my way if you don’t mind.”

      “Very well, if you insist.” Zoback agreed while the group of men and women surrounding him started taking apart the vehicle and carrying it away. The short man waved them goodbye before he and his secretary followed after his employees, “I can’t wait to see you tonight.”

      Erza waved the man and his assistants goodbye as Naruto just stood beside her silently. She lowered her hand again as the two stood in silence beside the large bronze statue. Naruto handed her the straw hat she tossed to him as he asked, “You don’t actually believe what he said, do you?”

      “He’s suspicious.” Erza took back her hat, “The way he and the others reacted when I said I was a Mage makes it clear that they aren’t used to Mages in this town. And they didn’t want us to look at that four-wheeler.”

      Naruto walked by the scraps and skid marks that vehicle left behind on the ground. He folded his arms and shook his head, “And even if that car was experimental… it can’t be a coincidence that it tried to hit this guy while he was walking around with his group of guards and employees in the middle of town. That’s just too perfect.”

      Naruto and Erza looked around at the numerous streets that intersected around this statue and noticed there wasn’t a soul in sight.

      There was something going on in this town.

    
    

    
      The hotel attendant dabbed some sweat from his brow as he felt very nervous dealing with this intense customer, “I-I’m sorry ma’am but there is just no way we can fit all that luggage in just one room.”

      “Nonsense!” Erza argued as she slammed her fist down on the front desk, “I keep more than this is my room back in my dorm! It is entirely doable!”

      Naruto felt like he should remind Erza that she extended her room to include three conjoint rooms along the hall… but she was way too into it to interrupt.

      The spindly man bowed apologetically, “I-I really am sorry ma’am, but there’s nothing we can do!”

      Erza grumbled before Naruto walked up to the desk beside her and tried to diffuse the situation, “Hey, listen man. Do you have anywhere you guys keep stuff in storage? Like food or four-wheelers?”

      The thin man gave a small nod, “W-well yes but we don’t usually offer that to customers—”

      “Please. It’ll probably just be for one night. I swear.” Naruto clapped his hands together in a begging manner, “Please~.”

      The lanky man seemed uncomfortable for a moment before shrugging, “I-I suppose we could—”

      “Thanks buddy!” Naruto placed a hand full of jewels to pay for the room and tip on the desk before he pulled Erza off to their room, “We owe you!”

      “S-sir!

      Naruto and Erza were making their way down the hall to their room while the blond did his best to ignore the efforts of the staff trying to move the massive amount of luggage. Erza finally started walking without the need to be pulled as she looked back at her lover with a miffed glower, “I could have handled it myself.”

      “And you probably would have sent him into a wall if I waited any longer.” Naruto retorted as he breathed in relief and started walking beside her instead. He shook his head, “You have a hard time staying patient with people when you’re raring to do something.”

      “I do not! These people just need better response time and answers!” Erza immediately refuted as she cross her arms in a grumpy fashion as they finally approached their room. They unlocked the door and opened it to see a comfy and pleasant room with a large bed against the center of the wall.

      “Bed! Yay!” Naruto announced as he charged into the room and leapt onto the comforter and mattress before bouncing in the air a little. He finally started to settle and laid back in the bed comfortably with a dreamy smile, “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhh~, that’s good.”

      Erza walked in and examined the room thoroughly, making sure nothing was suspicious or hidden from their sight. After she had determined that there was nothing of concern in the room beside some moss under the sink, she sat at the end of the bed as Naruto started molding into the pillows. She crossed her legs and gave some thought of what they needed to do next, “This town is very strange.”

      “Mmm-hmmm.”

      “While we walked around, no one would meet our eyes or even look in our direction. They seemed anxious or worried.”

      “Mmm.”

      “And there are no magic shops in this town. Everything seems to be handled and worked with Lacrima.” Erza closed her eyes, “Which makes sense considering this town handles the distribution of Lacrima as its main source of income. But there are no guilds or Mages anywhere close to this town.”

      “Mmm.”

      Erza looked back and glared lightly at the blond, “Are you going to help me or are you just going to fall asleep?”

      Naruto smiled and patted the space on the bed beside him, “How about you relax a little and we can think through the next step down here?”

      …

      Erza seemed intrigued by the idea as she scooted back on the bed and laid down beside him, the two Mages facing each other on the bed. The redhead moaned in delight, “Oh~, that’s a fluffy bed.”

      “Yep.” As his girlfriend started relaxing into the cloudy sensation of the bed, he continued her train of thought, ‘So we’re in a town without Mages or magic. No one wants to look at us. And Lacrima is a big deal here. While people that have been going missing around these parts are just being ‘promoted’.’ He nodded while looking up at the ceiling, “There’s definitely something weird going on here.”

      Erza shuffled around to lay on her side and look at him, “We need to keep looking around for more clues. Maybe there’s a clue at Calmen-San’s house tonight.”

      Naruto turned in the bed and faced her as well, “How do you wanna play it?”

      “Well I’m going to be as nice of a house guest as I can possibly be while eating there.” She gave a sly grin, “You however will be too busy to come to dinner tonight, unfortunately.”

      “Damn. Oh well.” Naruto returned the smile, “Guess I’ll just go take a walk around town for some fresh air.”

      “Good idea.” The two Mages nodded in agreement before the redhead pulled herself out of bed, “So, shall I show you a few dresses I thought I’d wear tonight?”

      Naruto looked indifferent at the prospect as he shook his head, “You know I suck at picking dresses with you. I can’t help at all.”

      “C’mon, it will be worth it. I promise.”

      Naruto sat up and gave her a doubtful look, “How is it worth it?”

      Erza responded by reaching down and pulling the tank top over her head and leaving her shirtless. His attention was immediately garnered as she placed her hands on her hips, “We still have a few hours before I need to go for dinner. So if we pick out a dress, you and I will just have free time to do whatever we want.”

      …

      Naruto looked off to the side and grumbled. She won again.

    
    

    
      Erza stood outside the large mansion after finally getting directions from the concierge. She looked down the path to see a large factory connected to the farthest side of the building. The doors slowly swung open to reveal several butlers and maids greeting the Fairy Mage into the household. At the end of the line of servants was the short man that greeted her, “Welcome, Scarlet -San, to my home. I hope you like it.”

      “Thank you for inviting me. It’s a beautiful home.” Erza noted as she walked in and looked around at the massive interior of the mansion. A huge chandelier hanging over their heads. Dozens of beautifully sculpted and detailed statues. And art that was pinned to the walls as far as the eye can see, “Lacrima production seems like a much more fruitful business than I expected.”

      “Indeed. Everyone always seems to be in need of a crystal for some everyday use.” He started leading the red-haired beauty down the hall to the dining room as he continued talking, “In fact we’re making some surprising revolutions in the field of communication design. Soon enough we won’t even need to use the bulky crystals anymore. We’ll create more compact devices that will help us do more than just communicate between each other.”

      “That’s sounds exciting.”

      “Indeed.” Zoback then noticed that he only had one guest tonight and inquired, “What happened to your associate? Was he too preoccupied to join us tonight for dinner?”

      “I’m sorry.” Erza gave a small bow to convey her condolences, “My partner hasn’t been feeling like himself lately. He’s been fighting a cold for the last few days and today just seemed like the breaking point of what he could handle. He’s resting back where we are staying.”

      “That’s a shame.” The short man stated as they arrived in the luxurious dining room, with a long dining table that was coated in a fine linen. He motioned to a nearby seat, “Here you go.”

      Erza nodded and sat down in the offered seat as her host walked around the table and plopped down in it as well, the chair just being a little too tall for him to firmly plant his feet on the ground. Erza looked around at the assortment of delicious food and delicacies that cluttered the countertop as a plate of sliced meat and vegetables was placed in front of her.

      “Help yourself.”

      Erza took the utensils and started cutting into her dish in the proper way she had taught herself over the years. She savored the wonderful taste of the meal as she struck a conversation with the wealthy man, “Tell me, Calmen-San, how did you start this business?”

      “It was actually family owned.” The shorter man answered as he ate his meal too, “My grandfather offered up his service to enrich Lacrima crystals the public offered with magic. After the business started to grow, he felt like he should offer up chances to the people that helped him.”

      “And so the people of the town have been offered jobs ever since, correct?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Then how often do people take up other offers to work in others places?”

      Zoback stopped eating and looked up at the Requip Mage in silence as they didn’t look away from each other. The short man tried to keep a stern gaze in return to Erza’s dual-colored eyes but couldn’t match the redhead’s unshakeable stare. He blinked and had to look away as he felt very anxious at the moment and tried to calm himself. He asked in return, “Tell me Scarlet-San, if your partner is feeling so sick… why isn’t he resting in your room right now?”

      Erza didn’t show any shock at what he said. She had felt like they were being watched since they had separated from the rich man and his group earlier today. She furrowed her eyes, “So you’ve been keeping an eye on us this whole time?”

      “That’s right.”

      Erza kept her composure as servants and people in suits started appearing from around the corner and entryways. The Mage found herself nearly covered on all sides as the short man gave a sleazy grin and held a wine glass up to her in a mocking toast.

      “This is my town. I have eyes everywhere.”

    
    

    
      Naruto walked around the large bronze statue at the center of town as he examined the ground. He reached the spot where the four-wheeler had been bisected by Erza to save the rich businessman and his associates before they became a stain on the ground. The blond looked down and saw a series of uneven and random tire marks along the street. He carefully followed the marks up the road, passing the point he and Erza had noticed it earlier today while looking for the origin of the incident.

      He kept searching further into town before he noticed the tracks only started after coming out of a corner. He followed the turn and spotted an Auto Shop to repair magical four-wheelers.

      Shi Auto

      Well that name was familiar.

      He approached the empty shop and noticed spare parts and pieces everywhere he looked. The entire place was blacked out and there was no light to assist him…

      Except for a very faint glow and a shadow moving along the glass from inside the main office. He saw the blurry shadow move and he guessed that it was a person moving around some files. Naruto slowly took a step forward and asked the shadowy figure, “Hey, who’s in there?”

      The light immediately turned off and the person inside the office shuffled some things around. A side door opened as a figure draped in black ran out as quickly as possibly and away from him. The blond Mage quickly noticed the similar pattern of guilty people running away from him and decided to chase after them before they got too far.

      The hooded figure quickly sprinted down the streets and any back alleys she could find to escape her pursuer. She spared a look back to see if she had outrun him and couldn’t spot anyone coming into her line of sight.

      Once she knew she wasn’t being followed she ducked around a dark corner of a building and hid there for a moment. She waited… her breath slightly haggard after the sudden sprinting she had to do as her pursuer was nowhere in—

      “I’m not coming around that corner if that’s what you’re waiting for.”

      “EEP!” The young lady let out a shrill scream as she tumbled forward and looked back to see the orange-clad man standing behind her. She tried to catch her breath before yelling at him angrily, “Where did you come from?!”

      Naruto just silently pointed up at the roof he had dropped down from after chasing her for two blocks. He crossed his arms, “So who might you be? And why were you running?”

      The girl grit her teeth underneath the shadow of her hood as she sent a punch at his face and the blond casually blocked it with his palm. Her bandaged hand flinched and started to spasm in pain as she pulled back and held it gingerly, “Ow! D-dammit! Dammit! Dammit!”

      Naruto looked down at his palm strangely and inquired, “What? My hand’s rough and all but I didn’t even try that hard.”

      “It’s not you!” She responded with a grumpy tone as she held her hand and tried to stop the pain running through it, “My hands just aren’t that good right now.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Why do you care?” The young girl finally realized who she was facing and stood up with a frown on her face. She pulled off her hood, revealing a fifteen-year old teen a little over five feet with light brown hair underneath as she glared the whiskered man down, “In fact what are you even doing following me?!”

      “Well I was following the tracks left by that four-wheeler earlier today that nearly squashed that rich guy and his groupies. Y’know, the thing that nearly killed a bunch of people.” Naruto retorted as he pointed at the shorter girl, ‘And when I followed them I found that Auto Shop as the closest thing around it could come from. I made a hunch and looked inside, found you sneaking around, and then you started running.’ He then accused her, “And why were you looking around that abandoned shop anyway?”

      “It’s not abandoned! Just shut down for a little while!” The girl quickly answered before stomping her foot, “And I’m not answering any questions from one of that little asshole’s hired cronies!”

      “What?” Naruto asked in confusion before shaking his head, “Woah woah woah! First off, no one hired us for anything! We came here answering a request. And why would we be his cronies exactly?”

      “For rescuing him!” She vehemently answered with some disdain in her voice, “What kind of person would willingly help a guy like that?!”

      “Anyone that can save someone before they’re killed, that’s who!” Naruto defended what Erza had done earlier as he stepped up and grabbed the girl’s arm, “You tried to kill him earlier, didn’t you? That runaway four-wheeler was your doing, wasn’t it!”

      The girl thrashed around and slapped the hand grabbing her, “Let go of me you creep! I’ll scream!”

      “Why were you trying to kill that guy, huh?” Naruto pressed, “Tell me!”

      “I’m not telling you anything!”

      “You were ready to kill someone! You don’t just decide to do that without something affecting you! I’ll take you into the Rune Knights and have you arrested for attempted murder!” Naruto threatened, “Now why we you trying to kill them?”

      “Someone has to!” The girl yelled out and tried to pry his hand off her arm, causing more pain to spread through her injured hands as she yelled, “I’m the only one in this town that’s willing to do it!”

      …

      The girl kept trying to free herself before Naruto released his hold and let her step back. She looked back and saw a serious expression on the blond’s face as he faced her sternly. Naruto raised a hand up to signify he wasn’t going to do anything, “I’m not working for him. I don’t know what you’re doing but you tried to kill him… and you seem to think he deserves it so I need you to tell me what’s happening.” The girl gave him a uncertain look as he shook his head, “Me and my partner, the lady with the red hair, noticed something’s going on in this town. And we want to help. But we can only do that if we know what’s going on so we need you to tell us, okay?”

      The silence between the blond and brunette was heavy as he lowered his hand and nodded, “I’m Naruto Uzumaki. From Fairy Tail.”

      The girl gripped the sides of her robe and hesitated before quietly replying, “I’m Alica Shi.”

      “Shi?” Naruto asked, “Like Dala Shi? The lady that sent us the request?”

      “Y-yeah.” The girl gave a small nod with a worried look on her face, “She’s my older sister. And I need to help her before she gets hurt.”

      “Okay. Then we can help.” Naruto offered, “I need you to tell me—”

      “Look out!”

      Naruto was immediately punched in the side of the head and sent flying into a wall by a huge man in a suit. Before he could even react, he was grabbed by his collar and slammed into the ground several times until the cement cracked from the impact. The man that had ambushed him smiled as he gripped the Lacrima knuckles on his hand and landed a punch on the Mage’s back that shatter the pavement beneath his body.

      The large man with rippling muscles that threatened to tear his suit stood up after knocking out his target. He laughed through crooked teeth before grabbing Naruto and tossing him aside like a rag doll, “Sorry kiddo, but we needed to send Titania a message that she’s not welcomed here anymore! Nothing personal!”

      Alica panicked at the sight of the large goon that worked for Zoback as his hired muscle. She looked over to the side to see Naruto lying on his back and unmoving. She yelled desperately, “Hey! Wake up! C’mon you have to wake up!”

      She didn’t get a response as the blond was still lying on his back as a small trail of blood leaked down the side of his mouth. She expected the worse and turned around to sprint away from the hired muscle that threatened to grab her—

      *Bang*

      A fire shot impacted the ground by her feet and made her fall back as it left a small scorch mark. She turned around to see a tall, lanky man with a pair of tiny glasses resting on his nose that couldn’t possibly fit his eyes. He placed the Lacrima gun back in its holster before he gave a small tilt of his head, “I’m terribly sorry for that Shi-San, but Zoback-sama was not amused by your efforts today to grievously injure him. He ordered you to fix the problems with the Auto Drive four-wheeler, not test it by trying to run him over.”

      “Yep! The boss didn’t quite enjoy your little stunt today, missy!” The larger man noted as he walked over and grabbed the young teen by her collar, eliciting a small yelp from the girl as he easily lifted her off her feet. He grinned, “And to make it worse, your dear sister just had to go and send out a request to call Mages to our town! And Titania of all people too!”

      Alica struggled to keep a strong appearance as she felt helpless in this guy’s grasp. She yelled, “I don’t care what happens! Someone needs to stop you guys!”

      “Well to bad it won’t be them.” The bulkier suit replied as he jerked his head towards the unmoving blond behind them , “Lord knows if he’s gonna be able to stand on his feet again after what I did to him! And the boss is convincing Titania to leave right now!”

      The brunette grit her teeth as tears threatened to spill from her eyes, “No.”

      “Yes.” The thin man replied as he fixed his tiny glasses up his nose, “Now Zoback-sama is going to have to reeducate your sister on how to properly act while working in this town. While he has instructed us to do whatever we must to teach you obedience again.”

      The girl narrowed her eyes and gripped the large hand that held her off the ground in a futile effort to free herself. Her hands were in too much pain and these guys were too strong. She couldn’t—

      “Lacrima to help you guys fight, huh? That’s pretty cool I guess.”

      Their eyes widened in shock as they looked back and saw the whiskered blond standing up like nothing happened and rubbing his neck. He tried to get the crick out of it before wiping the blood off his chin, “Though magic or Lacrima, an ambush like that was just a dick move.”

      The two hired fighters looked between each other before the muscular man dropped the girl and let her fall on her butt. They turned around to face the Fairy before the lanky man spoke first, “I must admit… we didn’t think you would be getting up from that.”

      “Well I really don’t know what you were expecting to put down with those hits.” Naruto blandly replied and he put his hands on his hips, “So the short guy really does do underhanded stuff like this. That’s… not really that surprising. I thought he kinda looked like a rodent when I first saw him. By the way, he’s not gonna be able to convince Erza of anything.”

      “He can be quite persuasive when he wants to be.”

      “Trust me. He’ll never be that persuasive.”

      “Don’t matter!” The muscular man started as he slammed his Lacrima knuckles together and created a loud bang from the impact, ‘We’ll just pop by and teach that bitch a lesson about which deals and jobs she should take!’ He gave a malicious grin and pointed at the Fairy across from him, “I’m sure she’ll be a little more understanding when she hears what we’ve done to her little partner!”

      …

      “Partner? That’s it?” Naruto inquired before he pulled his hands off side and sighed. He moaned in a defeated fashion, ‘God dammit, I really, really, really, really didn’t want to admit it… but Cana was right.’ He groaned before rubbing his eyes, “I guess I’ll just have to screw the whole theme change I was going for.”

      The two guards looked between each other in confusion before Naruto just held out his hand. His palm seemed to glow before a puff of smoke appeared and a black cloak appeared in his hand. He casually slid his neck through the slot and let the black fabric cover his body in the fashion he had become so accustomed to.

      “Guess this is just the best chance I got to vent all my needs to beat up Gray and Natsu.”

      His arms raised up from under the dark cover and he cracked his knuckles for extra effect. He smirked at his foes, “Why don’t you two bitches come over here real quick. I’ll make sure to give you two both a lesson you won’t ever forget.”

    
    

    
      Done

      Yeah, I know this is a short chapter and a different story but I literally had no idea how I should handle the Loke Arc beside just including Naruto in events and rewriting them. So I just opted for this instead.

      Another short chapter after this, and then the real goods can start.

      Hope you guys will enjoy.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    38. Bad Blood

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 38: Bad Blood

      Sorry for the delay. I just finished watching Buffy and Angel for the first time ever and now I’m trying to watch 24. Everybody may have already finished these shows a decade ago but they’re new to me dammit! But I promise I’ll try to keep up on a better schedule.

      Thing about being S-Class badasses… when people underestimate you, that’s pain waiting to happen.

    
    

    
      Alica blinked in shock and bewilderment as she stared at the blonde that stood up from the hard attacks that hit him.

      It was silent on the street as the two hired fighters were staring at the blond that threatened to kick their asses into next week. As the threat hung in the air, the larger man scoffed at the Fairy Mage. He started cackling loudly like a hyena before pointing at the shorter man across from him, “You’re a comedian! That’s just hilarious!” He grinned and clenched his fists to brandish his Lacrima knuckles once more, “Do I need to crack the pavement with your head this time for you to actually learn to stay down!”

      “You aren’t the first to think that and you won’t be the last.” The blue and brown-eyed boy vacantly responded before pointing at the black cloak that covered him now, “Just so I got this straight… do either of you recognize me now?”

      The taller, more well-mannered man raised an eyebrow, “Recognize?”

      Shit. Well he was still wearing his brighter colors underneath so there might be some things he still has to fix with his wardrobe. Plus he never actually had a photo in Sorcerer’s Magazine because that photographer guy always came really early and took so many pictures there was no film left by the end.

      “I’m sorry but we don’t exactly know Mages by appearance. We were hired to protect merchandise, make sure the staff don’t act up, and remove any obstacles that may interfere with the business. Such as Mages that interfere in dealings they have nothing to do with.” The thin man fixed his tiny glasses, “We only recognized Erza Scarlet-San because her name was mentioned. We usually don’t bother learning the names of anyone that interferes with out work.”

      “Oh.”

      “Does it matter if we recognize you?”

      Naruto thought for a moment before shaking his head, “Not really. Recognize me or not, this is still gonna end the same way.”

      “You got that right!” The boisterous man yelled as he grinned and raised his fist up in the air. He brought it down on the street beneath them and watched as a series of cracks spread under their feet. A light glowed out from between the cracks before the street exploded in a flash of debris and smoke. Naruto stood in place as the wind caused his cloak to flap behind him and the smoke shrouded his enemies from his sight. He furrowed his eyes—

      *Bang*

      The Fairy Mage leaned his head back as a small but devastatingly quick ball of fire shot by his face. He quickly started stepping back and out of the range of bullets before they caught him. The smoke parted as each shot chased after him and led him towards a section of the cloud.

      He finally parted from the cloud before he sensed a presence directly behind him. He looked behind and up to see the muscular man pulling his fist back with the same maniacal grin on his face. He yelled, “Gotcha!”

      Naruto leaned aside and felt the punch pass by his head with a gust of wind following after it. The blond clicked his teeth before grabbing the outstretched arm and throwing the goon over his shoulder and through the cloud of dust. The smoke parted and the large man harshly bounced off the ground before getting back to his feet.

      *Bang*

      Naruto stood there calmly as he took a step to the side to avoid the shot aimed at his head. He narrowed his eyes and focused his attention at the well-dressed man that had him aimed down the barrel of his Lacrima gun. He lowered his weapon and looked down to see his associate lifting himself back to his feet, “It seems this will not be as easy as we thought.”

      “What are you talking about?!” The brawler asked at the top of his lungs as he stood back up and dusted himself off. He kept his menacing smirk before he looked back and leveled his glare towards their enemy. He turned his neck with a loud crack before chuckling, “He can actually handle himself pretty well! This is gonna be fun!”

      The taller man gave his rebuttal with a stiff monotone, “Well if you say so.”

      *Bang*

      “Eep!” The girl that had found herself caught in between this match of a Mage and Lacrima users yelped when a fire ball cut off her escape root directly in front of her hand. She pulled her hand back after her attempt to crawl away was obliterated and looked up in fright at the man with the gun.

      He fired without even looking back as he fixed his glasses up his nose. He gave her an uninterested look, “Don’t attempt to run away. We’ll be forced to hurt you even more if you try.”

      Alica flinched and shook in fear—

      “Alica, go to the sidewalk and stay there.” Naruto advised, earning strange looks from Zoback’s men and a confused stare by the girl herself. He gave her a small smile, “This won’t take long.”

      The suited man raised an eyebrow, “Didn’t I just say she shouldn’t move?”

      “Yeah, but believe me…” Naruto turned his neck, getting a loud crack as well as a smirk of his own formed, “You’re gonna wanna focus more on me than on her for the next few minutes.”

      “O-ho! Little man thinks he’s big!” The large brawler chided as he clenched his fist and made the light from the Lacrima knuckles grow even brighter. They let out a light yellow glow before turning dark red, “Well I started pounding on you with the Boulder breaker function! But I guess if you’re threatening and putting up a fight, I might as well switch to the Bone breaker setting! Much more fun!”

      “I am not much of hands-on person so I will be providing you support from back here.” The taller man informed, “Good luck.”

      “Much appreciated!” The brawler yelled as he started sprinting towards his enemy as Naruto raised his hand. His palm started to glow and a brown cleaver appeared from his Requip space. He stabbed the ground by his foot as a column of rock emerged a meter ahead of him.

      “Pfft! That all you got?!” The thug punched the spire of rock and grinned as his weapon glowed and obliterated the stone into nothing but dust. Naruto held up the elemental blade and the man punched it, reducing it to scrap. He laughed, “Haha! How’d you like that kid?!”

      Naruto started bouncing on his feet as he back-stepped and dodged all the jabs and crosses that aimed to cave in his head. The burlier man cackled and taunted but even with his barrage of fists he didn’t make any contact. The blond Mage avoided any hit with just an inch of space between him and the fist. He leaned and turned and dodged every punch before he ducked and stepped away from the man—

      *Bang*

      Naruto raised his hand and blocked the blast of fire with Armor covering his palm. He gave a quick glare at the taller man with the gun before he dropped down to his knees to avoid a wide hook to his head. He planted a hand on the ground and kick upwards into the brawler’s chin. He followed through with the movement and flipped through the air, creating a bubble of wind around his leg before kicking out towards the shooter. The tall man reacted in panic and stumbled aside as the blast of wind shot down the street.

      The brawler rubbed his chin and growled before pushing forward and pressing the Mage. Naruto continued to just dodge the punches and move like paper in the wind. The whiskered ninja circled around the fists and then found himself backed against a wall. The larger man yelled and started throwing a flurry of jabs that Naruto effortlessly evaded as they destroyed the brick wall behind him. The larger man fumed in anger at not being able to connect and yelled, “Y-you can’t evade forever you little bitch! You can keep running but the moment I hit you then you’re done! Nothing can break these knuckles of mine!”

      Naruto grabbed the brawler’s outstretched forearm before his fist could make contact. And then grabbed the other one as it followed.

      The brawler’s usually mirthful look seemed to instantly be replaced by a look of shock and terror as he felt the vice grip on his arms. He jerked around and try to break free but to no avail. The blond applied some pressure and got the larger man to groan and get down on a knee. Naruto sarcastically asked as he kept his magic flowing through his hands, “Bet I could break your arms if I tried.”

      Strain and ire grew more and more evident on the big guy’s face as he growled and yelled, “No one is stronger than me! This doesn’t make any sense! W-who are you?!”

      Naruto plainly answered, “Name’s Naruto Uzumaki. And I’m a Mage of Fairy Tail.”

      For the first time since this ‘fight’ started, the man’s cocky and annoying smugness faded and was replaced with genuine fright. He shuddered a little, “Y-y-you mean…‘T-The Hunter’? Of Fairy Tail? That’s you?”

      A bright smile covered the blond’s face, “Hey, you do know me! Cool.” He smirked, “But I told you already… not gonna make a difference.”

      He gripped the man’s forearms a little tighter before throwing them aside and leaving him wide open. Naruto gathered some Wind around his hand and struck the center of the brawler’s chest. The larger man gasped and was lifted off his feet before the column of wind blasted him back and through the wall of a store. He barreled through the contents of that entire shop before slamming into another wall and getting stuck there. The larger man’s head hung unconsciously before he fell out of the wall and flat on the ground.

      Naruto rotated his wrist before stepping away from the wall and into the street, keeping his stare at the man he had sent flying.

      *Bang*

      Naruto turned and lowered to his knees before glaring over to see the shooter aiming at him while he used Alica as a human shield. She thrashed around and struggled in his grasp, getting a much better result from him than the burly guy that had her before. She yelled, “L-let go asshole! Let-Naruto!”

      The shooter pulled back and pressed the barrel of his special weapon against the younger woman’s temple. He threatened, “Do not come any closer, or I shall execute Shi-San right here and now.”

      “Jackass!” Alica shimmied around but still did not escape her captive’s grasp, “You’re gonna pay for this you bastards!”

      “Quiet please.” He pressed the barrel further against her head and she shut her lips out of fear that he’d follow through with the threat. He started stepping backwards and forcing her along, “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to take Shi-San back to Zoback-sama and report this to him. So if you don’t mind…”

      Naruto turned and stepped towards them—

      “Don’t.” He demanded as Alica gasped in his grip, “I was not kidding when I said I would do it.”

      “Are you sure?” Naruto asked skeptically with a raised eyebrow, ‘Weren’t you asked to come here in the first place to capture her? By your boss, right?’ Naruto spared the girl a look before leveling a glare at the tall man, “Am I suppose to believe you would go against your orders and kill your target?”

      The tall man furrowed his eyes before lowly stating, “He will understand.”

      “You sure?” Naruto asked, ‘People in power like that don’t like having their orders disobeyed. Especially from their underlings.’ Naruto shrugged, “Believe me, I’ve seen it.”

      “She is merely just one in many. We have more than a hundred people that can do a job just like her. And after we are done convincing her sister, we’ll have someone better for the job.” The Lacrima in the gun started to glow and he was prepared to shoot, “One girl will not make a difference.”

      “Really?” Naruto seemed to abandon his serious state and looked up in thought, “Because in my experience one person makes a lot of difference. Miss someone and you can’t hold up all the heavy crap. Have someone throw a wrench and all the shit can be screwed up fast. Yep…” He looked over and his eyes caught Alica’s, “One person can cause a lot of pain.”

      “No more of this.” The gunman said as he aimed his gun up and at Naruto, “I will not waste my time being delayed but an uncouth man like—”

      Alica yelled and stomped her foot down as hard as she could on his toes. The usually composed man yelped in pain and Alica took this chance to pry her way out of his grip and escape. But he grabbed her wrist and smacked her with his gun, making her tumble to the ground as he growled, “You filthy little—”

      *THWACK*

      Naruto came over in a dash and planted his fist directly into the tall man’s face, slamming him into the ground instantly and keeping him there. The whiskered Mage looked down at the unconscious man planted in the ground before nodding, “Yeah, one person can cause a whole lotta pain.” He heard some soft groaning and looked over to see Alica sitting on the ground while rubbing the bruise on her face. He moved over to her side, “Alica, you okay?”

      “Y-yeah. I’m fine.” The young teenager gently touched her cheek and felt the stinging sensation spread through her face. She flinched before shaking her head grumpily, “Stupid jackass just hit me pretty hard.”

      He crouched beside her, “Let me take a look.”

      “No, I’m fine.” Alica tried to wave off his concern, “Just make sure they’re—”

      Naruto caught her wrist gently and caused the brunette girl to look at him in shock. He slowly reached out to grab the wrappings around her hand as she flinched. He gave her a reassuring look before looking at the rough, chaffed texture of the bandages before making a small tear. He undid a corner of the wrapping to see her hand was bruised and cut and red with sensitive skin.

      He stared down at her hand intensely before looking up at her to see the teenager looking away in shame. Before he even asked she answered, “Just… the recent ‘reconditioning’…it’s taking longer to heal from than it usually does.”

      “What reconditioning?” Naruto asked with a shake of his head, ‘What’s happening in this town with these people?’ He saw the younger girl still staying hesitant and frightful before she cast a gaze at the two imposing men he had defeated. He pulled her from her thoughts, “Alica… we can help. Whatever is going on here, whatever they’re doing, we can stop it. You just need to tell me please.”

      The young brunette seemed to struggle to find the words as her shoulders shook. She looked up at him, her green eyes starting to water as her firm voice turned into a whimper…

      “How can people do something like this?”

    
    

    
      Erza sat patiently at the end of the table after her host had excused himself to handle some other business. One moment they were having a terse conversation about his control over these people, and then the next he needed to contact a few of his people in another room.

      Now she was keeping the company of a dozen men and women that blocked the entrance and didn’t meet her eyes. The redhead beauty looked down at the plate she had cleaned and fiddled with her fork in boredom. No more food… no more conversation…

      God she wished Naruto was here to talk to.

      Her eyes panned around the room as she looked out the large window that encompassed most of one wall. Her eyes wandered across the huge property and the factory attached to the mansion that connected to the side. But before she could keep looking around she spotted something in the farthest window of the factory. A light flickered on and off at rapid speeds and spread a shadow over the window for a moment before disappearing.

      Well that was odd.

      Without any other clues of what was happening here and no one to talk with, Erza finally succumbed to boredom and curiosity. She pushed her seat out and looked over to the hall before several men and women stepped in front of it. The Requip Mage blinked in surprise at their reaction they gave before she even stood up. One man stepped forward, “Sorry ma’am but Zoback-sama has informed us that we can not let you leave this room until he returns.”

      Erza wasn’t surprised by that order as she sat back in her comfy chair and crossed her legs. She turned in her seat a little before asking, “And what if I need to head back home now?”

      “Then you’ll have to wait until he returns.”

      “What if I need to visit the bathroom?”

      He responded in a much less accommodating tone, “Then hold it.”

      Erza didn’t appreciate the hostile edge in his voice, “So if I want to leave—”

      “Wait until he gets back.”

      Erza stayed silent. She turned around and touched the plate—

      “No thank you.”

      She grabbed the plate and threw it across the room as it broke in the center of the front man’s face. His large body tumbled over and the other guards and servants were caught off-guard by the sudden reaction. They were too surprised to stop Erza from sprinting out of her seat and leaping over the surprised guards blocking off the way further into the mansion.

      Erza flipped and landed in a crouch as the guards all over the room reached for their weapons. The Fairy Queen changed out of her beautiful dress and into her base armor as the guards pulled out elemental Lacrima and Lacrima guns. They aimed down the narrow hallway and unleashed waves of fire, lightning bolts, and concentrated air that decimated the surrounding area. But they couldn’t catch up to the quick knight as she sprinted as quickly as possible away from the various magic attacks and rounded a corner.

      The dual-eyed woman stopped immediately in place and looked up at the dead-end she had cornered herself in. She sighed and gave a discouraged grumble before turning around to face the hoard coming after her. She held out her hand and reached into her Requip space.

      Several men and women came around the corner and held up their weapons, “Don’t mo—”

      *Swish*

      They were blasted back as Erza dashed forward and knocked them down with the blunt side of her sword. The guards were stunned by the move that was nearly impossible to follow before turning around and seeing Erza on the other side of their barricade. They turned back to her, “Fire!”

      Erza continued down the hall and away from the guards that gave chase. Even with the greater numbers, Erza’s experience and instinct kicked into gear as she dodged the attacks without looking at where they came from. She noticed another group of guards cut off her route and changed herself into the Black Wing Armor. She didn’t give them a chance to defend before she gripped two swords and knocked all of them back.

      The Calmen security were hopeless as their attacks did nothing more than prove just how outclassed they were in hoping to beat the S-Class Mage by themselves. Erza disarmed and knocked out all the guards in her way with extreme precision as they were helpless against her. She finally made one last dash and arrived in a large room with doors that reached up to the ceiling. The large iron doorway was in vast difference to the pleasant color and decor of the mansion around her. Erza stood up straight and looked over the door…

      Erza looked over to a side corridor, “This leads to the factory, correct?”

      “Yes, that is right.” The sound of sharp heels clicking against the marble echoed through the hall and room as Erza turned to face it. A beautiful woman with blonde hair and wearing a pretty dress suit walked towards the Mage with a sword and sheathe on her hip. The secretary fixed her collar before addressing their guest/attacker, “Zoback-sama decided that it would be easier to move merchandise and supplies from a spot that already receives massive amounts of power and supplies. Technology. Industrial coolers and mechanical assistance. It all comes through here to us.”

      Erza looked back at the doors, “That seems useful.”

      “Indeed. He has become a powerful man, with powerful allies and equipment for us to use in need. Like… when his generosity is taken advantage of by his guests.” She gripped the hilt of the sword and pulled it out quickly, creating a bolt of lightning that pierced straight forward and at the redhead Mage. Erza had to jump aside as the electrical strike passed by and caused a jolt of static to run through the metal around her.

      “Grr!” Erza groaned in pain from the sensations of needles dancing over her skin. She immediately changed out of her combat armor and into her base clothes without her armor. She couldn’t risk the static distracting her during the fight and gripped her blade tightly. She raised the blade up and blocked the sword made of Lightning Lacrima. The secretary pressed her in an attempt to gain ground but Erza’s superior strength and skill did not falter under the pressure. The secretary groaned as she activated the sword and unleashed bolt of lightning in every direction.

      Erza parried the sword to the side and forced the older woman to move towards the center of the room. The two faced off with Erza backed into the large iron door and leaving the Calmen secretary with the space to move. She grabbed the hilt and pulled it out quickly, creating another blast of electricity that shot towards the Fairy Mage.

      The business woman continued to unleash wave after wave of lightning at the scarlet-haired woman who turned and dodged with an elegant grace. The blonde woman continued to unleash a blinding field of attacks as she yelled over the noise, “Do you have any idea how difficult it is to manage a system like this?! Like a living, breathing body that can crush us at any moment! And we help this entire nation with the resources they need! We can’t afford to waste time with brats that intrude and ungratefully indulge themselves in our work! Can you understand?! Can you possibly comprehend how hard we work to do our jobs?!”

      The secretary stopped attacking and the arcing electricity disappeared from sight. The blonde businesswoman looked in shock at the fact that not only did Erza dodge every attack without damage but the lightning had destroyed part of the iron door behind her. The Fairy Mage looked behind her before a pleased smile covered her face and she nodded at the blonde woman, “Thank you for your hard work. Now if you’ll excuse me—”

      “No!” The blonde woman dashed to grab her, “Don’t you—”

      Erza disappeared in front of her by flipping over the secretary’s head. The Requip Mage glowed in the air and changed into her Flight Armor before hitting the ground. The Fairy Mage dashed forward at incredible speed, slamming into the Clamen employee’s back and sending them across the room in a blur. Erza came to an abrupt stop and the secretary flew off and crashed into a crate. The woman groaned groggily before she fell unconscious with her Lacrima sword shattered to the side.

      It was a very impressive and powerful weapon… but in the hands of someone inexperienced, it did her no good.

      Erza ignored her unconscious adversary and looked around at the empty factory. Massive pieces of machinery and technology covered the entire factory. There were conveyor belts and large supplies of Lacrima crystals stored around in different containers to separate them into different magical processes. It was much more complex and difficult than she expected creating Lacrima to be.

      But there was something happening here even when everything else was turned off. And that secretary didn’t want her to get in here to see it.

      The scarlet-haired woman walked around the facility to observe and try to find some sort of clue. She found nothing until she came across a metallic door on the farthest wall of the factory. Erza just examined the door for a moment before looking aside to see the last row of windows ended just a few feet back. That was where the flickering light shined thru. But if this was the end of the windows…

      Why was there still more factory space beyond this point?

      The door was sturdy and thick. It was reinforced to make sure no one got in without some sort of private access. Erza stepped forward and started reaching out for the handle…

      “D-don’t move, Scarlet-San.”

      She stopped and looked back to see the short philanthropist standing behind her with a squad of guards with their weapons fixed on her back. She spared them a look and they flinched in fright, concerned that they would have to try and apprehend this woman that singlehandedly defeated the other staff without difficulty. She looked back and addressed the short man, “Is this what you have been trying to keep under the radar since we arrived? What are you so worried about people finding out?”

      Zoback stayed tense and worried before an audible gulp came from his throat. He answered, “In the interest of helping expand the business of Lacrima production to accommodate the constant rise in demand, some actions need to be taken. To help people get the products they need to do their job.”

      Erza looked at the door again, “What’s behind this door?”

      “A necessary step in assuring we can meet that demand. Now stand down.”

      Erza turned back towards him and stared him down with a piercing gaze, “I won’t.”

      The short man narrowed his eyes before raising his hand while his guards aimed their weapons at her. Erza prepared to summon her sword—

      *Boom*

      The factory trembled as a section of its wall exploded and sent chunks of brick in every direction. The occupants of the factory looked back in shock as a blond man with whiskers walked through the hole he created and glared down towards where they stood. A shorter girl with brown hair ran up beside him and pointed at the farthest wall, “There’s the door.”

      Naruto didn’t respond as he immediately started marching towards the door without giving any notice to the men who stood in his way. Zoback started to sweat and panic when he saw the Mage start moving towards their position without even regarding them. He looked between his guards, “S-stop him! Shoot him!”

      The guards prepared to aim their weapons but Naruto crated a gust of Wind around his hand and swiped towards them, blowing them back and out of his way. Naruto just kept moving like he was on a set rail towards the door as Erza stepped aside and watched his strange behavior, “Naruto?”

      The blond finally approached the door and grabbed the handle, pulling it as hard as he could but not getting it to budge at all. He yelled in frustration before stepping back and looking over the metallic doorframe that imbedded itself in the wall. He summoned Kokuryū from his Requip space and sliced off one of the hinges. “No don’t!” He corrupt man yelled desperately as Naruto sliced the second hinge before grabbing the door with Armor over his arms and pulling it off completely.

      And lightning lit up the interior of the room.

      “AAAAHH!” Men and women screamed as volts of pure electricity ran through their bodies from the collars on their necks. The surge stopped and they fell back, writhing in pain as the sensation of needles piercing their skin lingered.

      Another man in a suit stood over the suffering people with a trigger in his hand and questioned them, “You will not try to attack the guards! You will not ignore the schedules you have been provided! When you receive an order, you will follow it thru! No talking! No arguments!” He raised the trigger again, “When we tell you to do something, you do-GAH!”

      The guard was knocked out by a swift chop to the neck as the trigger slipped from his fingers and into Naruto’s other hand. He looked at it before looking at the people that were being tortured by the guards so they would be obedient. Naruto didn’t know what would happen if he broke the trigger so he put it aside and just stared at the people that looked up at him in fright.

      “Onee-chan!”

      Alica came running in and kneeled down by her older sister’s side as she hugged her. The older woman looked at her in surprise, “A-Alica? What are you—”

      “It’s okay! It’s okay!” The younger girl reassured with tears going down her face, “You did it! You got someone here to stop them!” The teenager embraced her sister tighter as some of the other people scrambled to the unconscious man to grab the keys to their collars.

      Erza looked at what had happened from outside the room as she shook her head in horror. Hers eyes were trembling at the sight as she whispered out, “They were slaves.”

      “N-no. They’re our employees!” Zoback said as he stepped forward after his company’s secret had been revealed as he pleaded to the redhead woman, “W-we pay each one of our employees and we provide a much needed service! But sometimes, o-our people just can’t work fast enough! O-or they try to quit and leave! So we need to train them and teach them how to work properly! B-but it’s all for a good reason! Our Lacrima production help a million people with their jobs! The Council and Rune Knights benefit from the products we made! This is all just a necessary stop for us to—”

      Naruto dashed out of the room and grabbed the businessman’s neck before he could say anything else. Naruto quickly lifted him off his feet and let him dangle in the air as he gasped and struggled for air. The Fairy Mage narrowed his eyes in anger as his grip grew tighter and tighter around Zoback’s neck.

      The corrupt man scratched the hand that was choking him as he barely whimpered out, “P-please stop! I-I can’t breathe!”

      Naruto didn’t answer. He didn’t say or do anything. He just kept choking the shorter man as his eyes started going bloodshot and tears filled the corners. Naruto just furrowed his eyes and focused on choking the life out of him.

      He was just like them.

      Considered doing things like this as a necessary action.

      Nothing else registered. Nothing else mattered. Just a little bit more and—

      An armored hand rested on his forearm and Naruto looked aside to see Erza looking at him. He didn’t even notice her change back into her basic armor. She gripped his arm a little tighter and shook her head without meeting eyes, “Don’t.”

      …

      “GUAH!” Zoback gasped for air as he fell down after Naruto released his grasp. The short man’s false hair became disheveled and he looked up at the blond in horror, “Y-you we’re going to kill me! H-how could you?! You have no right to—”

      *THWACK*

      Erza punched Zoback across the room and sent him flying into a conveyor belt. Calmen slumped to the ground with a broken nose and some shattered teeth, his toupee slipping off his head as he sat there unconscious.

      Erza pulled back her outstretched fist and stood beside a silent Naruto. The two Mages were quiet as the victims started undoing their restraints and the sound of people coming to the mansion rung thru their ears. Erza looked down at her feet and mumbled…

      “We have every right.”

    
    

    
      The Rune Knights were filing the guards away in their wagons while the civilians were gathering around and watching. The victims that were being electrocuted were hugged by their friends and debriefed by some Rune Knights.

      A Rune Knight was talking with the two Mages that had resolved this issue, “So we’ve apprehended Calmen and are taking him and his subordinates in for questioning. The people that were being…‘trained’ by them are receiving any and all medical attention that we can provide at this moment. And after we’re done gathering all these guys up, we’ll be debriefing all of the people in town that were being forced to work for these guys.”

      The Knight saw that nothing he said was affecting the Fairy Tail Mages as they stood by a wall and watched everything resolve itself. He tried to get their attention, “Um, Zoback Calmen will probably need some medical attention for his injuries but besides that you guys got through this rather clean. These people were going thru a really bad experience and you both helped them. So you should be proud that—”

      “Hey.” The Rune Knight was interrupted as The Hunter spoke up and motioned back to the center of the events, “You should really get over there and help them out. They need your help more than we do.”

      The Knight looked back at where they were processing everything before he gave a small nod, “Y-yeah, right. I’ll… go do that.” He hesitated for a moment before walking away to help his companions with their jobs.

      Naruto and Erza stood at the sidelines and just stared forward while the Knights helped the people.

      …

      “Are you okay?”

      Naruto looked over at his partner after she had broken the silence with her question. He looked forward again before sighing, “I really don’t know how to answer that.”

      “Okay. Then I guess we’re sharing that mindset then.”

      …

      “I’ve seen some people do a lot of bad things.” Naruto said, “Dark Mages trying to kill people. People trying to hurt people. A lot of shit. But… this…” He shook his head, “I always thought… I don’t know—”

      “That real people couldn’t do stuff like this.” Erza finished his thought, “That only those people could do something so horrid like this to other humans.”

      “Yeah.” Naruto leaned back into the wall, “I guess that was just wishful thinking, huh?”

      “It’s not wishful thinking. There are so many people doing so many things to help others around the world. And sometimes… there are just people like this who do horrible things to others. We can’t stop that.”

      Naruto looked down at his hand and clenched it tightly, “You stopped me before I killed him, didn’t you?”

      “You wouldn’t have killed him.” Erza reassured Naruto before any dark thoughts could fill his head, “You were just… it’s difficult to see something like that again after so long.”

      “But I wasn’t thinking. One moment he was talking and the next I had his throat in my hand.” He looked down at his left hand, “If we came here a few weeks earlier then I might have killed him like that.”

      “But you didn’t. And that’s all that matters.”

      …

      Naruto closed his eyes before looking over at his girlfriend and asking, “Do you…” His throat felt dry trying to continue but he went on, “Do you… still think about what happened back there… in the tower?”

      Erza looked at him and stayed silent before she nodded, “Of course I do. I can never forget it.” She stepped closer to bridge the gap between them and she looked down at the ground, ‘Sometimes I wish I can but I never could. It was most of my life.’ Her hand gripped her other arm tightly, “And after everything we lost we have no right to forget it.”

      …

      Naruto pushed off the wall, “The Rune Knights probably want to talk with us.”

      Erza nodded, “Probably.”

      Alica moved thru the crowd and looked around for Naruto and his partner. She felt like she needed to thank them for their help in putting an end to this personal hell of theirs. She looked around before asking a Knight, “Hey, what happened to the two Mages that were here before? Naruto and his friend?”

      “The Fairy Mages?” The Knight looked around and couldn’t spot them anywhere. He scratched his head, “They were here a second ago. Um… I’m sorry but I don’t know where they went.”

      Alica deflated a little and looked around. They were still nowhere in sight.

      “Alica!” The teenager looked back to see Dala waving her over, “The Knights are asking for us. Come on.”

      “Coming.” The brunette looked around once more before sighing disheartened.

      She never got to thank them properly.

    
    

    
      Naruto and Erza walked through the streets of Magnolia on their way back to the guild. They had stayed rather silent and affected by the horrible actions they had seen that town go through. And the bad memories they started to bring up again.

      Erza pulled her luggage around and tried to put her unnecessary thoughts aside, “Once we get back to the guild we should probably go home and rest. Get some sleep. We need some time off right now.”

      …

      “We need a vacation.”

      Erza looked at him oddly, “Huh?”

      “I’ve been feeling way too stressed out lately and I could use some time off. Especially after all this crap.” Naruto grumbled and stretched out his arms, ‘Plus I’m tired and got a headache. Not a good combination.’ A small smile finally returned to his face as he gave her a look that said he didn’t need to convince her anymore, “How about it? Wanna go relax for a few days?”

      Erza stopped walking and thought about the idea for a moment. She mulled the prospect over before smiling and moving some hair out of her eyes, “I think that’s a good idea. Some proper time off might be fun.” A little frown came over her face again, “Unfortunately Mahiro and Koyuki already left for their trip so we’d have to catch up with them if we wanted to.”

      “Yeah.” Naruto scratched his head, “Maybe we can go find somewhere nice to stay for a few days. We’d need to look over some places and—”

      “Erza~! Naruto~!”

      The couple looked up to see Lucy, Natsu, Happy, and Gray wave to them as they approached from down the street. Happy was heading towards them first with a big smile on his face, “We were wondering where you guys went! We were worried we’d miss you!”

      Erza faced the flying cat, “What is it Happy?”

      Lucy caught up with them as Natsu and Gray followed behind at a leisurely pace, “I’m glad you guys got back from your job because we got some exciting news.” She smiled and seemed giddy with excitement, “How would you guys like to go on a trip to the beach?”

      …

      Erza and Naruto looked between each other before nodding, “You read our minds.”

      “Tada!” Lucy held out several brightly colored tickets for them to see, “We got deluxe passes to Akane Resort!”

      “Wait seriously?!” Naruto gaped at the sight of the tickets and picked one out before examining it closely, “Holy crap they’re real! This is awesome!”

      Erza plucked one out as well with a glitter in her eye, “Ooohhhh~! T-this is amazing! Lucy how did you get these?”

      Lucy chuckled nervously and scratched her cheek, “Well… Loke gave them to me as a gift. It’s… sort of a long story.”

      “How’s it long?” Natsu looked at her oddly before he grinned, “Turns out Loke was actually one of those Celestial Spirits Lucy uses and she saved him so we got free tickets to an amusement park! It’s just that easy!”

      “No. No that’s not easy at all.” Lucy deadpanned, “In fact it’s a really big deal and it’s complicated.”

      “This is for a full experience too!” Naruto cheered while looking the tickets over and beaming a big smile, “Oh this is so cool!”

      Gray nodded, “Yeah, and we got tickets for all of us too so we can go whenever we want.”

      “Um… did you guys even hear the thing about Loke?”

      “When should we go?”

      Lucy resigned herself to telling them Loke’s story when they weren’t so hyper and sighed, “Uh… they’re good for any time this week so we can go whenever—”

      “Tomorrow.”

      They looked over at Erza, somehow already changed into a short t-shirt and swimming trunks with a floatie around her waist. She had the look in her eyes that said there was no room for argument on this.

      …

      “Well alright then.”

      Gray, Happy, and Natsu all took their tickets as the pink-haired man grinned, “All right guys! Tomorrow we’re goin’ to Akane Resort!”

      “YEAH!”

    
    

    
      Done

      I’m sorry this chapter didn’t deliver much on the fighting scale with those mooks and their weapons. But I just couldn’t imagine Naruto and Erza really having much difficulty facing off with bureaucrats with some nice gear.

      But don’t worry… this was just a lead-in.

      This is a nibble on a lettuce leaf and some salad dressing compared to the main course that’s being prepared. Just gotta wait a little longer.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    39. Waves of Limbo

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 39: Waves of Limbo

      *Sniff*Sniff*

      You’re right Church. Ain’t that a bitch.

      On another note— I think, I THINK, I’m setting up some proper links on my webpage again if you want to check. Only videos so far but I’m getting some good ones on there. I would suggest the link about explaining RWBY to new people.

      Thank you for helping me reach 1900 reviews.

    
    

    
      The beach outside of Akane Resort was brimming with happy people and loungers resting on the sands.

      Lucy stood up in her bright white swimsuit and gave a big smile as she held up the inflatable ball she had brought to play with her friends. She asked, “Guys, wanna play a little?”

      “Yeah!” Natsu cheered as he jumped to his feet with excitement, “That sounds awesome!”

      Happy flew up with a shower cap on his head, “Aye!”

      Lucy stepped back before hitting the soft ball into the air, “Ready!”

      Happy flew over and knocked it higher into the air, “Set!”

      “And!” Natsu leapt up with his hands engulfed in flames. He pulled back with a massive grin before slamming it down, “SPIKE!”

      The ball flew down at blistering speeds and Lucy yelled as she ducked to avoid the speeding ball. It blew through half of a sandcastle and nearly took Gray’s head off from where he was resting on a towel. The inflatable ball popped from the stress after a moment and the busty blonde glared at her friend, “Natsu! That was the only ball I brought!”

      “Dammit you idiot!” Gray yelled furiously as he stomped forward and knocked over the other half of the sandcastle that had been destroyed. The Maker Mage flared his teeth at the Dragon Slayer and yelled accusingly, “You nearly took my head off with that freakin’ ball, dumbass!”

      Natsu looked aside, “Well you don’t have a brain in there anyway so it’s not like you would be losing anything.”

      “Huh?!” Gray grabbed Natsu’s shoulder and yelled directly in his face, “What was that Charcoal?!

      “You heard me Icicle!” Natsu threatened back as he raised his fist, “I said your head is totally empty and you can’t get brain damage when you’re missing a brain in the first place!”

      “Oh you’re one to talk! You got so much space in your head you could rent it for free space!”

      Lucy sighed exhaustively as her teammates once again did their usual yelling game. She palmed her face, “Again? Seriously guys?”

      Natsu and Gray growled threateningly at each other before separating. Gray cracked his neck, “Looks like I’m gonna need to kick your worthless ass a little to get my point across, huh?”

      Natsu scowled and cracked his knuckles, “Your welcome to try asshole. But I’m gonna smack you around just for saying it.”

      The two boys showed their teeth and got ready to beat the living shit out of one another—

      “Gray. Natsu.”

      Their skin went ashen as the two boisterous males looked over in absolute horror as they stared at the redhead that had returned from grabbing a snow cone from a vendor at the edge of the beach. As the two men shook in fear, Erza slowly turned her head to look over at the sandcastle she had been working on for the last hour. She closed her eyes and remained quiet…

      She held the treat out behind her, “Hold my cone.”

      Naruto sighed before taking her snack and placed it with the tray holding the other ones they bought. He gave it a quick lick before nodding, “At least make it quick.”

      Erza nodded as she slowly walked towards them, “Absolutely.”

      “E-Erza wait—”

      “We can work this—”

      “No more talking!”

      “GAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Naruto just walked over to where Lucy and Happy were standing off to the side and offered them both a cone from the tray. Lucy picked up a cone and licked the delicious treat before she sighed, “Do these two ever stop fighting about everything?”

      Naruto answered the busty blonde with a shake of his head, “Well considering I’ve known them for about 7 years and it’s been nothing but yelling and punches between them… nope.”

      “Watching those two fight is one of the first memories I have. Yelling insults and being angry and punching each other and blood. It brings back a ton of fun times!” Happy’s morbid nostalgic trip was interrupted when he licked his cone and frowned. He looked up at the whiskered male, “Couldn’t you have gotten me some trout-flavored ice instead?”

      Naruto and Lucy shared a quick look before he glared at the blue cat, “Y’know what… next time we get snow cones, you can check with them yourself.”

      Erza walked over and gave a relieved sigh, “Well, I think I’ve resolved that little problem. They shouldn’t be acting up anymore from now on.”

      Naruto, Lucy, and Happy leaned over and saw other people around the beach stare quietly and avoid the spot where two lower bodies stuck out of the sand while twitching. Erza didn’t seem to notice as she plucked her snow cone out of the tray and went back to enjoying her yummy treat.

      Lucy took a moment while eating her snack and looked around at her team. Erza ditching her usually composed and stern attitude in favor of sitting in the sand and feeling the soft sand under her feet. Naruto happily worked with Happy to raise a sandcastle out of the beach. It was a big difference compared to the other outings and missions they had gone out on together recently.

      When was the last time she had gone to the beach?

      Well technically she was at the beach in Hargeon when she first met Natsu more than a month ago.

      Okay, when was the last time she went to the beach for fun?

      No recent thought came to mind.

      But she remembered a time just like this. The warm sun bearing down and enveloping her. The shifting and subtle softness of the sand beneath her feet. And the fuzzy warmth of playing with people she treasured and felt comfortable with. The blonde beauty smiled lightly while looking around at her friends before asking, “Hey guys, why don’t we play something?”

      Erza looked up from where she was lounging, “What did you have in mind?”

      “Hmmmm.” Lucy looked up in thought before she snapped her fingers triumphantly, “How about we see who can make the best sandcastle?”

      “Yeah! Biggest and best sandcastle wins!” Naruto declared loud enough for all of them to hear. He kneeled back down around the sandcastle he was already making, “This one’s mine! Ready set GO!”

      Happy looked up at his whiskered brethren in shock, “What?! I was making this one too! You’re just stealing it from me?!” He cried a little and dramatically ran away, “Traitor!”

      “All you did was put a twig on the top mound! Learn to contribute more if you want credit you little freeloader!”

      “Traitor!” Happy ran over to the legs planted in the sand and nudged them softly, “Natsu! We’re making sandcastles! I need your help!”

      Natsu’s legs started to bend before he popped out of the sand with an eager pounce. He didn’t seem the least bit taxed by the beating and planting he had gone through as he looked down at his best friend, “Got it Happy! Let’s make the most kickass sandcastle ever!”

      “Aye sir!”

      Gray followed up and popped out of the sand next. He rubbed some of it out of his hair before he scoffed, “You think you could make a good sandcastle Natsu? Somehow I can just see you wrecking that just like everything else you touch.”

      Natsu looked back and scowled at the ebony-haired man, “Yeah well we’ll see about that jerk.” Natsu looked down again before grimacing and looking away, “By the way, this isn’t a nude beach.”

      “Nude beach?” Gray looked down, “The hell are you-NOOOO! COME ON!” Gray covered his nudity in an effort to shield it from the prying eyes of anyone on the beach. He immediately turned back to the hole he was planted in and started digging it up to find his trunks.

      Unbeknownst to him, their was a shrill gasp and moan from a woman as she passed out from joy behind a pair of bushes.

      Naruto was quickly patting the sand down to make it more compact and tougher to fall apart. There was no way he was gonna lose out to any of his friends in a challenge like this! He pulled and pressed down on the mound of sand to try and make a tower out of it. After taking a moment to make a few crude towers, he looked around to see the others were steadily making progress.

      The whiskered man grumbled a little at the fact he was losing his advantage before an idea popped into his head. He jumped to his feet and away from his masterpiece and smiled, “If you wanna make a bigger castle, you just need more material!” He held out his fist and covered it in magic until it gave off a bright glow. He smiled and punched the ground, “Flying Gauntlet!”

      A sand cloud exploded from beneath and Naruto found himself in a massive empty hole he had created. With this, a ton of sand was displaced above on the beach and he could use that to fortify his castle! He climbed his way out of the ditch…

      And found that there was no pile of sand anywhere in sight.

      Naruto looked around in surprise and shock, “W-wait what the hell? Where’s my sand?! Where’d it—”

      He probably got his answer when he looked over and saw two large piles of sand now resting beside Natsu and Gray’s attempts at castles.

      His eyes twitched with annoyance before he growled out, “Did you guys steal my sand?”

      Gray didn’t look at him, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Natsu smirked and added more sand to his pile, “First come first serve, Naruto! Sorry man!”

      Happy stood atop the pile of sand and pointed a paw at the blond mockingly, “All’s fair in sandcastle building and war! Guess you’re just gonna have to pick up the slack and hurry up!” He teased and giggled, no doubt finding joy in teasing the man that had kicked him off the original building team.

      Naruto furrowed his eyes in displeasure as he knelt down to his feet and looked around for something in the sand.

      Happy perched himself on the top of the growing castle as Natsu worked on its foundation. He looked down at his partner, “Hey Natsu, once we’re done beating everyone else with our sandcastle, you wanna go get some fish and go to the amusement park!”

      Natsu looked up and grinned, “Totally!” He started laughing with his best friend, “We’re gonna wanna celebrate how we win!”

      “Aye!”

      *Swish*

      Natsu and Happy’s jovial expressions disappeared when they heard a swift piercing sound in the air before deafening silence. Suddenly, the castle crumbled entirely on the spot and Happy was smothered by the sand. Natsu looked down in shock at all his hard and stolen work turned to ruin in the blink of an eye. He noticed a little bump in the sand and pulled out a seashell, “W-who—”

      “Awwwww~, what’s wrong guys?” Natsu looked over and saw Naruto bouncing some seashells in his hand as he smirked, “Did things not go too well for you two? Guess things aren’t always fair in sandcastle building and war, huh?”

      Natsu snarled and showed his teeth at the whiskered blond that was pressing him to react. But before the pink-haired boy charged to attack, he just smirked and covered his hand in fire. With a quick flick of the wrist he tossed the seashell as hard as he could and destroyed Naruto’s sandcastle as well, “AHHHH! DAMMIT NATSU, WHAT THE FUCK?!”

      “HOW ABOUT I ASK YOU WHAT THE FUCK?!” Natsu yelled back with equal ferocity, “DON’T GO BREAKING MY SANDCASTLE JERK!”

      “DON’T STEAL MY SAND YOU IDIOT!” Naruto yelled back as he started pulling on Natsu’s cheeks and stretched them out. Natsu retaliated and pulled on Naruto’s cheek and hair.

      The two boys kept struggling and arguing while getting looks of surprise from the other patrons around the beach. Gray spared them a look while making his castle and sighed, “Geez you two. Can you not cause a scene while the rest of us are-WOAH!” He jumped to his feet and created a shield of ice to block the seashell propelled towards him with extra speed from some wind. He yelled beyond the shield, “What the hell?!”

      “You wanna criticize us, you’re pulling yourself into a losing battle Gray! Now suffer!” Naruto started to pelt the shield with a barrage of seashells at blistering speeds as they left small cracks on the surface of the shield.

      Despite the force and speed Naruto threw the projectiles, they weren’t making any progress in piercing through any part of the sturdy ice shield. Gray smirked from behind his defense, “Sorry Naruto, but you’re gonna need a lot more force to break through this baby than some seashells!”

      “How ’bout a bomb?”

      Gray’s eyes widened and he looked up just in time to see Natsu floating over him with Happy’s help. The blue cat dropped him directly above Gray and announced, “Bomb’s away!”

      “BANZAI!” Natsu enveloped himself in fire and roared as he landed and blasted away the sandcastle. Gray stood there in shock as the cloud of sand settled and he was covered head-to-toe in sand.

      The Maker Mage looked over himself and shook with anger before he yelled at the Dragon Slayer, “DAMMIT HOTHEAD! NOW ALL OUR CASTLES ARE RUINED!”

      Natsu yelled back and pointed at the blond, “BLAME NARUTO FOR BREAKING MINE FIRST! I WAS JUST EVENING THE FIELD!”

      Naruto yelled back, “YOU GUYS SHOULDN’T HAVE STOLEN FROM ME!”

      “SHUT UP!” Natsu yelled as he punched Naruto across the face. The whiskered man reacted and punched Gray across the face in return. Gray kicked Natsu in the stomach and the three boys turned into a pile of punches and kicks towards each other to shut them up.

      “Guys, can you please stop fighting!” They all stopped and looked over at Lucy and her sandcastle. But it wasn’t so much a crude sandcastle as a wonderful masterpiece of architecture constructed from sand. She focused on patting down the detailed tower, “You might mess up my castle!”

      The three men stopped their brawling and shared a look with each other. A star twinkled in their eyes before they pounced towards Lucy castle to ruin it, “BANZ-AHHHHHHH!”

      Before they reached Lucy’s castle the ground beneath them fell out and they were dropped into a deep series of hidden holes.

      Lucy stuck her tongue out playfully as Virgo popped out of the sand beside her. The maid spirit bowed her head respectfully, “Princess, the defenses for your kingdom worked exactly as you predicted them to. Congratulations.”

      Lucy smiled victoriously, “Thanks Vrigo! And nice job on the castle too! It’s beautiful!”

      “Will you now punish me Princess?”

      “N-no, still not gonna do that.” Lucy looked around at the state of her victory. A hole containing her most dangerous enemies. A stunned blue cat that could only gape at the fact that her stupid trap ditch plan actually worked. And finally—

      “And… done.” Erza said proudly as she finished one small tower of her castle as a child-like expression came over her face. She piled up some more sand to use, “And next, the main structure.”

      Lucy didn’t know whether to consider her a threat in the game or just someone playing around. Probably the latter.

      Virgo looked up at her Key holder, “Princess.”

      “What’s up?”

      “I should probably warn you that there is a rumbling occurring beneath the ground right now.”

      “What?” Realization finally dawned over Lucy’s face as she groaned, “U-uh oh.”

      “WRAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Eruptions of fire, ice, and wind exploded from beneath the sand and caused the beach around them to shudder. The large sandcastle tumbled over and fell on top of Lucy as she was completely smothered. She popped out and spat up some sand before yelling, “Guys, you ruined it!”

      Naruto burst out of the ground, “AHHHH, I DON’T CARE ABOUT CASTLES ANYMORE! THIS IS WAR!”

      Gray popped out as well and was already molding his magic to attack, “SOUNDS GOOD TO ME!”

      Natsu blasted the ground away from him in a pillar of fire as he cheered, “ALRIGHT! I’M ALL FIRED UP!”

      People watched in amazement as the small group of young adults started releasing waves of elemental attacks in all directions. One moment fire erupted and engulfed the air above them. Then it immediately turned cold as ice suddenly popped up in its place. Then explosions and gusts of wind spread over the entire beach front. And strange people suddenly appeared from thin air and yelled while attacking.

      Erza blissfully worked away on her sandcastle as the pandemonium occurred beside her with no worry. She happily finished with her crude but cute castle—

      “WRAH!”

      Only for an explosion to shake and topple her hard work. The redhead looked down in horror at the result of her efforts before she grit her teeth in anger. She stood up, shoulders shaking with fury and eyes hidden by her scarlet hair. She raised a fist—

      “YOU IDIOTS!”

    
    

    
      “Please don’t cause any more trouble while you’re at the beach.” A lifeguard told the group sternly, “There are other people trying to relax here too you know.”

      “We’re sorry.” The five young adults and blue cat bowed their head apologetically to the lifeguard after causing a big scene. The lifeguard nodded and went back to his post.

      The group of Fairy Mages looked around at the effects their arguing and fighting had caused. Pillars of ice with spots of foliage either being toppled over from the wind or burning from the fire. Erza lowered her head in shame, “We went too far… again.”

      Lucy sweated a little, “Maybe we should try to do something a little easier?” She scratched her cheek, “Any suggestions guys?”

      “Oh! Oh!” Natsu started waving his arms with eagerness as he pointed back towards the resort and grinned, “I say we go try some of the rides! I wanna ride the coaster around the resort! I hear you’ll feel like your face is sliding off your head right away!”

      Lucy went pale, “T-that just sounds horrifying. And what about your motion sickness?”

      “We gotta try it out!” He reached over and grabbed Lucy’s wrist, “C’mon Lucy! It’s gonna be so much fun!”

      Lucy went even paler, “W-wait! I-I hate park rides like that! I-I don’t-Natsu! No! Stop pulling!” The former heiress had no say as she was pulled by Natsu into the heart of the amusement park located right beside the hotel and beach.

      Happy followed after his friend with a moan, “Natsu~! We have to go look for fish-flavored food next! You promised!”

      Gray followed behind at his own pace, “I’m gonna go buy some more of that shaved ice. Need something to get the taste of sand out of my mouth.”

      Naruto and Erza were the stragglers as they stood at the edge of the beach. The redhead crossed her arms and gave them a stern glare at their carefree attitude even after their misbehaving. She shook her head, “I know they’re trying to relax, but we can’t just ignore these moments when we are being told of our errors. They shouldn’t…” She looked up to see Naruto with a conflicted look on his face as he stared at the amusement park entrance. She asked, “What is it?”

      He bit his lip before bouncing on his toes, “I really wanna try the bumper cars.”

      Erza’s eyes widened in surprise, “Do they really have bumper cars?”

      “Yes!”

      Erza looked back at the beach and struggled with her moral compass before coughing into her fist, “I suppose… us being told off is nothing new. We could remember this as a learning experience and—”

      “C’mon! We’re gonna be last in line!”

      Erza abandoned her train of thought as she and her boyfriend sprinted towards the entrance to play in the park.

    
    

    
      Naruto walked out of the shower and was drying off his face and hair. He took a moment to make sure there was no remaining smell of sand or salt water over his body before he gave a satisfied nod and walked out into his room. He walk out naked with his towel around his neck, “Erza, shower’s free.” He headed towards the closet and looked around for his clothes before he realized he hadn’t received a reply from the woman, “Erza?”

      He looked around the room to see that she wasn’t sitting in the chair or on the beds. He stepped around and finally noticed her resting back in a lounge chair on the balcony of the hotel room in her bikini. The long day of playing with the others on the beach, riding thrill rides for hours, and bathing in the warm setting sun had caused her fatigue to win and sleep to settle over her.

      He smiled warmly at the sight of the sleeping beauty, resting contently after a long day of fun. There was a lot he loved about Erza but one of his favorite things was when she relaxed, abandoned all the troubles that bothered them, and took the time to enjoy herself. She tried to shoulder so much of the guild’s problems and responsibilities by herself because she was the only one that could really handle it. And he knew how much she needed this time to unwind. Probably even more than him.

      Naruto decided to let her sleep and grabbed a pair of pants for their evening out with the others. He pulled them up over his legs—

      “M-mmmm. Mmm! Mmm!”

      He heard a soft moan of fear and discomfort as he looked back at the balcony. Erza’s feet started kicking out on reflex and she started jerking around on the chair like she pushing something away. His eyes widened in shock as he immediately ran to her side and grabbed her arms forcefully, “Erza! Erza wake up!”

      Erza’s blue and brown eyes shot open in terror as she panted and looked around to confirm where she was. When she saw Naruto kneeling over her with his hands around her arms, she immediately figured out what had happened. She took a moment to catch her breath before she nodded, “I’m… I’m okay.”

      Naruto waited before gently letting go and allowing her to sit up in her chair. As she seemed to calm herself down with a deep breath and placed her feet back onto the balcony he finally broke the awkward silence, “It was a nightmare about the Tower, wasn’t it?”

      Erza was silent for a moment before giving a small nod. She sighed in disappointment before running her hand along her face, “It’s been a while since the last one. I haven’t had any reason to think about it until what happened with Zoback and his business.” She shook her head, “There must have been a trigger and I…”

      Naruto just gently squeezed her hand to comfort her as she needed a minute to collect herself. He was used to this process…

      Sometimes, not very often but enough, she would have a dream reliving moments from their time in the Tower of Heaven. The work. The torment. The torture. The fear. The hopelessness. Eight years later and those things still stick. But he understood…

      He had them sometimes too. One moment his eyes would get heavy and everything would go black. The next…

      It would be too simple to say these were nightmares… it was like going back in time and experiencing those horrible things over and over again in their heads…

      Like a personal peek into hell.

      “I’m sorry.” Erza’s voice permeated the silence that was hanging between them, “I didn’t mean to ruin the evening like this.”

      “Don’t ever apologize for that.” Naruto responded while squeezing her hand, “You’ve never told me to apologize when I wake up in the middle of the night like that.”

      “But it never happened to you when we’re trying to relax and forget it like that.” Erza stood out of the chair and took a moment to take a deep breath of the fresh air as the gleeful screams of the park patrons filled the background. Erza looked out towards the beach in silence before she looked down at Naruto, “I arrived a few miles down the beach when I came from the tower.”

      Naruto looked up at her in surprise before standing up and looking out in the same direction she was. He shook his head, “I didn’t know that.”

      “I forgot myself. Akane Resort wasn’t as big a place as it is now back then. It was just a hotel.” Erza turned back around and held her arms together like she was hugging herself, “A lot has changed in that time. And some things not at all.”

      Erza stepped in front of the mirror inside the wall of their room and stared at herself for a moment. She rubbed her arm before looking down at her wrist and ankles to see a pattern of faded scar skin that had come from years of wearing shackles. She shook her head, “I still need to hide behind my armor after all these years. It feels like I haven’t changed at all since I was a kid.”

      She suddenly felt a pair of arms encircle her waist and hold her closely. She leaned back a little as Naruto hugged her tightly from behind and rested his face in her hair. He whispered, “You’ve changed so much since back then. You’ve become one of the strongest people I’ve ever met and you’re so brave. Braver than me. It doesn’t matter that you need to hide behind armor sometimes. We all hide sometimes.”

      A small smile came over her face and she brushed his forearm, “Then how come you don’t wear armor?”

      “Who says I don’t?” Naruto rested his head on her shoulder, “My first line of defense got broken recently after helping me hide for eight years.”

      “And you’re next line?”

      …

      Naruto hugged her a little tighter, “She gives me strength everyday.”

      She looked in the mirror at Naruto’s reflection fondly at his kind words. She held his arms warmly and closed her eyes in content. She did sometimes need to hide behind her armor… because she still felt fear from her past grip her mind like a bed of thorns. She felt safer behind her armor…

      But she felt even safer when she was with him.

      …

      Erza’s eyes widened in surprise when she felt a hard sensation poke her butt during the warm moment. She sighed exhaustively before droning, “Really? Now?”

      Naruto looked aside with embarrassment as he laughed nervously, “Sorry. It just… it sorta popped up.”

      “I noticed.” Erza joked before he lifted his head from her shoulder and she smiled, “I guess we have some time if you want.”

      He smirked as he pulled the tie on the back of her top and let the bikini fall from her chest. He smiled, “I love you so much.”

      “I know.” Erza and Naruto shared a deep kiss as they prepared to get their money’s—

      *Knock*Knock*Knock* “Erza, you in there?” Lucy’s voice came from behind the door as she entered with excitement, “The guys already went down to the casino and we wanted to…” Lucy blinked in confusion and hesitated to ask, “What-uh-what are you doing?”

      Erza was alone, looking out proudly on the balcony as she had abandoned the top of her swimsuit to let her breasts free. She looked back and gave an awkward wave, “H-hello Lucy! I-I didn’t expect you coming!”

      “Y-yeah, sorry. I just wanted to tell you and Naruto we were going to the casino.” Lucy pointed at Erza hesitantly, “So… what are you doing?”

      “Oh, I’m just getting some air.” Erza nodded and her large breasts jiggled slightly from her movements, “Yes it’s always good to get some fresh air after a day of swimming like that. Good for the lungs.”

      “WOOOOOOHOOOOOO!”

      “Yes thank you park strangers! I like you too!” Erza waved to the people that had passed by on the roller coaster long enough to see her flash them. She closed the door before turning back to Lucy, not minding at all that she still wasn’t covering her chest, “I still need to take a shower so you should go on ahead.”

      “Yeah-uh-good idea.” Lucy was about to step away before she asked, “Oh, where’s Naruto? I wanted to tell him to come down too.”

      “Oh he’s probably getting some ice. I’ll tell him we’re going down so you start cashing in.”

      “Got it.” Lucy cheerfully agreed and closed the door.

      Erza stood there in place for a moment to make sure she was actually gone before sighing in relief, “She’s gone.” She looked up at Naruto to see him fully sprawled out on the ceiling after jumping up to avoid an awkward scene with Lucy walking in on them about to do it. She wiped her forehead in relief, “We should probably hold off on doing anything until later tonight. Is that okay?”

      “Mmmmmmm.” Naruto whimpered.

      Erza noticed the pained tone, “What’s wrong?”

      “I jumped up here too quick. I think I bent it.”

      …

      “I should warn Lucy to wait for an answer before barging in. Save us all the trouble.”

      “And pain. So, so, so much pain.”

    
    

    
      “The lady has a royal flush!”

      “Woah!”

      “That’s her fifth hand in a row!”

      “Who is she?”

      Lucy clapped excitedly and hugged the woman around her shoulders, “Iyaa! Erza, you’re so cool!”

      “It’s not much. I guess I’m just lucky.” Erza modestly boasted while she was the center of attention for all the people watching her play poker. The others players on the table could do nothing but stare in shock at this amateur that walked up in such a flamboyant blue rose dress. She perked up, ready for the next hand, “Let’s continue this little game. I’d love to see what plays next.”

      “She’s on a roll!”

      Further down the casino strip, Natsu and Happy watched eagerly as a roulette wheel spun at quick speeds with the ball bouncing around. The wheel finally started to slow down before coming to a complete stop, “14 Black. House wins.”

      “NOOO!” Natsu cried out as he grabbed the wheel and jerked it around, “The ball was in 7 Red for a moment! This thing is rigged! The wheel’s knocking the ball around!”

      “S-sir please stop! We need that wheel to play the game!”

      Happy flew up and landed on Natsu’s shoulder, “Natsu, it’s okay! Just trust my judgement and we can still make a killing in this game! Just put it all on 39 Black!”

      Natsu grinned and nodded, “Good idea Happy!” The Dragon Slayer slammed the wheel back down on the table, “All on 39!”

      “S-sir, the board only goes up to—”

      “I said 39, dammit!”

      Gray shook his head at the echoing scream that reached their end of the casino. The Maker Mage pulled on the slot machine’s lever and sighed tiredly, “Doesn’t that idiot ever shut his mouth? You’d think his brain would die out with all that lack of oxygen.”

      Naruto shrugged while playing the slot beside him, “Yeah well maybe Natsu’s learned to live without oxygen. Somehow it feels like he’d figure out someway to do that by accident. But you shouldn’t be focusing too much on him. If you do…” Naruto pulled down his lever and immediately got a jackpot, “You’re gonna get left behind! Woohoo!”

      “What the hell?!” Gray yelled in exasperation while coins fell out of the coin slot in a massive wave of winnings. Naruto laughed cheerfully as the black-haired man shook his head, “How do you keep hitting the good slots?! That should be impossible!”

      “Don’t know. But it’s fun getting all these coins.” Naruto grinned and picked up another coin before sliding it in to play again, “You wanna just sit there staring at my awesome skills or do you wanna win back some money?”

      Gray’s eye twitched and he grumbled, “My machine’s rigged. It’s gotta be.”

      “U-Um… e-excuse me, Gray-sama?”

      Gray heard somebody quietly whisper his name from behind. He turned around to see a lovely young lady with pretty pale skin and wearing a flattering blue dress that complimented her curvy figure. Her long blue hair was rolled into three stacked curls on each side of her head. Despite only meeting once, he immediately recognized her from the recent conflict with Phantom. She shyly nodded her head, “I-it’s good to see you again.”

      “AH!” Gray jumped out of his seat, “It’s you!”

      Naruto leaned back to see who had scared Gray like that and saw the pretty young lady. He raised an eyebrow, “Someone you know?”

      “S-she’s a Mage from Phantom Lord! One of the Elemental Four!” Gray looked back at her in surprise, ‘We fought against each other when their guild came and attacked ours. She’s a Water Mage and she’s tough.’ Gray prepared for a fight, “If you came here for a rematch—”

      “N-no no no! Not at all!” Juvia waved her arms at a rapid speed to stop any fighting breaking out between them, “Juvia isn’t here to fight! And she doesn’t want to fight about Phantom Lord anymore! She swears!”

      Gray blinked in confusion before sharing a baffled look with Naruto. The whiskered man shrugged his shoulders before Gray turned back to the woman, “Well if you’re not here to fight then why are you here?”

      Juvia blushed with embarrassment and timidly spoke, “J-Juvia would like to talk with you about something, i-if you don’t mind Gray-sama.”

      Naruto tilted his head, “Sama?”

      “Well, if you wanna talk about something…” Gray scratched the back of his head before casually nodding, ‘I guess if you aren’t mad then it’ll be cool.’ Juvia brightened up in joy as he looked back at Naruto, “You gonna be okay by yourself?”

      “Yeah.” Naruto pulled on the lever again and got another good spin, “I’ll just be hanging out here, winning back your losses.”

      Gray scowled, “Don’t know why I bothered.”

      Juvia wrapped her arms around his bicep and pulled him along, “This way Gray-sama! This way!”

      Naruto watched them walk off before focusing back on his slot. He pulled the lever again and watched as another good spin came to his favor as coins filled the deposit. He grinned and started collecting his winnings.

      …

      “Naruto Uzumaki?”

      Naruto stopped when he heard the deep, unfamiliar voice speak his name while a large shadow spread over him. He couldn’t see the man while he was directly behind him so he looked back at the coins he was counting, “I didn’t cheat, if that’s what you’re gonna ask.”

      “It’s not.”

      “Well that’s good. Then what do you want?”

      “I want to make sure that you are Naruto Uzumaki.”

      Naruto stopped and tried to think about anybody that might want to start a fight with him since he got here. Someone from the beach? The amusement park? But he had done literally nothing during that time that was enough to enrage anyone to fight. Naruto decided to play this carefully and answered, “Yeah. That’s me.”

      “Face me.”

      “Look, I’m not here to fight—”

      “You must face me. I wish to at least look in your eyes again.”

      ‘Again?’

      Naruto stood up and dusted off his pants before turning around to face the stranger, “Fine. I don’t know what this is about but…”

      Naruto finally had the chance to look over the man that towered over him by more than a foot. Half of his muscular body was revealed from a large strip of cloth only covering one side of his chest from his shoulder down to his waist. His hair was covered by a turban and his lower chin was covered by a metal jaw that made him look like an animal. And only one of his eyes actually worked, with the other hidden under an eyepatch with a thin scar under it that went down to his cheek.

      Despite the threatening and intimidating look the man portrayed, Naruto didn’t take any notice of it.

      Despite the change of size… despite his change of voice… Naruto noticed something in the man’s single eye.

      A familiar gaze he had grown accustomed to afters years together.

      Naruto’s eyes widened as his pupils trembled in disbelief. He nearly lost his voice as his mouth opened and closed several times before finally speaking…

      “S… Simon?” Naruto whispered out as he looked at the larger man in shock, “Simon… is that you?”

      Simon stayed silent while his old friend seemed shocked at the fact that he was still alive. He gave a small nod to confirm this fact. Naruto gasped in disbelief before he stuttered, “S-Simon, I-I-I can’t-I don’t know—”

      “Naruto.”

      Naruto looked up at the tall man with anticipation for what he had to say—

      But was immediately brought out of his thoughts as Simon dug his fist into the Fairy Mage’s gut. Naruto gasped from the feeling of the fist digging into his stomach before he was launched back through the slot machines from the surprising amount of strength behind the strike. The others patrons around the slots were terrified from the sudden commotion and ran away to avoid a fight.

      Naruto groaned in the center of the broken machines as he slid down on his butt and groaned, “Ah. What the hell? How did—”

      The whiskered man felt a cold sensation run over his body as a black mass formed over his stomach and spread in every direction around the broken machines. The tendrils of Darkness magic grasped the broken machines and pulled them all in with Naruto at the center. The blond tried to escape the prison of darkness and metal that devoured him as he reached out and yelled, “Simon! Si—”

      The Darkness clasped shut and Naruto’s scream was silenced.

      Simon stared at the cube of black energy that concealed the Fairy Mage and closed his eye solemnly…

      “I’m sorry Naruto… but you might be able to convince them. I’m sorry… but I need you to follow us back.”

    
    

    
      Gray blinked in surprise, “You… you want to join Fairy Tail?”

      “Yes! Very much so!” Juvia responded with a twinkle in her eye, “Since Phantom Lord was disbanded, Juvia has become an independent Mage. And in that time, Juvia has been looking around and she believes that Fairy Tail would be the best place to join. She knows how close you all are to each other. How much fun you have. How often you sleep without shirts on in your hotels.”

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing.” Juvia looked at her crush with a hopeful optimism, “What do you think Gray-sama? Do you think Juvia has a chance of joining?”

      Gray was stumped and stayed silent for a moment in deep thought. He scratched his head, “Uhh… I’m not sure. I mean I guess I don’t have a problem with it. And if you really aren’t angry at us for causing Phantom to disband.”

      “Not at all.” Juvia shook her head, “She understands why you chose to fight.”

      Gray shrugged and grabbed his margarita, “Then I guess it’s really up to the guild if you can join. When we come back from the trip I can introduce you to Jii-San and then—”

      “Wooooooooooaaaaaaahhhhhh~!”

      Gray and Juvia stopped talking when they heard the excited and girly voice interrupt their dialogue. They looked over to Gray’s other side as a young teenage girl was closely examining Gray’s drink with a mesmerized gaze. The younger girl was wearing a bright yellow jacket with a pink shirt underneath with a bow. Her brown hair was tied up into two small ponytails on either side with the top of her hair looking similar to cat ears. She had red tattles on both cheeks that resembled whiskers and her cat-like eyes sparkled at the strange drink, “Oooooooooooooo~, I’ve never seen water like this before. It’s got little crystals around it and everything~.”

      Gray blinked in confusion about this girl’s strange fascination with his drink. He deadpanned, “Uh, that’s because it’s not water. It’s a margarita.”

      “Mart-a-righta?” The girl looked at the drink in wonder before looking up at the Maker Mage, “Hey hey, can I try some of it please? I’ve never had one before! Please~!”

      Gray just shrugged and offered it up, “Sure, knock yourself out.”

      The stranger took the drink and had a quick sip before her eyes widened and she gagged. She grimaced from the sudden and strong taste as she struggled to swallow the drink. She finally forced it down before shaking her head, “Ew. That tastes really bad. And I don’t feel as spiffy as I did before.”

      Gray nodded, “It’s a required taste.”

      Juvia watched from the side as this stranger not only interrupted their conversation, but she also got to drink from his glass! SHE GOT AN INDIRECT KISS! SO EASILY! She stood out of her seat and walked around her ‘date’ to face the stranger with a menacing glare, “Juvia is sorry, but this is unacceptable. It is very rude to just come over here next to strangers and drink from one of their glasses like that! Even Juvia hasn’t gotten the chance to drink from the same glass as Gray-sama yet!”

      Gray raised an eyebrow, “Why does that matter?”

      The girl smiled and stood out of her seat before shaking her head, “Oh that’s not a problem.” She gave a cute smile, “I’m exactly with who I need to be here with.”

      “What are you-IYA!” Juvia was caught off guard when a strange stretchy tube wrapped around her body and locked her arms into an uncomfortable position. Gray jumped out of his seat in surprise as Juvia tried to escape but stood there in shock, “M-my body, Juvia can’t escape!”

      Gray slammed his fist into his palm, “Why you—”

      “Catch.”

      The girl pushed the tangled Juvia forward and Gray had to catch her before she fell over. A second elongated tube appeared around them and tied itself around Gray and the already ensnared Juvia. They were trapped together as Gray and the Water Mage stuttered, “What the hell?!”

      “See ya.”

      The girl got in their blindspot and slammed her palm into Juvia’s stomach, sending them flying back into the bar’s main structure and frightening the other people around the bar. Juvia moaned in pain as Gray lifted them both up and groggily shook his head, “Who is this girl?”

      Another tube stretched into the corner of his eye and he watched it circle around a support pillar of the bar. She pulled it and the pillar broke instantly, sending the entire ceiling of the bar and its drinks crumbling down on top of the two trapped Mages.

      The cat girl winked at her crushed enemies and waved goodbye, “Sorry but it’s just because you guys are so spiffy.”

    
    

    
      Natsu slammed his head down on the table in defeat, “Dammit! I! Can’t! Win!”

      Happy patted his back sympathetically, “It’s okay Natsu! We can still pull a win out of this! Just put it all on B-8!”

      “That’s the eighth time I’ve had to put it all down!” Natsu cried a little, “I have nothing left to give Happy!”

      “Sir if you’re done playing can you please step aside. There are still other people trying to participate!”

      Natsu groaned and slammed his face down in despair, “Dammit! Dammit! Da-a-a-ammit!”

      “I’ve never seen a man act so pathetic and small before.”

      Natsu’s anguish was completely abandoned as he jumped up to his feet and growled out threateningly, “Okay, who said that! You wanna start something!”

      “I don’t feel like starting a fight with a brat.” The man who said it was dressed in a pristine blue suit with a scarf around his neck and hat on his head. He had a pair of sleek sunglasses and a small cigarette releasing a plume of smoke to complete his dandy image. However the whole look was completely ignored due to the fact that its wearer looked remarkably like his entire body was made of blocks, with jointed limbs and a strangely shaped chin as he glowered at the pink-haired man, “Men should stay tough and act dandy, not whining and complaining. Ain’t you got any self-respect kid?”

      Natsu had completely forgotten about the argument he was having because he was too mesmerized by the man’s strange appearance. Happy was entranced by the look as well as they pointed at the man, “Block man.”

      The oddly shaped man took a deep drag of his cigarette before just shaking his head, “Can’t believe I gotta waste my time with an un-dandy guy like this.”

      Natsu recovered from his shock and yelled at the man, “Hey, who the hell do you think you are! You wanna come over here and say that to my face!”

      In an instant, the well dressed man jumped through the air and kicked Natsu’s arms to the table, his feet becoming strange glowing blocks that pinned the Dragon Slayer to the roulette table. The dandy block man stood up over the surprised Fairy Mage before he looked aside towards all the frightened people, “You better run. You don’t wanna get between a man and his mission.”

      The people all started retreating backwards and running away as Happy yelled, “Natsu!”

      The dandy man pulled out a six-shooter before kneeling down and forcing the barrel of the gun into Natsu’s mouth. The blue cat froze in fear as Natsu narrowed his eyes at the man holding the gun over him. The well-dressed man shook his head, “Nothin’ personal kid. Maybe if you weren’t so tough we coulda worked this out some other way. But unfortunately you are… and we ain’t leavin’ until we get our friend back.”

    
    

    
      Lucy and Erza looked up from the game of poker they had finished and back towards the large casino area after hearing a strange commotion. Erza tilted her head, “Is something going on over there?”

      Lucy just sighed and shook her head, “Natsu and the others better not be causing a scene.”

      Someone came up to the dealer behind the table and motioned over to the side, “Dealer change. It’s my turn now.” The former dealer stepped aside as the new dealer stepped into the back of the table as everyone turned back towards him. He grabbed a deck of cards and started shuffling and cutting it at fast speeds. He then started flicking cards out at a swift speed until only five cards laid facedown in front of Erza.

      Other players at the table complained, “Hey buddy, we’re still in this game too!”

      “And this is poker! There’s only supposed to be two cards for each player!”

      The new dealer shook his head and motioned to the cards in front of the redhead, “Sorry gentleman but this next game is only for the pretty lady in front of me.”

      Erza looked down at the cards laid out before her before she took them and flipped them over.

      D

      E

      A

      T

      H

      “You really are pretty.” The dealer looked up at the red-headed Mage and gave her a knowing smirk. The dealer was a young man in his late teens, with dark skin yet bright blond shaggy hair. He had a tattoo of the number five on his lower left chin and a cross-shaped earring on his left ear. He smiled at the redhead once more with an eager look in his eyes, “You’ve gotten so pretty since I last saw you… Nee-San.”

      Lucy stepped back away from the strange man worryingly, “What are you talking about? Erza, what is he…” Lucy stopped when she saw a strange look over Erza’s face, “Erza?”

      Erza was looking at the young man with constricted eyes as her whole body seemed to tremble in shock. She struggled to find the words before they finally passed between her lips, “S-Shō?”

      He nodded, “That’s right Nee-San. It’s me.”

      Her shoulders seemed to shake a little less as a tear formed in her left eye, “Y-you’re alive.”

      He shook his head, “Not just me.”

      Suddenly, the lights for the whole casino floor turned off and the room was engulfed in darkness.

      “AH!”

      “The lights!”

      “Where is everybody?!”

      “Erza what happened?!”

      *Bang*

      “Was that a gun?!”

      The lights finally came back on and Lucy and Erza were the only people left standing around the table. They looked around in shock, “Where did everyone go?!”

      “They’re right here.” Shō showed them a deck of cards with each one containing one of the civilians that crowded the table just a moment ago moving inside them. He tossed the cards up in the air before he walked around the table and started stalking towards the terrified girls, “They’ll be released soon enough. I just didn’t need any of them interrupting our reunion.”

      Erza stood out of her seat and could only stare at the young man she had not seen in years. She marveled, “You know how to use magic?”

      Lucy yelled, “Erza, who is the guy! How do you-EEK!”

      Erza looked back to see Lucy had been tied up and restrained by an orange tube. Lucy fell to her knees with hers arms being pulled back behind her head as a teenage girl stood beside her and pawed the air, “Heya Er-chan! You look so spiffy in that outfit!”

      Erza couldn’t believe the sight in front of her as she turned towards the younger girl, “Milliana?”

      The girl gave a warm smile and nodded, “Yep.”

      “I know a dandy man should always be composed in front of pretty ladies.” They looked aside as a blocky man in a suit walked up and put out his cigarette before tipping his hat towards Erza, “But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t happy to see you again Erza. And not just because of the beautiful lady you turned into.”

      “Wally?” Erza shook her head in disbelief, “Your… you all… you’re alive.”

      Milliana nodded cheerfully, “Yep. We all learned how to use magic since we last saw ya Er-chan! Now we’re super strong too!”

      “Many of us have changed a lot over the years Erza, but we are still the same people from back then.” A portal of Darkness formed at the ground and a massive man with a turban and iron jaw grew out from it. He aimed his one eye at Erza, “Even if we may not look like it.”

      Erza’s left eye started welling up again as a tear ran down her cheek, “Simon. You’re all here.”

      Shō stepped forward, “That’s right Nee-San. The old gang’s back together.”

      “Erza!” Lucy looked up from her constrained position on the floor, “Who-who are these guys? How do they know you?”

      Erza looked around solemnly and answered in a small voice, “Thye’re… they’re my family.”

      “Family?” Lucy questioned, ‘I-I don’t, I don’t get it! What are you-AH!’ She tried sitting up but the rope around her tightened her arms and legs together and pulled her in closer to her back. She screamed in pain, “AH!”

      “Lucy!” Erza panicked and looked around at her friends, “What are you doing?”

      “It’s my Nekōsoku Tube.” Milliana proudly boasted, “My magic creates spiffy tubes that can bind just about anybody and lock away they’re magic too. And the more they fight it, the tighter it gets. So soon enough she’s gonna bend so far back her body snaps in half from the force.”

      Erza’s eyes widened in horror at the cheerful way Milliana said she was slowly killing someone. She whispered out, “W-what?”

      “Sealing away and scaring the civilians was an easy task when we found out you were coming here, Nee-San. But when we found out your new friends were coming here too, we had to be prepared.” Shō answered, “We heard about how strong they were and how far they would go to help you if they thought something went bad… so we had to prepare ways to eliminate them as effectively as possible.”

      Erza and Lucy both felt a cold pit fill their stomachs when they realized Gray, Natsu, Happy, and Naruto hadn’t shown up yet to hear what the commotion was about. Erza gulped, “You didn’t—”

      “We did what we had to do to meet you like this.” Simon stated before looking around at the others, “And don’t worry. I took care of ‘Naruto’. He won’t be a problem anymore.”

      When Simon said that, Shō, Milliana, and Wally suddenly seemed more pained and solemn then they were before. Shō closed his eyes and collected himself before nodding at his tall friend, “Thanks Simon. Even if it wasn’t him, after all this time… I don’t think we could’ve faced Nii-San like that.”

      “I understand.”

      “What are you taking about?” A sense of dread started filling Erza up as she looked around at her old comrades, “Where’s Naruto? What did you—”

      “It’s okay now Nee-San. It’ll all be okay now.”

      Erza went quiet when Shō said that. She looked at him, “What do you mean?”

      Wally nodded, “We know how hard it’s been for you since you left. And what you’ve been living with since you’ve been gone.”

      Milliana gave a warm smile, “But it’s okay now Er-chan. You don’t need to keep that burden with you any longer.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “He did it Nee-San.” Shō gave a big, hopeful smile, “Jellal figured it out. He knows how to fix everything. How to set it all right again. We can bring everyone and everything back.”

      Erza looked at him in confusion, “What are you talking about?”

      “We just need your help Nee-San.” He offered her his hand, “We need you…”

      “We need you to come back to the Tower.”

      Erza’s eyes slowly widened and she processed what Shō was asking of her. She seemed to take a step back and shake her head, “You can’t—”

      *Bang*

      She felt a bullet impact her side before her eyelids became heavy and she passed out. Wally holstered his gun again, “I needed to bring the sleeping rounds. Just in case she couldn’t answer.”

      Lucy watched as the strange group of people started walking away as the large man gently picked Erza up in a bridal carry. They started walking away as she yelled after them, “Hey! Where do you think you’re taking her?! Give her-AH!” The rope tightened and Lucy felt her body scream in pain but she persisted, “Give her back!”

      Milliana waved the busty beauty goodbye, “Be careful~. Anymore more tension and you might snap.”

      “Hey Milliana.” Wally walked up to the cat girl and held out his hand as an unconscious blue cat appeared in his hand, “I got you a present.”

      Milliana’s eyes twinkled in joy as she grabbed the kitten and hugged it tightly, “Yay! Kitty!”

      “Happy! Give him back!”

      Shō led the group out the side exit and he looked back at his old friend resting in Simon’s arms. Tears seemed to fill his eyes as he smiled, “It’s okay Nee-San. It’ll all be better once we go home.”

      Lucy watched with futile effort as they walked out the door and left her behind. She struggled to move and screamed out in panic—

      “ERZA!”

    
    

    
      Done

      And so it begins.

      Are you guys ready? No? Me neither. Or am I? Just gonna have to wait and find out.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    40. Bounds of Purgatory

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 40: Within the Bounds of Purgatory

      Ooooooooohhhhh~, TV Season is back!

      My shows are back! Muppets! Flash! Arrow! Supernatural! Scream Queen! S.H.I.E.L.D.! Minority Reports! South Park! And, of course, Heroes Reborn!

      I’ve been waiting five years for Heroes to return. And now Chuck is a bad guy! Yatta!

      On a completely separate vein… how come no one ever told me how cool Fate/Stay Night was! No! No I haven’t seen it before! I didn’t know about the Projection abilities or the Trace On or the Reality Marble or the Gate of Babylon until just now! All those years of suggesting I was using GAR and making an Archer Naruto-LIES! GARBAGEY LIES!

      You all just sat there on this goldmine of anime entertainment and said nothing to me! Nothing at all! Not even a suggestion! I might be a piece of shit cliffhanger leaver… but you people are just mean.

      With your meanness.

      That being said, Reinforcement and Projection are remarkably similar to Armor and Copy. I can completely understand why you guys made that assumption. Hell, I might have actually gotten some of the idea from what I heard about Fate back then. I’m not quite sure. I was so worried about planning for the future of this story back then that I can’t remember how I set up the base for it.

      Anybutt, on with the show!

    
    

    
      Naruto struggled to move at all within the confines of the prison of darkness and metal. He gasped in pain with the pieces of metal pricking into his back and tried to move his limbs enough to get some space but failed. He was stuck.

      Simon could use magic now?

      Simon was still alive. That was still something Naruto was trying to adjust to. Of all the things Naruto expected to happen on this trip, he could honestly say that meeting him again wasn’t on the list.

      But for some reason Simon attacked him. Locked him away. He might have even tried to kill him with this thing.

      Whatever the reason, Naruto had to face him directly and talk with him.

      The Fairy Mage tried to force his hand through the black membrane but couldn’t get enough strength from his awkward positioning. He shook his head before furrowing his eyes, “This… won’t stop me.”

      He opened up his palm and summoned the Light sword from his Requip space. He gripped it tightly and channeled his magic through the blade as it started to glow bright like the sun.

      “Shine.”

    
    

    
      Gray finally woke up with a ringing in his ears and a faint numbness in his head. He turned, dislodging a beam of wood that had fallen on his head and caused a small stream of blood to go down his face. He looked up and saw that they were caught underneath a portion of the roof to the bar but despite their awkward position they weren’t seriously injured. He looked down at the woman who was tied closely to his chest as he was worried she might be unconscious. He nudged the back of her head with his face, “Hey, you alive? I could really use a conscious person to help get out of this shitty spot we’re in.”

      “Mmmmmmm~.” Juvia let out a content and incoherent moan in the twilight between consciousness and blissful sleep. She dreamily stated, “Oh~, Gray-sama. You really did want Juvia. She always knew we could connect on a deeper level if we tried. Oh, ask anything of her and she will answer in earnest. W-what, J-Juvia doesn’t know if she can do that just—”

      *THUMP*

      “Eep!” Juvia was startled awake when Gray head butted the back of her head. She let out a pained moan before looking behind her and blushing in shock, “G-G-Gray-Sama! W-why are you so close to Juvia?!”

      “We got tied together moron. Remember?” Gray looked around for somewhere they could escape before he felt like he needed to check on the woman secured tightly to him, “Are you all right? That girl must’ve hit you pretty hard.”

      Juvia gleefully shook her head at the notion that he cared, “Not at all Gray-Sama~.” She was so happy to be close to this man she was infatuated that she completely ignored the pained sensation running through her gut. But she looked back at herself and seemed concerned, “But Juvia cannot turn into water while she is tangled in this rope. It seems we will just have to stay together like is forever.”

      She was so subtle and smooth.

      Gray looked at the tube wrapped around them as well, “Yeah. I can’t use my magic at all either. This tube thing must be cutting us off.” He looked around their position for something they could use to escape. His eyes finally landed on a steak knife that was discarded from a dinner plate at the bar. It wasn’t particularly the sharpest knife in the world but it was the closest they had. And luckily it was by Juvia’s foot, “Hey, think you can reach that knife?”

      Juvia looked down by her foot and saw the knife he was referring to. She nodded, “Yes, Juvia believes so. Allow her to—” But as she stretched out her leg to pull in the knife, she and Gray suddenly felt the ropes that bound them together start to constrict and tighten. They slowly started becoming tighter and Juvia gasped, “Ah! W-what?!”

      Gray tried to resist the constricting cat rope but could feel that it was futile to try like this. He growled, “Dammit! Juvia, quick, get the knife! Before it gets any tighter!”

      “Y-yes, G-Gray-sama.” Juvia moaned, a mix of discomfort and bliss with the rope bringing the two of them closer and closed. She panted, the rope tightening around her limbs, stomach, and chest while she tried to stretch her foot out far enough to touch the knife. After a few moments of struggling she finally got the utensil under her foot and with a quick flick, it slid towards Gray’s hand.

      He pulled it up to his hands by the blade and pressed it against the rope. He quickly started to cut into the tube as fast as he could as the cat-based tube continued to constrict around them. Gray could feel a numbness start to spread around his body where the blood was being cutoff. Despite that, he continued to cut until it finally cut through and the first layer of tubes snapped apart.

      “Yes!” He immediately brought up the knife and started cutting into the rope that tightened around Juvia. The blue-haired woman was gasping and her skin was becoming flushed from the pain before it finally cut through. The rope fell off and dropped around Juvia as she toppled over on the ground. Gray leaned back and threw the knife away before sighing in relief, “That was a close one.”

      “Y-yes. Close. So very, very close.”

      Gray looked down at the woman who hadn’t picked herself up yet to see some of her pale skin was still flushed from the experience, “You all right? You aren’t hurt too bad, right?”

      “N-no. Not hurt. In fact… quite the opposite.”

      Gray hesitated before raising an eyebrow, “That didn’t unlock some weird inkling inside you, did it?”

      Juvia shot straight up, smashing her head into a beam of broken wood but not paying it any mind as she blushed, “N-not at all Gray-sama! J-Juvia is a more civilized woman than that!” She then became more bashful and looked aside, “B-but if you’re interested in women like that t-then—”

      “Ice Make: Lance!”

      Several spears of ice stretched out from Gray’s hand and obliterated the debris that confined them under that space. Gray just stood up and looked back at Juvia, “You coming?”

      “Y-yes.”

      The Elemental Mage and Maker Mage stepped out into the center strip of the casino and noticed it was completely abandoned. There wasn’t anyone in sight. Juvia stepped forward and looked around in confusion, “Where did everyone go?”

      “Doubt it was just our bit with cat girl that got them all running out like that.” The Fairy Mage looked around with a focused glare, “Something must’ve happened.”

      “Yes!”

      The two Mages looked off in one direction when they heard the loud exclamation echo through the abandoned room.

      “Yes! Right there!”

      Gray perked up, “Hey, that’s Lucy!” He started sprinting towards the direction of her voice, Juvia hesitating to follow towards the blonde woman. He finally got her in sight and called for her, “Lucy, are you… what the hell?”

      Lucy was also tied up with an orange tube that was pulling her arms and legs together more and more with each passing second and a scattered deck of cards around her. But with her body nearly bent back completely, Lucy kept screaming out urgently, “Almost there! Almost there! Keep going! Don’t stop!”

      Gray was staring at the scene with intrigue and Juvia suddenly covered his eyes with her hands, the girl looking aside jealously at his intrigue at the scene.

      There was a sharp snap and the rope broke apart, causing Lucy to fall backwards and breath in relief, “Oh thank god. That was close.” She opened one eye and looked up to see Gray standing over her, “When did you get here?!”

      “A moment ago.” Gray quietly answered as he shook his head, “I’m worried that these rope things bring out a very weird part of people when they’re tied up.”

      “What are you talking about?” Lucy picked up a card and revealed it had a man holding a knife in his hand on it, “That rope was getting too tight and I needed this guys help to cut it. Lucky for me the knife’s sharpness got through enough to cut that stupid rope thing.”

      “Okay little lady I helped you!” The man in the card whined, “Now help me out of here!”

      “Um… right. I don’t actually know how to get you out of the card.” Lucy apologetically nodded her head, “I’m really really sorry! But they said the cards will vanish and you’ll get out soon so wait until then please!”

      “Oh come on!”

      Lucy placed the card down and the people inside them started to yell and argue. The blonde Fairy Mage stepped aside and towards her friend with relief, “I was so worried about you guys! Those people said they attacked you all to make sure you wouldn’t get up.”

      Gray nodded, “Yeah, we were in a pretty tough spot for a while there. But we managed to get out.”

      Lucy noticed the pronoun he was using and tilted her head, “We?” She looked aside at the person hidden from her sight behind Gray and recoiled when she saw the familiar woman that had trapped her in a ball of water a few weeks earlier, “Ah! I-it’s that Phantom girl! Why is she here?!”

      Gray held up his hands to calm her down, “It’s okay. It’s okay. She’s not here to fight or anything. She’s on our side.”

      Lucy still looked wary of their former enemy’s presence as she leaned over to look at her again.

      Juvia’s eyes appeared like red lights beneath her blue hair as she menacingly chanted beneath her breath, “Love rival love rival love rival love rival love rival love rival love rival love rival love rival love rival love rival love rival love—”

      Lucy sweated, “A-are you totally sure she’s not here to fight?”

      “Look that doesn’t matter—”

      “It matters to me because I am getting a really deadly look right now.”

      “—we need to focus on finding that cat girl.” Gray looked around trying to spot head or-hopefully not-tail of the menace that nearly killed them, “She might hurt somebody else if we don’t do something to stop her.”

      “No!” Lucy yelped, ‘That’s not the problem we have to worry about!’ When both Juvia and Gray looked at her strangely, Lucy seemed saddened and hesitated to say what she wanted, “I-I don’t know if what they said was true, b-but Natsu and Naruto might be—”

      *BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM*

      “ANGRYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYY-GAH-HA!”

      They looked over at the pillar of fire that exploded from the ground and had risen all the way up to the ceiling before dissipating. Gray nodded at Lucy, “Yeah, I totally agree. I bet they are pissed.”

      The Celestial Mage could only stare in shock and relief as she saw Natsu stumble over towards them while holding his throat and coughing. She asked, “N-Natsu, you’re okay! W-what happened?”

      Natsu coughed some more before pointing at his mouth, “M-mouth. S-ugh-square guy, s-shot me in the mouth.”

      Lucy stared at him blankly, “Someone shot you? In the mouth?” She shook her head in disbelief, “How are you still alive?”

      “*BLARGH*!”

      Natsu coughed loudly and something dropped out of his mouth. They all looked down to see a bullet burning orange and white while also partially bent. Natsu gave a lighter cough as Gray just sighed, “You used the fire to counter the speed and piercing power of the bullet and used your throat to take the rest of the force from the weakened shot. Okay… that’s pretty fucking crazy Flame Brain. But I gotta give you credit.”

      Natsu shook his head before growling in a hoarse tone, “The moment I find that blocky bastard I’m gonna knock his head off!”

      Lucy interrupted, “Wait Natsu, we need to—”

      Suddenly a blinding light occurred at the end of the main strip and the group had to cover their eyes. The light faded and Gray lowered his hand from his eyes, “I guess Naruto’s okay too.” He yelled down the room, “Naruto! We’re over here!”

      After a moment, Naruto came running over desperately and looked over them all for a moment. He nodded, “All right, you guys are okay. That’s good.” He didn’t even seem to acknowledge that there was someone in their group that he didn’t recognize as he had something else on his mind. He looked around a little more, “There’s someone here attacking us and I don’t want you guys getting caught up in it. I need you to go find Erza and—”

      “No! Just listen to me!”

      They all looked over at Lucy after she had lost her cool and screamed to get their attention. She looked around at them and finally spoke, “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you! I’m pretty sure the guys that attacked you are all in the same group! And they kidnapped Erza and Happy and took them away!”

      Naruto’s eyes widened as Natsu and the others reacted more animatedly, “What?! You mean that block bastard took them away!”

      “The cat girl too?”

      “Yeah!” Lucy nodded, “They said they knew Erza and took her away somewhere! I don’t know why but they wanted her really bad!”

      Before they could say anything else, Naruto stepped forward and grabbed Lucy’s shoulders firmly. The blonde girl blinked in surprise as she looked up at Naruto’s stern eyes, “Lucy. These people… did Erza say their names?”

      “Who cares!” Natsu yelled impatiently, “We don’t need to know their names—”

      “Natsu, shut up!”

      The rose-haired man recoiled at the anger brimming in Naruto’s voice as he looked back at Lucy, “Their names. Shō. Milliana. Wally. Simon. Jellal. Were those their names?”

      Lucy was silent for a moment before nodding, “Y-yeah, Erza called them that. She said they were her family.”

      Gray raised an eyebrow inquisitively, “Family?”

      “B-but not that last name.” Lucy shook her head, “They said it like that Jellal guy wasn’t here. But it sounded like they were taking her to go see him.”

      Naruto was silent for a moment as dread filled his eyes before he asked, “Where did they say they were going?”

      “…”

      Lucy was quiet for a moment before finally saying, “They said they were taking her home.”

      …

      The emotion drained from Naruto’s face as his eyes seemed to tremble from anxiety.

      Lucy flinched in pain, “N-Naruto, you’re hurting me.”

      Naruto took his hands off Lucy’s shoulders and walked away from them before stopping. He mulled something over before looking back at them, “You guys need to stay here. I’m going after them.”

      “What?!”

      Gray shook his head, “You can’t be serious!”

      “I am.” Naruto responded, “I don’t want you guys being a part of this. I’ll get Erza and Happy back, I promise, but I just need you guys to stay behind for now.”

      “Fuck that!” Natsu yelled furiously, “They took our friends! No way in hell I’m sitting on my ass while they’re getting away with that!”

      Naruto turned back to him, “And I’ll get them back! But I’m not taking you guys with me so just stay here!”

      “I can smell them!” Natsu pointed at his nose, “I can follow them! Can you?!”

      Naruto couldn’t answer that. He knew where they were going but he didn’t know which direction. When he left there in the first place he just started rowing aimlessly trying to escape. It was by sheer luck he got anywhere near a ship close to Hargeon that picked him up. But just because he knew where they were going…

      Naruto resigned to shaking his head, “No, I can’t follow them.”

      “Then I’m coming along! And so is everyone else!” Natsu yelled as he marched past his blond friend and towards the exit, “We’re gonna get our friends back!”

      Naruto stood there in his spot as he seemed to struggle with the choice he needed to make. If he didn’t bring Natsu and the others along, he might not be able to follow Erza. But if he did…

      “Naruto?”

      The whiskered man looked up at his friends, seeing the worry and confusion on their faces. Gray asked, “What’s going on?”

      …

      “If you want to come then come on.” Naruto turned around and follow after Natsu, “We’re going.”

    
    

    
      The Council hall was quiet and heavy with an atmosphere no one wanted to perpetrate with sound. The members of the Magic Council mulled over the information they had just received from one of their own members. Org’s intertwined hands tensed into each other and he shook his head, “This… this can’t be real.”

      Siegrain solemnly nodded his head, “Unfortunately it is.”

      The old sage shook his head, “There were seven towers. 7. Created by a cult who received backing and a budget from an unknown source we still haven’t been able to find after all these years.” The old man shook his head, anxiety and fear gripping his features, “We finally caught wind of what those people were doing and put a stop to it years ago! We decommissioned the R-System and returned the slaves back to their homes! So how in the world did we miss an eighth tower after all this time?!”

      “They hid it from the public eye. Apparently they had Mages who could cloak it from our radars. And they were far enough away from the coast that we couldn’t notice them by normal means.” The old woman stated shamefully, “They’ve been building it in our shadow all this time.”

      “Who did you say your source in this leak was again, Siegrain?”

      The blue-haired Council member shook his head, “I didn’t. My source wishes to remain anonymous during this ordeal. But I can attest to the authenticity of the information.”

      Michello skeptically groaned, “Well it’s hard to take this bit of information seriously when we can’t even have the name of your source.”

      “Does it matter who his source is?” Ultear asked pointedly while looking around at the other members of the Council, “We need to focus on the problem at hand! The R-System is still being constructed as we speak and could be operational, even ready to be activated at any time!”

      “Who was it the informant claimed was heading this reformations?”

      “A man named Jellal.”

      “Jellal?” Org thought intently for a moment before looking up in shock, “Siegrain! B-but that’s—”

      The blue-haired boy nodded, “My brother.”

      “Your brother is recreating the R-System!” Michello screamed in outrage, ‘You haven’t received any news or information about your lost sibling after all these years and then suddenly you find out he’s heading an operation to revive this taboo magic! I’m sorry but coincidence can only go so far!’ The cat-motif man pointed at the young man, “We need to have a serious discussion about how you might be compromised with the personal interest in this matter.”

      Ultear seemed annoyed by the short man’s intent towards Siegrain before another member of the Council spoke up, “That’s enough. Whatever we wish to discuss about this matter will be brought up once we have handled this properly. For now we must figure out how we should deal with the R-System.”

      “It’s not the R-System.”

      The Council looked towards Siegrain as he spoke with a heavy tone, “It’s not called the R-System anymore. It’s referred to as the Tower of Heaven.”

    
    

    
      Naruto silently looked ahead as the rowboat they took from the harbor glided through the water at a staggering speed. Natsu was hunched over the side of the dinghy, doing his best to lead them towards their destination while also unloading the contents of his stomach at random intervals. Gray and Lucy looked to the back of the boat and watched as Juvia, now dressed back into her normal button coat and hat, using her Water abilities to propel the boat faster towards their destination. Gray looked back at her, “Thanks for doing this. Using your ability we can get there way quicker than by ourselves.”

      Juvia had a dreamy expression after being praised by the object of her affection, “Ahhhh~, just having Gray-sama’s praise gives Juvia the strength to cross the entire ocean if she needs to.”

      Lucy inquired, “You’ve been doing that for a while though. Are you okay?”

      Juvia had a smug look, “Quite. It’s up to some of us to pick up the slack of other people that can’t do anything.”

      Lucy gave a nervous laugh, “I-I know you’re helping but I can’t help but think you’re directing that comment at someone in particular.”

      Naruto looked over his shoulder and spoke flatly, “Natsu, we’re still heading in the right direction?”

      The Dragon Slayer gurgled and moaned out, “Y-yeah. I-I’d appreciate if we could maybe slow down, o-or at least push me off the boat so I can swim alongside.”

      Lucy sighed, “Is that seriously your better alternative?”

      The boat of Mages continued through the water in silence for a few minutes until they suddenly started to lose speed. They looked back to see Juvia placing her hands back in her lap and with some sweat forming on her face. She saw their looks and bowed her head, “M-my apologies, but Juvia is more exhausted from this action than she anticipated. Juvia needs a moment to regain some strength.”

      Lucy saw the tired look on her face, “Yeah, it’s okay. If you need to take a minute—”

      “No time.” Naruto stepped off from the front of the dinghy and searched for something in the side of its interior. He pulled out two oars and tossed one to Gray. He sat down on the front seat and faced them, “We can’t afford to waste anymore time. And considering what they did to grab her, we need to conserve our strength for when we get there. Gray, help me row.”

      The Maker Mage nodded and they started manually driving the boat as Juiva seemed ashamed and nodded her head, “J-Juvia is sorry that she could not be of more assistance.”

      Lucy felt a need to comfort the girl that assisted them, “You were a lot of help. Just get some rest and get your strength back.” Lucy looked over at the frown on Naruto’s face as he and Gray continued to row in silence. She was reminded of the time they were all staying at her apartment before the fight with Phantom and Naruto revealed that he had fought a group of Mages from Grimoire Heart.

      The look on his face just changed. It was like he became a different person. Like a switch. And this was kinda like back then but…

      This was fundamentally different. Back then Naruto was displaying sheer hate and animosity towards a guild he wanted nothing more than to destroy and ruin. But this wasn’t just hate. This was something else…

      Fear.

      And dread.

      And horror.

      And shame.

      “What’s this about?”

      Gray broke the silence as he continued to row but met Naruto’s eyes for a moment, “What’s going on? Who were those guys and why did they want Erza?”

      Naruto looked at his friend with a pointed, unflinching glare that conveyed how sensitive a topic Gray was treading on. The blond looked out at the water, “It’d take too long to explain. Once we get there and find Erza then we can talk about it.”

      “These guys just came out of nowhere, tried to kill us without hesitation, kidnapped Erza, and took her all the way out to sea. And I can fully get behind chasing after them and getting her back, but I know you know what’s going on because I can see it in your eyes.”

      “I just told you—”

      “Lucy said Erza called them her family. And I remember once you told me that you and Erza knew each other before you came to Fairy Tail.” Gray deduced while he looked Naruto straight in the eye, ‘None of you were around when she first came to the guild but I remember what she was like. She was weird. She was alone. She never talked to anyone. And she cried by herself all the time. And I think you know why.’ The look in Gray’s eyes intensified as he spoke firmly, “If this has anything to do with why she cried back then… then you need to tell me right now. Because I decided a long time ago… I wasn’t gonna let her cry like that anymore.”

      The others looked at Gray in surprise at his intense declaration. Even Naruto looked at the raven-haired man with shock at what he said. The blond looked down at the floor of the boat as he tried to think about what to say before he closed his eyes.

      The whiskered man slowly opened his eyes, “Me. Erza. Shō. Milliana. Wally. Simon. And Jellal. We were friends. We were family. We were together way before we came to Fairy Tail. What we have now at the guild… we had back then too.” The frown that had firmly planted itself on Naruto’s face softened into a fond smile as he looked back at the good memories he shared with them, “And back then… it was a saving grace to have people you could be that close with.”

      Lucy asked, “What do you mean?”

      “I mean it was easier facing the reality that we were slaves when we had people like that.”

      In an instant, a look of shock and horror crossed all of their faces when those words came out of Naruto’s mouth. Even Natsu ignored his sickness for a moment to look over at his friend in shock at what he said. Gray muttered, “W-what?”

      “That flute demon we fought a few months back, Lullaby, was a demon created by the Black Mage Zeref. And there were a lot of other monsters just like that around the world.” Gray’s thoughts immediately turned to Deliora, the immortal demon that destroyed his town and killed his family. Naruto continued, “But some people were obsessed with Zeref, and weren’t satisfied with the fact that just his demons were causing terror around the world. So they created a structure in the middle of the ocean that would be used as a magic tool for resurrection. A tool to bring Zeref back to life.”

      Lucy felt her stomach churn at what he said. She shivered and shook her head, “H-how could people think of bringing him back?”

      “Because they were obsessed with him. So they started to build a tower that would use magic to bring him back to life. And to build it, they raided villages and kidnapped people from all over to bring them to an island and keep them there as slaves. The slaves were beaten, forced around, killed if they failed to comply, or tortured if they needed to be made an example out of. While they were there, thousands of people were captured and forced into labor, constructing a tower that reached the heavens so that it could pull souls out of the afterlife. They called it the Tower of Heaven.” Naruto’s eyes lowered, “And that’s where I met Erza for the first time.”

      …

      No one could say anything as they tried to comprehend what he said.

      “It was just us and an old man when it started. Then Jellal was brought there as well. Then Wally. Then Simon. Shō and Milliana. And in order to try and forget where we were, we tried to play games and have fun with each other. So that at least when we were out there working… we had something to come back to. And it worked for a while but… it didn’t change anything. We were just trying to ignore the fact that we were trapped in a nightmare. Our families were gone. No one knew where we were. We were alone in the world. And we only had each other for as long as we could remember.”

      Naruto rowing seemed to slow down as he became more focused on what to tell about the story, “Then… eight years ago… we started a rebellion. The slaves broke out and started attacking members of the cult. We didn’t show any mercy to those guys. It was kill or be killed with them. After a while we finally broke out… we took back our freedom. We were gonna escape the tower and head back into the real world.”

      …

      “What…” Lucy shuddered to ask, “What happened?”

      “…”

      Naruto didn’t answer at first, “We were separated. We thought that each of us were dead. Erza made it to land and I did too after a while but everyone else… I didn’t hear anything about them. For the longest time we thought they…” Naruto left the statement hang as he looked back up at them, ‘But they had survived… and they were living in the Tower again after all this time.’ He seemed pained and disgusted at the idea as he shook his head, “If we had known they went back there we could have helped them. But now they’re taking Erza and they’re willing to hurt people to do it…”

      Naruto stopped rowing for a moment as a sad glint filled his eyes, “Except… even though Simon attacked me… I couldn’t feel any killing intent behind it. Even though I can understand why they might hate us… I just can’t see them as enemies.”

      …

      “This place… the tower.” Natsu willed himself not to hurl and looked over at Naruto critically, “How bad is it for Erza?”

      Naruto shook his head, “It’s the place she and all her friends were tormented and tortured, where her parents were killed trying to get her out of there, and where she spent most of her life living in fear. For us… this is worse than hell.”

      “…”

      Lucy looked up at her friend and wanted to say something but her words caught in her throat when she looked past him. She hesitated before motioning behind the blond, “Naruto.”

      The whiskered man blinked before looking back where she was looking. He slowly stood up in the boat and turned to face the horizon as the night sky settled close to midnight. He looked out at the far off structure that looked like a stick from this distance. They really rebuilt it. The broken structure they once suffered in was now reconstructed and bigger than ever.

      The Tower of Heaven.

      He had returned after all this time.

      He didn’t want to admit it.

      He needed to lead his friends in there to take back the woman he loved and convince his old friends that whatever they were doing was wrong. He needed strength and conviction now more than ever. He had spent all these years getting stronger and more courageous so that what happened here would never happen again.

      So why?

      Why did the very sight of this place send uncertainty and dread into his brain?

      Why couldn’t he stop shaking with fear?

    
    

    
      Erza finally started to open her eyes again after God knows how long. Clarity started to fill her sight again as she could see her legs, exposed by the dress she was wearing earlier, curled up beside her on the rocky floor of the cell. She tried to move her arms but realized that her hands and arms were restrained over her head by a nail stuck through her handcuffs. She remained sitting on the floor for a moment as she tried to figure out what had happened.

      Shō.

      Milliana.

      Wally and Simon.

      Lucy in pain.

      Everyone was gone.

      Something happened to Naruto.

      The Tower.

      As these memories filled her head again, she heard a couple footsteps outside the cell and looked up to see Shō walk in front of the cell. A moment passed before he pulled out some keys and unlocked the cell door, walking in and looking down at her, “I was wondering when you would finally wake up again. I was getting worried.”

      “Shō.” Erza blinked a few times before she realized, ‘So it really wasn’t a dream. You all are alive.’ She looked around at her surroundings and asked, “Where are we?”

      “You really have been gone for a long time, Nee-San.” Erza looked up at the dark-skinned teen as he looked around the cell before stating, “I thought you’d remember this place at least.”

      Erza blinked with confusion before looking around the cell they had locked her in. After a moment, her eyes widened when she finally noticed where they had locked her up.

      This was their cell.

      Which meant…

      “We’re back.” Erza said in a petrified, defeated tone as she came to realize that she was once again trapped in the cell that contained her here for nearly a decade.

      Shō gave a small hum of affirmation, “That’s right. We needed to bring you back here so we could start the ceremony. With your help tomorrow, we should be able to pull everything off without a hitch.”

      Erza looked up, “My help? And you said it before at the casino about my ‘burden’. That Jellal found a way to fix everything?” She furrowed her eyes, “Shō…what are you trying to accomplish by being in this place?”

      Shō looked at the redhead silently before closing his eyes, “We all filled the boats to evacuate the island as quickly as we could. And then suddenly, some of the boats started to exploded, and the people on them burned. So we panicked. And we left as fast as we could. But everyone else was so scared that we couldn’t convince them to stay back and wait… for you and Jellal and Nii-San.”

      Erza could still remember that moment like it happened all over again. Memories of Jellal, twisted from insanity and torture, tapping into his raw magical power and attacking her out of the blue. And then, to prove a point, he destroyed one of their ships with a wave of his hand.

      That moment… the sight of one of her friends becoming consumed by darkness like that… was still seared into her mind like a brand.

      “Just when the tower disappeared from sight, Jellal h-he somehow flew out over the water and landed on our ship. He was beaten and bloody and in pain. But the thing that hit us hardest was that he was crying and mumbling. Through his sobs and cries he said something… something none of us could comprehend.” Shō struggled, “He told us about how you killed Nii-San.”

      …

      What?

      “But we know you didn’t do it on purpose. You… you were trying to bring down the rest of the tower. You were attempting to free us from that horrible reminder of all our suffering and pain. And in the process… Nii-San died as a result of the destruction. You were so inconsolable that you even attacked Jellal out of grief.” Shō looked down sadly and shook his head, “It was just horrible.”

      “Shō—”

      “So you used the Tower. You used the Tower of Heaven to bring Nii-San back to life. But because we never finished building it-because you destroyed what remained… you couldn’t bring him back properly. You brought back a shell… a hollow form of what was left.” Shō seemed pained by the image of his friend resurrecting a carbon copy of their deceased comrade.

      Erza could only look up at him in horror at what he suggested. She asked, “Is… is that what Jellal told you?”

      “Mmm.” Shō nodded, “You took what was left of Nii-San and escaped from the island to the mainland. And you’ve stuck by him all this time. And… you can’t even realize that he’s not real.”

      “You’re wrong!” Erza yelled, “Jellal lied! He’s lying to you all! Naruto’s not dead! He’s alive! He survived everything!”

      “See! You can’t even fathom it!” Shō said despairingly, “You’re so engrossed in the idea that Nii-San is still alive that you can’t even face the truth!”

      “This is the truth! Jellal’s been lying to you! We aren’t delusional or inconsolable! We’re still us!”

      “IF YOU WERE STILL YOU, YOU WOULDN’T HAVE LEFT US!”

      Erza reeled back at the force and intensity behind Shō’s voice when he yelled. The teenager had a distant and pained look in his eyes as he muttered, “Y-yeah, we never should have been separated. If we just stayed together too t-t-then we could have lived happily as one big family. But you abandoned us. And Nii-San’s dead now because of you. And we’ve been here waiting for a chance to fix it. B-but now’s our chance to change everything back.”

      Shō eyes regained some sanity as he reminded himself of their goal, “Yeah… that’s right. Tomorrow… everything will be fixed.” Shō lowered himself to his knees to face Erza directly. A glimmer of hope appeared in his eyes, “With your experience using it and Jellal’s perfection of the system, we’ll be able to fix the world and make things better. Bring back our families. All our friends. Even Nii-San. We’ll help you set everything right, Nee-San. We’ll make the world a better place.”

      By resurrecting Zeref.

      Shō was talking like the cult members all those years ago. Promising things will change when the tower is activated and they can resurrect Zeref.

      The difference was that the people back then did it solely for the sake of bringing back the Black Mage and letting him pilfer the souls and lives of the innocent.

      Shō made it sound like they were truly going to force Zeref to change the world for the better…

      But even though his words sounded so demented… there was no malice behind them. There was a sincere and earnest tone in his voice. The same childish wonder he spoke with as a boy was now telling her they were going to change the world by bringing Zeref back to life.

      Erza struggled to keep her composure when faced with her brother like this. She lowered her gaze towards the ground and thought of something that could calm her down. Anything! Anything to…

      …

      “I have a new sister now.”

      Shō looked up at her, “Huh?”

      “I have a new sister now. Koyuki. A young girl I chose to look after when her mother is away. I look after her with Naruto.” A fond smile came over Erza’s face as she remembered a happy memory within the cell, “And sometimes when I’m with her, I’m reminded of my time with you and Milliana. I can see your faces alongside hers when I play with her and watch over her. I see her and I think… maybe this is what it could have been like if we stayed together just a bit longer. Perhaps… I could have protected you better if I was more like I am now.”

      Shō blinked in surprise, “Nee-San—”

      “But that’s a lie.” Erza spat out in self-depreciation as she clenched her fists tightly and shivered, “After all these years. Even after all this time and I’m still afraid. I thought I would have at least gotten a little bit stronger… but I’m still afraid of coming here. My whole body shakes… because I can’t face my fear without hiding behind armor. All this time… and I’m still pathetic.”

      “Nee-San.” Shō looked at the pain and self-loathing in her voice and eyes. He hesitated for a moment before leaning forward and wrapping his arms around her shoulders.

      Erza was caught off guard by the hug, “Shō…”

      The blond boy hugged her tightly, “I know you didn’t want any of this to happen. You were just doing what you could to keep things together.” He pulled back to look at her directly, “I don’t blame you for any of this Nee-San. None of us are angry. It might be scary, coming back here after all this time, but just bear with it a little longer. Just a little longer and everything can be-GAH!”

      Shō gasped when Erza’s knee shot up and dug into his sternum. The blond’s groaned and partially drooled while trying to catch his breath. He struggled to look up just in time as Erza’s legs wrapped around his neck and roughly brought him face first into the stone ground. He let out one last groan before passing out with a bloody nose on the ground.

      She pulled the high-heel off and snaked her foot into his pocket. After a little rummaging she finally found the set of keys he used to open the cell door. Once she found them, she pulled them out and held them up to her hands with surprising flexibility. And once they were in her grasp it was only a matter of testing out each key to see if one fit.

      *Click*

      One of the latches unlocked and freed her hand to more easily unlock the other one. Once she was free of her shackles, she moved Shō off her and stood up in her cell. Her body glowed brightly and her blue rose dress disappeared, leaving her stark naked before her base armor appeared over her.

      Her hair returned from out of its ponytail and she stood in the old cell silently while she composed herself. The redhead took a moment and looked back at her friend as he was unceremoniously laid out on the ground.

      …

      A tinge of pity and sadness filled her stomach before she stepped over and kneeled by his side. She gently rolled him over on his side so that he could rest and breathe a little easier. She wiped the blood from his nose and cleaned him up to see his resting face.

      …

      There was so much wrong going on here. Her friends were being manipulated. Her comrades had been attacked and sacrificed on a whim. And they were using this tower to achieve something. So much was wrong… and someone was at the center of it all…

      Erza stood up, looked at the door of the cell, and realized what she must do. Her gauntlets creaked as her fists and teeth clenched with fury…

      “Jellal.”

    
    

    
      “It appears… your little pet has gotten out of her cage. And she’s angry enough to want to bite and claw anyone in her way.” A man with long black hair noted as he walked around the control room at the top of the tower. He looked at the crystal Lacrima that displayed the image of Erza running through the halls and attacking anyone who got in her way, “Aren’t you worried she might cause a racket, Jellal-sama?”

      “Not at all. In fact…”

      The figure in the black hood, sitting upon a throne and looking down at a chessboard fitted with extravagant and unorthodox pieces. He moved the armored knight a spot ahead and chuckled, “This just makes it all the more interesting. With this the game finally begins, and it’s up to the pieces to decide who will win when the time has come.”

      “I am actually quite interested in seeing how ‘Titania’ Erza plans to traverse the tower in an attempt to find you.” An elegant, respectful female voice stated through the shadows as she hid a small smile behind her sleeve, “After all, she will have to handle facing her old comrades in order to reach here.”

      Another voice spoke, “Hoot. Hoot.”

      Jellal gave a mindful hum, “Oh, I doubt that will prove much of a problem. Erza is very good at handling matters like that.”

      There was a lasting tone of an alarm that ran through the chamber room for a moment and seemed to gain the attention of everyone in the room. The man with the long black hair stepped over and waved his hand over the Lacrima as the image changed. It displayed several Mages attacking the lowest level of the Tower, the cargo bay that allowed ships to enter for supply drops. The long-haired man rubbed his chin, “It seems we have more company now.”

      “Oho~.” The female voice seemed amused as she looked at the image of the invading Mages, ‘Look at their coat of arms. Mages of Fairy Tail. Just like Titania.’ She mused humorously, “Did your recovery team not say that they dealt with each of the Fairy Mages permanently?”

      Jellal let a small smile crack underneath his hood and shook his head, “I wouldn’t put it past them to survive whatever Shō and the others did. They understood the task of trying to eliminate the targets but they were never trained in the ways of giving their strikes finality. Like yours have.”

      “Jellal-sama…”

      A fourth shadow emerged from behind the throne and addressed the man sitting in it with a relaxed tone, “Would you like that I take care of them? Considering you requested the assistance of Death’s Head Caucus to assure these proceedings go off uninterrupted, we would be ashamed if we didn’t play our part and handle a mess when it shows itself.”

      Jellal contemplated the option before looking back at the Lacrima as it focused in on Naruto landing on a platform and smacking the guards away with a wave of Wind. He nodded, “Your services are most appreciated. But don’t concern yourself with handling all of them at the same time if the matter becomes to rowdy. Just handle the most dangerous element and I’m certain we’ll be able to handle the rest.”

      “But of course sir.” The figure stepped out from behind the throne and looked towards his comrades, “Stick around for the time being. And if Jellal-sama has a task for you… well, you are the best in the guild for a reason.”

      “Yes, Master.”

    
    

    
      “Fire Dragon’s Wing Attack!”

      “Ice Make: Cannon!”

      “Water Nebula!”

      “Flying Gauntlet!”

      “Get ’em Virgo!”

      “Of course, Princess.”

      The chaos of Fairy Mages, Virgo, and Juvia assaulting the guards of the lower level encompassed everything as the new cult members were knocked off platforms and fell towards the patches of water. The remaining guards watched in fright as their enemies completely overwhelmed them in a matter of minutes. They weighed the options of what to do against these strangers before just deciding to run away as fast as possible.

      Once the last person had been beaten and knocked out of sight, the Fairy Mages regrouped. Natsu cracked his knuckles, “These guys sucked. They definitely need to get better guys to guard this place. It was wide open.”

      Lucy sent Virgo back to the Celestial World and walked up to her friends, still wet from entering through the water and dressed in the bikini she was wearing underneath her clothes. She wrung out her hair, “Well, to be fair, I doubt they were thinking that anybody’d be stupid enough to swim a dozen meters under solid rock and pop up n the water.”

      “They underestimated Juvia’s ability to adapt in the ocean.” Juvia said calmly before sneering in Lucy’s direction, “Yes, she was extremely valuable in the effort to get here, unlike some people.”

      Lucy deadpanned, “Yes. You were a big help. Now wipe the grin off your face.”

      Naruto stepped forward on the platform and looked around at their surroundings. He silently stared at the intricate platforms and water basins beneath them as Gray asked behind him, “What’s up Naruto? Did you notice something?”

      “This is different. It’s all different.” Naruto said while looking over the edge, ‘This was just one big structure with cells covering the walls all the way to the top. And they blew out the floor too. There used to be a graveyard underneath there.’ His eyes narrowed angrily and his clenched his fist, “There were bodies laid to rest under there.”

      They could see the anger building in the blond’s dual-colored eyes, not even bothering to ask when they could see how angry he was coming back here. This whole place might just be one big trigger for him. Lucy hesitated, “Naruto? We… we should keep going.”

      Naruto spared her a look before staring back at the lower level. He finally nodded before steeping away from the edge, “Yeah, good idea.”

      She nodded and started leading them towards the wall to exit while Natsu psyched himself up, “Stupid jerks! Why the hell would they take Happy in the first place?!”

      Naruto answered, “That was probably Milliana. She’s obsessed with cats. Loves ’em more than anything. You might be hard-pressed trying to take him back from her.”

      “And she’s pretty quick too.” Gray noted, getting a grumble of agreement from Lucy and Juvia. They knew full well how much of a pain in the ass that cat tube thing she used could be, “If she pulls out a tube and throws it at you, get out of the way. You do not wanna get caught in that thing.”

      “No worries. I’m way better at avoiding that crap than you guys.” Juvia hung her head in shame and Lucy aimed a small glare at him while Gray struggled not to punch him in the face, “I just got get a good hit and—”

      Natsu froze in place as the air that smelled of salt water and moldy rocks suddenly became drenched in something else. It reeked of it.

      Blood.

      Lucy looked back, “Nat—”

      “GET DOWN!”

      Natsu dashed forward and tackled Lucy to the floor as several projectiles went over their heads faster than they could see. They all suddenly got into a defensive stance as projectiles started getting hurled around their heads at blinding speeds. Natsu kept Lucy’s head down as she screamed, “Ahh! What’s going on?!”

      Juvia’s body continually changed from physical to liquid as the projectiles flew through her body. She looked around desperately, “Juvia cannot tell where they are attacking from!”

      “Shit!” Gray created a shield of ice to block the attacks from every point of vision above them, “We gotta do something!”

      Naruto ducked and avoided the attacks that went for his head and body while trying to figure out the point of origin for the attacks. His eyes darted back and forth, trying to find the enemy that was striking from the shadows before landing in a crouch. He summoned his black sword from his Requip space before jumping back to his feet.

      *Clack*Clack*Clack*

      The whiskered Mage parried and knocked each strike out of the air as the projectiles flew in every direction. Most of them fell over the side but one sharp kunai fell by his foot. He slipped his shoe underneath it before kicking it up and grabbing it out of the air. He examined it closely and narrowed his eyes, “Ninja.”

      “That’s right.” A voice echoed out through the entire level, “Most people don’t survive the onslaught of flying knives piercing their bodies, let alone blocking them and guessing who their attacker may be. You’re a strong opponent.”

      A man stepped out of the shadows further down from the platform they were standing on, surprising them all on how he was able to get down here without getting their attention. He was an older man, with a relaxed expression on his face and shaggy black hair. He was wearing a purple hakama and had both his hands hidden away in his sleeves. He cracked a small smile, “I can understand why Jellal-sama suggested I handle the most dangerous element first. You could be a big hassle in the plans for today.”

      Gray shattered the shield he was hiding behind and stared at the strange man cautiously. He shook his head, “This guy is strong. We gotta be careful.”

      Natsu stood up and engulfed his hands in flame, “Don’t care. If this guy’s getting in our way than we just gotta kick his ass like the others!”

      Natsu started running toward the strange man as the new opponent just stood in place. He smiled and placed one foot back.

      “No!” Naruto grabbed Natsu’s shoulder and pushed him aside before throwing the kunai he had picked up at the other ninja.

      The black-haired man smirked and dashed forward at staggering speed, knocking the kunai aside with another he pulled out of his sleeve as he soared at the blond man with intent. Naruto swung his sword out and parried the rapid strikes of the skilled killer that turned in the air and landed behind them. The assassin extended his hands and kunai slipped into his palms, dashing forward to attack the group of Fairy Mages before they could counter.

      Naruto intercepted his advance and blocked the kunai with his blade, sparks flying off between the two men who struggled for ground against the other. Naruto pushed forward with his sword but met equal resistance from the assassin who smiled menacingly at him. His friends yelled, “Naruto!”

      The blond yelled back at them, “I’ll handle this guy! You guys go ahead and get Erza back!”

      “But—”

      “Go! I can do this!”

      The Fairy group hesitated for a moment before deciding to follow his wishes and recuse their friends. The team ran down the platform and followed the wall to the inner levels of the tower as Naruto held off the other ninja. The man smiled and pressured the whiskered man further with anticipation, “You have much confidence believing you can handle me by yourself, young one.”

      Naruto smirked in return, not wanting to reveal how focused he was in keeping the other fighter at bay, “Well, I feel like I need to focus taking you on myself. I mean, who better to face a ninja than a ninja, right?”

      “Oh~, I thought I recognized the teachings of a killer from shadows in your movement. Well then, this really will be fun, Hunter.”

      The sound of metal clicking emanated around them and Naruto felt his skin crawl in response. He jumped back just as the section of platform they stood on was sliced apart into thin pieces and exploded violently. Naruto looked back up and saw his opponent had vanished from sight in the chaos and the remaining debris fell towards the bottom of the water basin.

      “I suppose we will get to see who is the greater assassin now, won’t we boy? Now that you’re trapped in my web.”

      Naruto looked up and saw the man was now standing firmly in midair like there was an invisible platform beneath his feet. He abandoned his hakama to reveal his muscular form and weapon patches around his legs. He held out his hands and summoned kunai from a Requip space before smiling down at the Fairy Mage, “I am the master of the mercenary guild, Death’s Head Caucus. I am the assassin, Tobita Danzo, also known as the Red Spider. I hope you can prove to be an entertaining prey.”

      …

      “Hmmm.”

      The assassin raised an eyebrow, “Did I say something of interest, young one?”

      “No. It’s just… it’s all coming up today. The woman I love has been kidnapped. I’m back in this stupid tower. I’m reliving all the crap I tried to put away. And now, just for fun, someone named Danzo is standing in my way. I’m sorry…”

      A torrent of wind poured off of Naruto’s body and spread across the entire level. He looked up and focused a malicious glare on his opponent as he gripped his sword even tighter, “But you ain’t gonna get off easy. Because you had to face me on a really, really bad day.”

    
    

    
      Done

      It’s an assassin guild. And who better to lead an assassin’s guild than a trained ninja. In case you guys felt the guy was similar, based on Jiraia from Gintama.

      Now, Erza’s on the loose, the Fairies on the run, Naruto’s holding off a trained killer, the Council is bustling on what to do, and Jellal… is just sitting back and watching the whole damn thing.

      In we go.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    41. Trials of Perdition

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 41: Trials of Perdition

      I’m sorry this chapter doesn’t get into the gritty part everyone’s been waiting for. Unfortunately I’ve been hit with a little writer’s block and the normal way I’ve written these chapters got screwed up in the process so it was irritating trying to continue writing. It hurts my eyes trying to write a minimum of 17K words when the font is the size of rice and no matter what I do the fucking program won’t switch back.

      Fortunately the block cleared, I have a clearer path of what I want to write, and my writing method and program should return to normal after this chapter.

      I’m sorry for the wait you’ve been suffering and thank you all for still following all this time.

    
    

    
      “What you are suggesting, Siegrain, is in direct violation of each and every code the Magic Council has established since its creation.”

      The young Council member furrowed his gaze and spoke with a firm edge, “If that was true, then you would have decommissioned the entire thing years ago. But you kept it around. Because you knew, in desperate times, we might need to use it again.”

      “That may be, but keeping it functional and actually using it are two vastly different things.” Org noted, “For one, the destruction and fallout of using it would be catastrophic. We would be receiving flak from the press, the population, and anyone that could see it coming. Plus, the king and his advisors would need to be forewarned any time we believe it is necessary to use the weapon.”

      Ultear shook her head, “Getting the information to the king and then waiting for their permission would take too long. We would be sitting here waiting for a yes while letting Jellal succeed in finishing the tower.” She vigorously looked at the other members, “Sitting by and letting it happen would be a grievous mistake on our part! We have to act now!”

      “We aren’t just going to decide to use it because you’re yelling louder, child!” Michello yelled back with a grouchy tone as he tapped his cane loudly against the marble floor, “The ramifications of using that weapon won’t just be limited to this country! Alvarez has been keeping a watchful eye on us ever since their invasion attempt two years ago! If they see us use a weapon like that so close to the coast—”

      “Alvarez is nowhere near where the tower was spotted!” Ultear argued, “It’s off the south coast! It’s closer to Caelum! Nowhere near Alakitasia! Alvarez will have no jurisdiction or knowledge about how we use it!”

      “When a neutral country like ours uses a weapon as powerful as Etherion, everyone will get their hands on that knowledge! We cannot be so hasty to resort to it like this!”

      Siegrain stood out of his seat and everyone turned their attention in him. The blue-haired man with the tattoo on his eye looked between them all with a reserved stare. His voice came out quietly, “I know how dangerous it is to use something like Etherion. By its nature it is not a device that should be used at the whim of man. Some of us even scrutinize our predecessors for creating something that destroys everything in its path. But the fact is that it was created so that in the face of an unprecedented danger we could stop it, and we have kept it working up until now for that same reason.”

      The young Wizard Saint looked down at the table, “We have heard about the atrocities Zeref created during his reign. The horrors he brought to the world centuries ago carved deep scars into our history. The monstrosities he called demons whose effects and damages can still be seen to this day. But these are merely legends. Stories passed down from generations because they wished to warn us of the horrors a man like Zeref can cause to this world. We have never personally seen what happened 400 years ago to make him so feared and yet his presence is still powerful enough to influence people to this day to continue his evil.” He looked up from the table and stared directly at everyone around him, “Would you be willing to let a man like Zeref be revived to the land of the living because we couldn’t come to a decision? Will our negligence be the thing that condemns millions of people to Hell?”

      …

      “It’s not just about the after-effects of the weapon, Siegrain-kun.” Yajima stated, his usual soft-spoken tone abandoned for a much firmer one, ‘Etherion erases everything. Matter. Magic. Everything. It will literally wipe its target from existence. There will be nothing left when the light clears.’ The old man looked the younger boy in the eyes, “There are people on that island. People that would cause harm to others if they could but people none the less. If we use Etherion while they’re still there then they will just cease to exist. There wouldn’t even be anything left of their souls when it was done. You won’t be killing them Siegrain. You would be condemning them to oblivion for all eternity. Can we make that choice so easily?”

      Siegrain shook his head and looked at the older man with a solemn face, “It seems like a simple answer to me, Yajima-San. I am willing to live with the sin of sacrificing the lives of those people if it assures salvation for the rest of the world. The question is if the rest of you are willing to shoulder that sin as well.”

    
    

    
      Gray, Lucy, and Juvia took a moment to catch their bearings and reconvene in an empty hallway of the tower’s interior. The Maker Mage looked around cautiously for any more tough enemies or cult members that may try to attack them while they rested. He couldn’t spot any more approaching enemies or anyone else in the hallway. He nodded, “I think we’re clear. We can take a second before we need to keep moving.”

      “There’s so many of them! A-and it’s like they just keep making more guys to attack us with!” Lucy was panting lightly and looked back from where they had just run from in a panic. She gave a small huff and pushed off her knees, ‘And what the heck was with that guy?’ She shivered and held her arms tightly, “I felt cold just looking at him. Who was he?”

      “Naruto said he was a ninja.” Gray noted as he remembered the killing intent and precision the assassin showed trying to take them out. The Maker Mage looked back at them, “He definitely looked the part.”

      Juvia looked back at the shirtless Fairy Mage and asked, “Are you sure Naruto-San will be able to handle that man by himself? He seemed extremely powerful. Maybe we should go back and—”

      “He can handle himself.” Gray interrupted the Water Mage before she could voice her worry, “Naruto’s more than enough to take on a killer like that. But he trusted us to make sure we find Erza and take her back from this place. So that’s what we’re gonna do.”

      “Princess.” Virgo suddenly appeared behind Lucy from the Celestial World, carrying a beautiful outfit over her arms. She bowed her head respectfully to her key carrier, “Here are the garments I promised you. They should be sufficient in covering you for the rest of this journey while also protecting you from a fair amount of physical danger as well.”

      “Thanks Virgo!” Lucy cheered as she took the clothes from her maiden spirit and nodded thankfully, “Tonight looks like it’s gonna be a tough one. Can you tell the others that I might be calling on them soon.”

      “Of course Princess.” The pink-haired spirit gracefully nodded her head before her body glowed brightly and disappeared back through her gate.

      Lucy looked over the clothes she had received and ducked into a corner out of the way of the rest of the hall. She peeked out, “Gray, I need to change. Don’t you dare look this way.” She saw Gray turn around and give a lazy wave over his shoulder as Juvia scowled at the blonde. Lucy started changing, ‘Don’t you look either Natsu. I’ll be angry if you do.’ She received no answer in return and stopped removing her swimsuit to peek around the corner, “Natsu?”

      They all looked around and spotted no sign of the pink-haired Dragon Slayer anywhere. Gray felt his scorn rise and yelled, “God dammit! That’s blockhead is gonna get us killed!”

      Juvia asked, “Where could Natsu-San have run off to?”

      Gray ran his hand over his face and moaned, “He went to look for Happy. If that dumbass had just waited a moment so we could plan something to make sure we wouldn’t be running in blind!”

      “Should we follow after him?”

      Gray took in a sharp breath before shaking his head, “No, leave him. He’s an idiot but he won’t get himself hurt too bad. If anything all the crap he’ll be doing will probably draw their attention off us. Let Natsu focus on getting Happy and we’ll take Erza back.”

      “Over here! I heard something!”

      Gray and Juvia looked over and saw a large group of new cult members coming from the corner with spears in hand. The one leading the charge pointed his weapon towards the Fairy Mages, “There’s the intruders! Get them!”

      “Spoke too soon.” Gray prepared to attack and Juvia stepped up beside him, “Get ready!”

      Lucy yelled from her changing spot, “W-wait! I’m not done yet!”

      The cult members were approaching them faster and faster ready to fight. But a shadow quickly dropped down behind them and the new cult members looked back in surprise.

      *Schwip*

      The sound of a blade slicing through metal and air resonated through the hallway before the cult guards were all swatted away. The Fairies watched in stunned silence as the defeated guards crashed into the floor while a familiar redhead had her sword outstretched and kneeling on the ground.

      The others stared at her in shock as Gray spoke up, “Erza?”

      The woman with the blue and brown eyes heard the familiar voice and looked up in shock to see her friends in front of her. A sense of relief filled her chest that they were alive before immediately being replaced with dread that they were here. She stood up and looked between them, “Gray. Lucy…”

      Juvia stepped forward and gave a small bow to the warrior they came to assist. She humbly spoke up, “H-hello, Erza-San. We haven’t been introduced—”

      “Leave.”

      “H-huh?”

      “Leave. All of you.” Erza waved them off, walking past them without meeting their eyes as she pointed her sword down the hall, “Get together, get back on whatever you took to get here, and go back to the coast. I’ll meet up with you there.”

      Lucy finished dressing up in her long celestial gown and tried to persuade her friend, “Erza, we came to help.”

      “I know you did. But I won’t need help here.” Erza stopped before turning back at the blonde and asking with absolute seriousness, “Was anyone hurt in the hotel after they took me?”

      “Huh? Um, Natsu got a little roughed up but he’s fine. And Naruto was okay too.”

      “I see. That’s good.” Erza muttered to herself with a relieved sigh before she realized that if they had come here, Naruto probably had as well. The thought caused a cold pit to fill in her stomach before asking, “Where are they right now.”

      “Natsu ran off to look for Happy.” Gray’s eyes drifted off to the way they had just came, ‘Naruto’s fighting someone back there. Some kinda killer hired to help protect this place.’ She looked back at him in confusion and he shook his head, “He can handle it. He said we needed to focus on getting you back. And that’s what we’re here to do.”

      “No. You need to get Happy and leave as fast as possible.” Erza responded, “I have business here that I can’t leave unfinished.”

      “You mean your family, right?”

      Erza stood in place silently as Lucy’s question hung in the air. The pregnant silence was enough of an answer for all of them to know Lucy was right. The redhead stayed silent before Lucy stepped towards her friend, “Naruto… he told us what this place is. What it means to you both. What happened here.”

      Erza didn’t show any outward reaction to what Lucy admitted as Gray spoke up too. He assured his old friend, “If they’re your old family then we’ll understand if you want to help them. Or stop them. Whatever you want to do, just tell us.” Gray proudly knocked his fist against the Fairy emblem on his chest and spoke with a solid tone, “As long as we have this mark, we’re you’re family too. And that means we’re ready to stand by you no matter what. You don’t even need to ask.”

      …

      Erza looked back at her team, a sad look in her eyes and a weak smile. Gray gave a confident smirk and nodded as Lucy asked, “Erza, what are they trying to do with this Tower? Is it really what Naruto said it was?”

      Erza wiped the tear forming in her left eye and nodded, “Yes. That’s right. Jellal… he’s trying to resurrect Zeref.”

    
    

    
      Natsu raised his nose and took a deep whiff of every room he passed by in the tower hallway.

      He stopped in front of a door and sniffed, “No.”

      He stopped in front of another door and sniffed, “No.”

      He stopped in front of another door and sniffed, “No.”

      Natsu repeated this process over and over while climbing each level of the tower to find his lost friend. After searching for a few minutes and getting a deep whiff of every room, Natsu finally stopped in front of one in particular.

      It smelled like fur.

      And Happy.

      Natsu didn’t waste a moment as he kicked the door down and barged in, “Happy!” He looked around, startled by the sheer amount of cat paraphernalia in the room but still focused on the cat he needed to retrieve. He called out again, “Happy! C’mon Buddy! I’m here to take you back!”

      Happy’s scent was somewhere lingering in this room. He was here, or at least he was here recently. He yelled again, “Happy! Happy! Hap—”

      *Bang*

      Natsu ducked down quickly and jumped back to the other side of the room as he looked up at the man that tried to shoot him from behind. Emerging from behind the entrance was the block-faced gunner that had attacked him earlier. The well-dressed man groaned and lowered his revolver, “I’m impressed. Not only did you survive but you came all the way here to get in the way again. Not very dandy, man.”

      Natsu lifted himself back to his feet and glared his attacker down with contempt. He growled through his teeth, “Shoot me once, piss me off. Shoot me twice, and I’m gonna send you flying you blocky bastard.”

      “Mmm.” Wally hummed uninterestingly at Natsu’s threat as he flipped his gun open to dislodge the used bullet casings. He thought he would be able to end it quickly with a shot to the back of the head, but it looked like this was going to take a little more time. He pulled out six bullets and started sorting them in, “Well I hope you realize, little man, that the moment you stepped into this tower, you sealed your—”

      “WRAH!”

      Wally dematerialized into cubes and dodged the flaming fist that threatened to cave in his face. Natsu yelled when his punch missed as the gunman appeared behind him again and aimed his gun at the mop of pink hair, “Fate.”

      *Bang*Bang*Bang*

      Natsu flipped and dodged across the room as Wally’s bullets followed after him and destroyed their surroundings. The bullets pierced the cat toys and pillows that littered the room as the Fairy Mage jumped through the floating cotton and debris. Wally’s rapid fire stopped for a moment as he needed to reload his shots.

      Natsu took this chance to dash at his enemy and try to finish him off in one shot. But the moment before he impacted the man’s chest, the square-shaped man spread apart into cubes and let the Dragon Slayer pass through him. Wally sweated a little in worry, “That was close.”

      Natsu yelled angrily, “God dammit! Stop dodging me you freak!”

      “You’re one to talk, pyro-boy.” Wally reloaded and aimed his revolver again, locking Natsu’s head down his sights and ready to end this fight. He prepared to pull the trigger, “If you’d just stay in place I can promise a quicker end than—”

      “WALLY!”

      The usually composed gunner flinched when the female voice pierced the heavy fighting atmosphere. Another door on the other side of the room swung open at the cat-themed girl was looking around at the remains of her room in tearful despair. She looked at her friend and cried a little, “What did I tell you about firing your gun off in here! I knew this would happen!”

      “Milliana!” Wally grumbled and kept his eyes on his opponent while trying to calm down his companion, “This guy is a serious threat! He has to be dealt with right now.”

      “Not in my room!”

      Natsu pointed at the new girl, “Hey you! Where did you take Happy?”

      Milliana looked over at the Dragon Slayer and leveled an annoyed glare at him for helping destroy her room. She stuck her tongue out at him indignantly, “No way! The kitty is mine now and I’m not giving him to you no matter what!”

      “Sorry kid.” Wally noted, “Once she’s got her hands on a cat she won’t let it go. If it makes you feel any better we’ll take real good care of him.”

      Natsu glared at the two angrily and enveloped his fists in flames, “Like I’m taking your word after you kidnapped Erza and brought her back here.”

      Wally’s eyes narrowed behind his shades and he grumbled, “What’s are you talking about?”

      “What the hell do you think I’m talking about?! You attack us! You try to kill Naruto-your friend! Then you bring Erza back to this shithole!” Natsu just shook his head with disdain, “Some friends you guys are.”

      Milliana and Wally both glared at the Fairy Mage intently as the gunner coldly asked, “What is that supposed to mean exactly, kid?”

      “You know what it means.” Natsu retorted, “Naruto told me all about what you guys went through here. What you’re trying to do. That you guys would stick around here at all is nuts. But now you bring Erza into it so she can suffer all over again is just sick.”

      Milliana’s eyes turned cold as she glared Natsu down, “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “And you guys are just trying to convince yourself you’re not hurting her! Coming back to this place is hell! And you’re a part of it!” Natsu yelled back at them, “No friends would do something like that to someone they cherish like you say you do! And if this place is as bad as I heard then you guys are just torturing yourselves by staying here! If you guys wanna suffer then that’s on you but I ain’t gonna let you bring Erza and Naruto back into this!”

      “Shut up!” Milliana jumped up and went in for a dive kick that Natsu sidestepped at the last moment. The cat girl landed on her feet and she followed up with a flurry of kicks and swipes at the Dragon Slayer’s head. The pink-haired man dodged the brown-haired girl’s attack as she desperately continued with a furious look in her eyes, “Don’t act like you know the real Er-chan! Like you know the real Na-chan! You jerks just pretend to understand but you’ll never know who they really are! What they’ve been through!”

      “And I don’t care!” Natsu grabbed her wrist and held her back as he showed his teeth, “I don’t care what they went through because they’re my friends! What I care about is that you’re bringing them back into something that scares and terrifies them! And if you try—”

      Wally reappeared beside them and pointed his gun at Natsu’s temple.

      *Bang*

      Natsu released his grip on Milliana’s hand and flipped back to avoid the shots that followed him. Wally fired shot after shot to force Natsu to evade before Milliana collected herself and fired a Nekōsoku Tube in his direction, “Take this!”

      Natsu landed on his feet and watched as the rubber tube came his way and he could make no effort to dodge while landing. He prepared to propel himself with fire—

      “NATSU!”

      Happy came flying in from another room and dove into the cat-girl’s attack, binding himself in the magic rope and deactivating his Aera. He fell roughly on his face, “OOF!”

      “Happy!”

      “Kitty!”

      Wally clicked his teeth, “Now we got—”

      “No!” Milliana pushed her friend’s gun away and pleaded desperately, “Don’t shoot the kitty!”

      “I wasn’t gonna shoot the cat! How bad do you think my aim is?”

      “You shot the rest of my room!”

      “Happy!” Natsu quickly picked up his feline friend as he struggled with the constricting rope around him. He gripped a part of rope and pulled it tight until it ripped apart. He held his best friend carefully, “Happy! You okay buddy?”

      “Y-yeah.” Happy shook his head to focus again and looked up at his best friend. Little tears formed in the sides of his eyes and he hugged the Dragon Slayer’s torso, “Natsu~! I didn’t think I’d see you again!”

      “Pfft.” Natsu patted the cat’s head, “C’mon man. Like I would actually leave you behind.”

      Happy looked up at his friend sadly, “Natsu, that girl told me about this place. It’s… it’s really bad.”

      “I know man. Naruto told us too.”

      Happy teared up a little, “They said Naruto was dead. And Erza went crazy or something. They… they really, really want to help them.”

      Natsu looked down at the cat before sparing a look towards the two opponents that were talking between each other. Natsu thought for a moment before smiling and patting Happy’s head, “Naruto ain’t dead. And Erza’s always been crazy. No worries Happy, we’re here to help Erza instead.” He reached over and grabbed the remains of the magic tube Happy was caught in, made sure it didn’t distrust his magic anymore now that it was broken, and wrapped it around his fist, “And if that means we gotta knock these guys down for a bit and tumble this tower, we’ll just do what Fairy Tail does best.”

      Happy looked up at his friend with relief at his optimism in this bad situation. His eyes started to water and his nose started running, “Natsu.”

      Natsu gave a confident smile to his friend before standing up and meeting the glares of the girl and the blocky man as they probably caught the end of his reassuring statement to the cat. Natsu smirked and held his hands up like he was issuing a challenge, “You guys wanna come at me again and see if you can do a little better now?”

      Wally and Milliana’s faces were twisted with anger and annoyance at the man in front of them. The gunman cocked the hammer back on his revolver and sternly warned the rose-haired man, “Don’t get cocky kid. You haven’t been able to stop us yet.”

      “I was more worried about my friend before. But now I’m focused all on you.”

      “WRRAAAHHHH!” Milliana charged forward in fury and threw her hand out, releasing several more tubes that stretched out to entangle the Fairy Mage. Natsu dashed forward, weaving around the magic tubes that promised to restrict and trap him if they connected. But Natsu dashed past them with renewed vigor and appeared directly in front of the cat girl. Milliana shot up with a start, “Wha—”

      Natsu grabbed her wrist, “Got you!” He stepped back and swung her off her feet, causing the younger teen to shriek in shock as he spun her around. His back started catching fire and while Milliana was in line he created an explosive wave of flames that caught her, “Fire Dragon’s Wing Attack!”

      “AHHH!” Milliana yelped as she was knocked back by the explosive fire and crashed into the wall across the room.

      “Milliana!” Wally yelled back to his friend as she moaned in pain before falling to the ground. He pointed his barrel at Natsu and started firing, “Bastard! I’ll kill you for that!”

      Natsu engulfed one arm in blistering fire and created a massive wave between him and the gunner. The bullets were engulfed in the fire and it created a screen that blocked Wally’s vision of his opponent. He panicked, opened up the revolver and tried to change the ammo as quickly as possible, “Shit!”

      As the flames started to dissipate, a familiar orange tube spiked through the remaining orange glow and struck Wally between the eyes. His shades broke in half and he stumbled back, “What the—”

      Natsu dashed through the fire and landed his palm against the blocky man’s chest. Wally was so shocked he couldn’t break apart in time and Natsu’s voice pierced him, “Sorry man…”

      “Fire Dragon’s Grip Strike!”

      *Boom*

      Natsu’s hand burst in a fiery explosion that covered Wally instantly and sent him through the wall and into the hallway. Natsu looked out at the unconscious man before sparing a look to the resting girl on the other side of his room. His eyes softened with empathy but his voice kept its stern edge.

      “But they’re my friends too.”

    
    

    
      *Sching*

      Naruto jumped into the air and felt his blade cross with Danzō knives, leaving a cloud of sparks from the quick exchange. The whiskered blond flipped through the air before landing on another platform and sprinting ahead as a rain of knives chased after him and littered the ground behind him. He immediately stopped and swung his black blade around to scatter the knives trained on him until they clattered against the ground and stopped. Naruto stood his ground with his blade at the ready, his eyes darting back and forth as his fingers tightened around the handle of his sword.

      He felt something speed toward him from the side and jumped back as a blur passed by him while trying to slice his throat. He gathered his chakra into his hand and sent a quick flurry of jabs in the blur’s direction, “Storm Fist!”

      The barrage of Wind attacks flew through the air at staggering speeds and nearly caught up with the speedy assassin before he made an unnatural turn upwards and avoided the attacks altogether. Naruto clicked his teeth in anger before looking up as the assassin dashed around in the air like he could fly. The Fairy Mage’s eyes attempted to keep up with the ninja’s experienced moves but he could only catch glimpses before he disappeared again. Like he was ricocheting through the air, similar to Naruto’s own technique of kicking off the wind.

      But this wasn’t that. And he bet it was much simpler than that.

      He heard something split the air again and Naruto vaulted back as something pierced through the stone platform and reduced a section of it to nothing but rubble. Naruto soared through the air before he landed on the wall and stood straight along it with help from his chakra.

      He heard the mercenary’s deep voice echo through the room with a chuckle, “I must admit… this wall scaling trick you are using is quite impressive. I’d suspect it was Gravity magic you were using but I’ve killed Mages that use that variety of magic and it’s very different. It’s intriguing to see you use something like this. Quite unorthodox.”

      Naruto looked up and saw his enemy, the hired mercenary Mage Tobita Danzō, crouched in the middle of the air and looking down at him with a condescending glance. Naruto grumbled, “Pot. Kettle.”

      The rugged man smirked before he stood back up and crossed his arms. He chided the blond below him, “Don’t go saying that so soon. You called yourself a ninja too, correct? Yet you have not attempted to land a killing strike against me at all so far. You put up a good show earlier but I barely sense any killing intent from you.” He raised an eyebrow skeptically, “Might you be a ninja in name alone?”

      “I know the techniques. It doesn’t mean I need to follow through with their methods.” Naruto rolled his shoulders before looking back up at the killer above him, “Should you really be wasting time testing me like this? Lowering your guard is a bad choice to make right now.”

      Naruto jumped off the wall and sped towards the Red Spider like a bullet. He swung out at the other ninja but the black-haired man leaned back as the sword passed just over his head. He jumped and positioned his feet towards the Fairy’s chest before kicking forward and knocking them away from each other, “I never lower my guard.”

      Danzō fell through the air before he landed on something and spun around before launching himself back up towards the skyward blond. He let a pair of kunai slip into his palms and prepared to eviscerated his enemy but was shocked to see his whiskered opponent pull a red sword from his Requip space. Naruto turned in the air and created a massive wave of fire that spread out around him to block any attack, “Blazing Dragon Tail!”

      *Squelch*

      Naruto’s eyes widened in shock as something almost invisible shot through the flames and actually pierced through his shoulder. He looked down to see a modicum of blood start to form under his shirt from his shoulder. He felt it start to pull him in and he swung his blade down in front of him to cut off whatever connection that was binding them. He fell through the last of the fire and aimed for a platform to land on. The moment he landed and felt he wasn’t in danger, he reached up to check that his arm was still usable.

      The entry and exit wounds were minuscule. And the object was nearly invisible.

      He had a guess before but this definitely confirmed it.

      Danzō voice rang out through the massive room in a patronizing tone, “Are you okay? I certainly hope I didn’t hurt you too badly with that last attack. I was just so startled by that fire that I reacted without thinking. You know, if you’re having trouble keeping up, I could give you a hint on how I walk through the air.”

      Naruto pulled his dark blue sword out and swung it upward as the pools of water at the bottom of the basement shot up like torrents, “Raging Stream!”

      The streams of water finally collided and splashed against the ceiling until they spread apart and let a steady rain pour down across the entire room. Naruto looked up amidst the downpour as the droplets of water collided against something in the middle of the air and spread out along thin lines of steel tied between the walls.

      Steel wires.

      That’s how he was ‘walking on air’.

      Danzō walked along his steel wire into the open and looked down at his opponent, his hair matted with salt water as he looked down at his opponent with some intrigue. He nodded, “You figured it out. That’s impressive. Most people never realize it before I kill them.”

      “I’m just pissed it took me this long to notice.” Naruto grumbled out angrily as he sent his elemental sword back into his Requip and held his head, “My head’s so filled with other crap that I can’t think straight. Took me longer than it should have to realize you can manipulate stings to suspend you in the air or attack.”

      “That’s right.” Danzō leaned forward and hung upside-down with a wire around his foot to keep him suspended. He hung there unnaturally before craning his head back to look down at his opponent, ‘I use String magic to manipulate garrote wire to kill my targets. I can twist it in any direction or manner I wish to complete whatever task I’m met with.’ His spread out his arms before swing them down towards Naruto, “Like this!”

      Naruto grit his teeth and swung his sword out as several wires shot out towards him. He used his blade to parry and block the steel wires that scrapped and scratched along the black steel of his sword. He gathered Armor around his free forearm and used it to knock away the wires that twisted in the air and tried to attack his blind spot. He was pinned on both sides by garrote that threatened to make him a pin cushion if he slacked off for even a second.

      The assassin took this opportunity and landed behind Naruto to try and slice at his throat. But Naruto felt the killing intent bearing down on him and inhaled deeply to fill his lungs with Wind before breathing out and letting it explode violently around him, “Tempest Wave!”

      He pressure form the wind was so great that Danzō and his wires were blown off the platform entirely. But he threw his hand out and pierced another wire into the formation around him to swing and launch himself back up to his opponent. As he came back over the platform he caught sight of Naruto pulling out a light blue sword and creating a tornado around himself. Danzō eyes widened as he created a barrier of wires to protect himself from the torrential onslaught of shredding wind, “Infinite Storm Blade!”

      The wire barrier was blasted backwards until it roughly impacted into the wall and Danzō’s wires fell apart entirely. He groaned in discomfort and opened his eyes to see the whiskered blond jumping at him. The hired ninja braced against the wall and kicked off it to jump high into the air as Naruto’s sword slashed through the stone. A portion of the wall exploded and Naruto landed against it before jumping after his opponent. The black-haired killer pulled out two kunai and blocked Naruto’s blade before it made contact.

      The Fairy Mage and the hired mercenary crossed blades and attempted to get the advantage against the other before they landed. Naruto swung his sword with staggering force and yelled, “You can’t beat me! Stay out of our way and leave this place and I’ll let you off before anyone else needs to get hurt!”

      Sparks flew across Danzō’s face as the sword creeped closer past his knives as they were falling towards the ground. He seemed panicked before a calm smile took its place, “See? No desire to kill. Can’t call yourself a ninja if you won’t follow through.”

      Danzō’s swung his arm down and a garrote wire came shooting down from the ceiling and wrapped around Naruto’s sword arm. The S-Class Mage was abruptly stopped in the air before being roughly pulled upwards until he slammed into the ceiling. The blond gasped in pain as several more wires shot out to entangle and bind him to center of the ceiling. He struggled to breath as one pulled around his neck and he squinted as the Red Spider smiled beneath him. The older killer chuckled and waved his hand, “Goodbye, young Hunter. It was fun while it lasted.”

      “WRAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH—” A part of the ceiling was sliced apart by the steel wires and a large chunk slid out of place with Naruto tied to the bottom of it. It slid from place and plummeted downward, destroying any platforms or bridges in its way as it was careening straight down the massive room. Naruto let out a rage-filled scream before it was drowned out with the sound of the ceiling chunk crashing into the ground and water with Naruto in the middle.

      The entire basement shook with the force of the collision as Tobita Danzō looked down at his efforts with a smile. He leapt down from broken platform to broken platform as he descended down to the lowest level. No one could survive getting crushed by that, but Danzō wouldn’t risk the chance considering the stories of how his opponent to never seemed to die. He had a reputation as the master of a mercenary guild to make sure his target was always dead. The guild master of Death’s Head Caucus landed on the lowest floor, standing between the docking bays for boats and the broken remains of the ceiling. He smiled and walked towards the center of the rubble as a knife slipped into his hand.

      He’d present the head of Fairy Tail’s S-Class Mage as a gift to Jellal in good fortune.

      He stepped between the rubble and smiled, “I hope Jellal-sama won’t be too mad that I killed you. He said he had plans for both you and that little redhead he captured earlier. But maybe he’ll still be able to have fun tormenting Titania with your head when I—”

    
    

    
      The largest pieces of debris in the center of the ground exploded violently and sent pieces of rubble flying in every direction. Danzō reacted quickly and sliced through any rocks coming his way before he had to cover his eyes from the wind and dust.

      “What is he doing?”

      Danzō’s eyes widened in surprise as he looked up through the smoke cloud and saw a figure start to step out of it. The blond S-Class stepped into sight, bruises over his arms and face and a steady trail of blood going down from his forehead but not defeated by the ceiling falling on top of him. His whole body was glowing with protection from his magic before it receded and disappeared back into light. Naruto’s dual-colored eyes were covered by his bangs before they parted and a chilling glare locked squarely on his enemy.

      “What does Jellal want with Erza?”

      Tobita Danzō looked on in surprise before a small, hopeful smile came over his face. He felt a cold sweat drip down the back of his hands as he gripped his kunai tighter.

      Well… this really was going to be interesting.

    
    

    
      “And Naruto attacked him in retaliation. And then they just started fighting like they were possessed. They trade blows and despite their injuries they persisted forward to beat the other one.” Erza continued retelling the last dark memories of their past and time in this place to her companions, “But Jellal’s new powers were just so much stronger than anything Naruto and I could do. Before we could do anything he blew up the remnants of the tower and separated us from each other. I fell into the ocean and drifted in the sea for an entire day before washing up on the beach. Naruto passed out beneath the rubble here and couldn’t escape for weeks. And Jellal…” Her blue and brown eyes closed as she clenched her fists tightly with regret and anger. She looked back up at her friends with determination burning in her eyes, “This tower being rebuilt. Our friends having to spend all these years building here again. Everything Jellal does today is because we couldn’t stop him eight years ago. I need to stop Jellal and destroy this tower once and for all. To put an end to this madness.”

      Gray looked at the redhead in silence as Juvia seemed saddened by her tale and Lucy wiped a tear from her eyes. Hearing the hardships Erza and her friends had gone through really put weight into how much meeting them again after all this time meant for her and Naruto. And how devastating it must feel to see them being warped and manipulated by their oldest friend.

      Gray grit his teeth and sharply inhaled to try and calm himself down. He looked around at the Tower’s hallway and elegant interior and could feel the inside of his stomach start crawling as the stories she told them started becoming images in his eyes. He balled his fist tightly, “No wonder you guys hate the idea of coming back here. And were even more serious about not wanting us here either.”

      “Being back here, even after all this time, still feels like too much.” Erza’s eyes shifted downward in shame, ‘I can’t imagine what it must have been like to stay here and rebuild it after it had fallen.’ The redhead’s melancholy look shifted to a sad but relieved smile aimed towards her friends, “But it makes being here easier knowing that you came to help me.”

      Lucy rubbed her eyes and nodded her head, ignoring the redness around her eyes as she prepared to do whatever it took to help her friend. She pumped her arms, “What do we need to do?”

      Juvia gave a small bow, “Whatever you may need, Juvia will provide assistance however she can.”

      Erza looked between her team, “What we need to focus on is stopping Jellal and his plans for the Tower of Heaven. If I can meet with him face-to-face then I can try to convince him. If that doesn’t work then I’ll be prepared to take him down myself if I have to.”

      Gray pointed out, “What about your friends? They’ll still be on his side if we can’t get them to join us.”

      A conflicted gleam filled Erza’s eyes before they closed, “They’ve been here following his command for many years now. It might take time we don’t have to try and make them understand that we’re trying to help. If that’s the case then it would be better to focus on stopping Jellal now and trying to convince them afterwards.”

      “It might not be as hard as you think.”

      Erza jerked up and turned around to see a large figure step out from the shadows. Simon, in all his statuesque glory, walked up to the Fairies unbidden before stopping just a foot away from them. Lucy panicked, “Ah! That’s one of guys that attacked earlier!”

      Gray realized Erza couldn’t fight her friend this quickly and slammed his fist down on his palm in preparation for battle, “Erza, get back!”

      “Wait.”

      Erza just raised her hand and motioned for her comrades to stop before they could react in any way. Erza stepped forward and craned her neck back to look up at her old friend. The only visible part of his face beneath the metal jaw and cloth was one of his eyes. But unlike earlier when it was cold and stern, his eye seemed much softer and familiar with her. Her shoulders eased and she felt a warmth fill her chest, “Simon…”

      “I’m sorry you had to come back here Erza. I’m sorry we had to bring you here. And attack your friends.” Simon’s voice was filled with remorse as he lowered his head, “But what’s about to happen here is too much for me to handle by myself. And I believe if anyone is strong enough to to stop Jellal, it might be you.”

      “Woah woah woah, hold on.” Gray sputtered before pointing at the big man in shock, “You aren’t brainwashed or loopy or whatever? You know what’s going on?”

      Erza looked up at him, “How long have you known?”

      “Since the very beginning.” Simon answered, “Since the moment Jellal returned from the remains of the Tower I’ve known something was wrong. The Jellal I knew would have stopped at nothing to bring you both back even if it killed him. And he never would have returned to that place even if you forced him. But the way he spoke and carried himself changed. He started speaking to the people and trying to convince them that rebuilding the Tower of Heaven could actually fix everything bad that had ever happened to them. He lied to Shō and the others, saying you killed Naruto and brought him back wrong. And that we needed the Tower to help you both. To make everything right. The way he talked and manipulated the others with his words was just… unnatural.”

      “But you stayed.”

      Simon nodded, “I stayed because I needed to watch over the others. Make sure they didn’t get hurt. Or killed. I wanted to try and figure out a way to stop Jellal myself so I learned how to use magic like the others. I thought I was becoming strong enough but the rate and way Jellal grew was unbelievable. In just a few short years he had become stronger than any monster and there was nothing I could do. It seemed like he was unstoppable. But Jellal showed us what had become of you and Naruto. What you were doing. He was weaving more lies and convincing the others to follow him to bring you back but I saw you both… growing so strong… strong enough that you might be able to stop this.”

      Erza’s eyes softened, “Simon.”

      “So when the day came that the Tower was near completion and you were close enough to retrieve, I realized this might be the only chance we had to finally put an end to all this. I followed the others to retrieve you and bring you back here because if you, the person they’ve been reaching for all this time spoke to them, maybe you could convince them that this was wrong. But Jellal was keeping an eye on us even when we were on the coast so I couldn’t say anything. So I attacked Naruto. Not to kill but to delay him and show we were still alive and where we were going. I organized each of others to attack your friends with the least likelihood that it would kill them, long enough to deceive Jellal and for Naruto to escape and help them if they needed. I know how much being here hurts you both but you and Naruto are our last hope. I’m sorry but you two are the only ones strong enough to stop Jellal and the Tower.” Simon’s head lowered even more, “You two are the only ones that can make them see the light.”

      …

      Erza stepped forward enough for Simon to open his eye and see the smile on her face. A small tear filled her left eye and her voice trembled with hope, “I’m sorry we’ve left you to handle our mess, old friend. It must have been so hard to bear this on your back.”

      Simon blinked in surprise before a tear welled up in his eye too and the corners of his smile showed over his metal jaw, “I’m just glad to see you again.”

      Simon bent down and the two old friends embraced in a hug. The cold and piercing anxiety that had filled them just a moment earlier melted away as the two companions finally spoke again after so many years.

      “W-what are you talking about?”

      Everyone looked back and saw Shō with bags under his eyes and a bruised nose standing behind them. The cards in his hands he was about to use to attack slowly slipped from his grip as his eyes trembled rapidly. His mouth opened and closed over and over as he stuttered, “S-Simon, what are you talking about? What did Née-San mean about all of that? What did you mean about Jellal lying?”

      Simon separated from his hug with Erza and the redhead looked up at him with worry. He placed a hand on her shoulder and gave a reassuring nod before stepping forward, “Shō…” The younger blond hinged on his word as the scarred man answered, “It’s true. Everything I’ve said to Erza. Everything she said to her friends. It’s all true.”

      A look of complete devastation crossed the dark-skinned teen’s face as Simon’s words sunk in. His shoulders slumped desparily, “W… what?”

      “It’s true Shō.” Erza affirmed as she stepped forward and nodded to the younger man, ‘Jellal has been deceiving you all this time. Naruto never died and I never brought him back. We escaped. And he’s been keeping you all around this entire time to help him recreate the Tower.’ She looked at the anguish in his eyes and felt her stomach turn at the confusion he must have been feeling, “Jellal has been lying to you all.”

      Shō legs nearly gave out from shock before he steadied himself and looked down at the ground in horror. His thoughts were going rampant and his heart was beating so loudly that he could feel it through his ears. He couldn’t make sense of it. J-Jellal told them what had happened. What they needed to do. They could use this place to fix everything! They could finally put all their suffering to good use by fixing this world! He looked up desperately at the one person that had been by his side through these past few years and pleaded, “S-Simon, you have to be joking! Please-please tell me what’s going on! I-if this was real then you could have told me! I would have understood—”

      “No you wouldn’t Shō.” Simon interrupted with a shake of his head as his eye softened with pity for the crushing reality he was presenting to his friend, ‘You love Erza and Naruto too much. You would have done anything to protect them again like they protected you. But Jellal twisted that love and affection and turned it into an obsession he could control. And the goal of helping Erza and Naruto slowly changed from a purpose to an excuse.’ Simon shook his head sadly, “We aren’t helping them like this. We’re hurting them.”

      …

      Shō trembled some more and grit his teeth until they almost cracked. He lowered his head and screamed, “Why?! What was this for?! What was he trying to accomplish?! What’s this all been for?!”

      “I told you Shō…I’m doing this to change the world.”

      Everyone flinched and looked around for the disembodied voice that echoed through the walls around them. Lucy shivered and looked around in a panic, “W-where is that voice coming from?”

      Erza stepped forward, “Jellal. Where are you?”

      “Everywhere Erza. I’m in every inch. Every tile. Every grain of this Tower. My eyes are everywhere. And I see all of you. I see how lovely you’ve become over the years. And I see how strong you are now after all this time too, Naruto. Don’t look so surprised. I’ve been keeping a watchful eye on all of you since the moment you entered through the waterways. The perilous fight happening in the basement. This little heart-to-heart in the hallways. I’m even watching you, Salamander, running back through the halls trying to find me. Don’t waste your breath screaming, I’m not anywhere near you. All of you Fairies are so interesting to watch.”

      Gray yelled out, “What do you want you freak?! I hope you didn’t call out to us just to show how creepy you are!”

      “Oh, that’s right. There’s some business we have to address. Now there are a lot of you running around and some of you are scheming to stop me. And I have prepared for this outcome by acquiring the help of some gifted individuals in the art of ridding annoyances like you lot from the system. However, just a moment ago I received a very interesting piece of information from an informant of mine. The Magic Council has been notified of our existence and plans. And to make sure that our plans can not follow through and that no one could ever use its remains for their original purpose ever again, they’ve prepared to fire the Etherion cannon directly at us.”

      Several of the Fairy Mage’s eyes widened in horror as Juvia covered her mouth, “E-Etherion.”

      “To the blissfully unaware, Etherion is the most powerful magical weapon capable of destroying nations that the Magic Council keeps lying around for the most dire situations. Apparently they deemed the Tower of Heaven as one of those terrible circumstances and plan to erase us from existence. But I happen to know that this magical weapon needs some time to gather a suitable amount of magic to fire. And I suppose it would reach its peak and fire within the hour. So here’s how this may play out…”

      “There is a group here that has reclaimed their prize and may choose to run. My hired help is prepared to scour every level of this structure in an effort to pick you off and retrieve the prize once more, the integral sacrifice for Zeref’s revival. However with a ticking clock now in play, we are at the endgame of this little match. Will the Fairies try to stop me before I can activate the Tower or run away to save their skins? Will I be able to activate it before anyone takes my head and revive the Black Mage once and for all? Or will the Magic Council prove victorious and wipe us from the map? I’m very excited to see who comes out on top in this little game of ours…”

      Gray furrowed his eyes, “This guy is a lunatic.”

      Lucy looked around worryingly before settling to face Erza for guidance, “What should we do Erza?”

      “We can’t let Jellal use this Tower. If we run then he’ll escape and just try to recreate this place again wherever he can.” Erza looked up sternly at the walls and ceiling knowing her friend was watching them, “We need to stop him here and now. Once we do then we can leave this place and let Etherion take care of it.” The redhead faced down the hallway and narrowed her eyes…

      “This all ends tonight.”

      “Very well. Let our Paradise Match commence.”

    
    

    
      Done

      I’ll try to follow up soon. I know there’s a lot to cover but I’ll get it all in I promise.

      And I know this chapter isn’t anything special but I just needed to separate it for the sake of my sanity.

      I hope you all can understand and bear with me just a little longer. I love you guys so much.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    42. Desolation in Paradise

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 42: Desolation in Paradise

      It happened. I don’t know how it reached this point, or how it was possible, but it actually happened.

      If you told me three years ago that one of my stories would hit such a milestone then I’d probably say I didn’t believe you. But it’s actually here.

      I can’t thank you guys enough.

      Thanks you for reading this story. Thanks for putting up with its rough start. Thanks for putting up with my bad updating. Thank you for reading my story and supporting me all this time.

      Thank you for 2000 reviews.

      Also, sorry for the long chapter length. I got in a proper rhythm this time and it did not stop. This might be the longest chapter I ever release. But I needed to cover this material and I wanted to get it finished. So…

      Here we go.

    
    

    
      Siegrain, Ultear, Org, and Yajima stood beside each other on the edge of a balcony as they overlooked the process of activation. Dozens of talented and gifted Mages gathered together and started chanting incantations to stockpile magic power. There were more chants and elements being thrown around at once than any of them had seen before. All in preparation for one thing…

      The Etherion cannon.

      The weapon that could destroy anything.

      Org looked over the side to see the magical circles stacked over each other from the bottom of the room to the very top. He never believed in his time as a figure in the Magical Council that he would be forced to use this weapon. It had gone many years without being used…

      And possibly it would be a long time before it ever had to be used again after this.

      But what mattered right now was they were using it here. To save the world.

      Hopefully the future generations will remember their reason for doing it and not just that they resorted to the final measure.

      “It’s actually quite beautiful to look at, don’t you think?” They looked at Ultear as the gorgeous woman silently stared up at the plethora of magics dancing around in front of them. Her eyes were solely focused on the lights in front of her as she noted, “You’d never believe something so beautiful could cause such devastating catastrophe in the wrong hands.”

      “Yes. And we’re being forced to use it.” The old sage gave his grievance on the matter as he rubbed his forehead, “I’d never thought I’d see it being prepared in my life. And yet now we are left with no choice.”

      “But you made the right choice Org.” Siegrain attempted to alleviate some of the doubt in the older Councilman’s mind, “It is for the good of the people.”

      “Yes, well, we’ll see what the people have to say after tonight. We may have just put our careers on the gallows by doing this.” The solemn man bemoaned before sighing and stepping away from the railing, “We need to make a statement for the public in case they start asking any questions. And we’ll need to prepare an explanation for the king as to why we didn’t report this to him before we decided.”

      “That’s sounds wonderful.” Ultear stopped watching the weapon being prepared and stepped away from the railing, “I suppose I’ll come help you with that. We have some time before the weapon discharges so we might as well use it productively.”

      The raven-haired beauty stepped up to Org before they both looked back to see Siegrain and Yajima still staring at the Etherion process. She asked coyly, “Siegrain-sama, do you wish to help us with the paperwork? I doubt it will be as mesmerizing as watching Etherion charging up but it is work that needs to be done.”

      The young Wizard Saint didn’t look away from the majesty in front of him, “I’ll be with you all in a moment. I wish to watch this a little bit longer.”

      “Very well.” Org’s eyes then shifted to the short man beside the blue-haired youngster and they appeared to softened with some shame. He and Ultear begun to walk away, “I’ll leave you both here then.”

      The young and old Council members stood beside each other in silence while elements flickered in front of them at rapid speeds.

      Siegrain settled back in his posture and crossed his arms, “I understand your hesitation with following through with this action, Yajima-San. But you have to remember it is for the greater good. No matter what happens—”

      “Your brother.” Yajima interrupted and Siegrain looked down at the wizened old man who gripped his hands behind his back so tight his knuckles showed, “You once spoke about how tragic it was to lose your brother and be separated from him for so long. Now you find him again and you still resort to the idea of using this weapon against him. Why, Siegrain-kun? At least tell me why you are willing to sacrifice your brother to do this?”

      The blue-haired man looked away from the old man and up at the ceiling again as Etherion’s magic process continued to work away in front of him. He blinked a few times before answering in a flat tone, “I realized that the man I once called my brother is no longer the same man I once knew. The person I once saw brimming with hope and strength has now been twisted with pain and suffering. Suffering he cannot help but bring upon himself. And I know that despite any effort I could try to make, he has been so twisted that he could never turn away from it. He is willing to let the world suffer because that’s just what he has come to accept. And it hurts me to see that.”

      “A sacrifice is needed to save this world. And I’m willing to make that sacrifice even if that means I must say goodbye to my brother.”

      …

      Yajima lowered his head sadly before turning around and walking away, “I hope your conscience will be strong enough to bear this weight. Lord knows most men couldn’t.”

      Siegrain watched the old Mage leave before turning back to watch as the magic gathering process initiated.

      It was so powerful.

      So overwhelming.

      Such staggering magic.

      A devious smile started to creep over his face before he quickly slapped his hand over it.

      No. Not yet. It had been so long he couldn’t risk it this close in.

      Just a little bit more.

      And it will be perfect.

    
    

    
      Erza stood in the hallway in silence as Jellal’s ominous announcement hung in the air. There was a moment of complete silence between all of them as they awaited a follow up that would indicate that Jellal was still addressing them. But it never came as apparently the moment he began this little Paradise Match of his, he stopped interfering.

      Lucy paled a little at the dark tone the voice used and gulped loudly, “P-Paradise Match, huh? What are the chances that’s not as bad as he makes it sound?”

      “Pretty low I’m guessin’.” Gray droned as he looked around at the walls surrounding them, angry and more than a little disturbed that they were being watched at this very moment. His face twisted in disgust, “This guy just keeps getting creepier and creepier.”

      Simon looked down in contempt for his own inability to expect that Jellal was keeping an eye on them even when they were in the Tower. But if that was true then Jellal had suspected him and knew about his disloyalty from God knows when but he didn’t do anything. Does that mean he didn’t see him as a threat?

      Did the idea of Erza and Naruto being here and capable of fighting him not scare him in the least?

      The former Phantom Mage looked over to the object of her affection and asked curiously, “The gifted individuals he mentioned a moment ago. Is there a chance they are associates of the man Naruto-San saved us from earlier?”

      Gray’s eyes closed in apprehension as he shook his head, “A team of ninjas chasing us with a ticking clock and certain death overhead? This day just gets better and better.”

      “You said Naruto was holding off an assassin of some sort in the basement.” Erza looked back at Gray with a serious tone in her voice, “Do you think Naruto can take care of that man himself?”

      Gray didn’t hesitate at all before nodding, “Absolutely. He said he had it. So that means he has it.”

      The redhead let out a relieved sigh before nodding, “Good.” She looked between all of her friends, “We need to regroup with our comrades and prepare to evacuate before Etherion hits. Where’s Natsu?”

      Gray shrugged his shoulder uncertainly, “Don’t know. That moron ran off before we knew it. He’s off somewhere looking for Happy.”

      Simon added, “Which means that he’s looking for Milliana.”

      Erza thought for a moment before pointing at Gray, “Gray, you need to go look for Natsu. Calm him down and tell him what we are planning to do. Knowing him he’s probably thinking about breaking this whole place down after he finds Happy.” Gray nodded and the redhead turned to Simon, “Can I get you to convince Milliana and Wally to leave this place?”

      The tall man nodded, “It shouldn’t be that difficult to convince them now that Jellal made that announcement.”

      “Juvia and I can help you.” Lucy offered.

      Simon gave a positive him before looking to Gray, “I can show you around. Follow me.”

      The group of four started jogging down the hallway as they followed the scarred Darkness user. Erza knew what her mission was.

      Face Jellal.

      Whatever happened after that was something she needed to prepare for.

      “Nee-San.”

      Erza looked back at Shō as the blond had a very vacant and lifeless look in his eyes. Having everything he’s known for nearly a decade turn out to be fake would brutally shock just about anyone. The dark-skinned blond seemed to struggle with composing himself before he looked up at her, “I know a way to sneak into the room Jellal is watching from. A way to sneak up on him. You’d have a better chance facing him if he wasn’t in complete control of the situation.”

      Erza thought for a moment before asking critically, “Does Jellal know you found a passage into his chamber room?”

      Shō was silent before shaking his head in defeat, “I don’t know. I’m not sure about anything anymore.”

      Erza saw the pure devastation across the younger man’s face and felt a ping in her heart. She reached up to gently grab his shoulder and reassured him, “Thank you Shō.”

      The boy gave a small nod before he started leading them in a different direction to sneak into Jellal’s chamber.

    
    

    
      Natsu and Happy were making their way through the hallway down from Milliana’s room. After that weird announcement that sounded like it was coming straight out of the walls, the pink-haired man started searching around to find the man that so smugly talked down to all of them.

      The Dragon Slayer kept punching down the walls and doors of each room he passed after leaving the cat-girl’s turf once he saved Happy. The flying cat watched his friend skeptically before cutting into his destructive path, “Natsu, I really don’t think that guy is actually watching us in the walls. Punching the doors and wrecking the hallway isn’t gonna stop him.”

      “It might slow him down.” Natsu proudly exclaimed, “If his eyes are the walls then if we take them out, he probably won’t know we’re coming.”

      Happy shook his head, “I really don’t think it’s as easy as you think.” The blue cat then seemed very distressed as he remembered what the announcement said near the end, “Plus there’s that Etherion thing he said the Council was gonna fire at us! And what about Erza?!”

      “Didn’t you hear what that Jellal guy said?” Natsu said rhetorically before he cracked his knuckles, ‘He was talking to Erza and the others that whole time. They freed her already so she’s okay. And that jerk is holding a game with all of us in it and he won’t let us leave until one side is down.’ The Fairy Mage smirked again before his knuckles released a quick burst of flame, “Which means if I take out the top asshole then no one can get in our way anymore and we can leave. Plus after what he planned to do to Erza and trying to hurt us, I really wanna kick his ass.”

      Happy floated there for a moment before seeming hesitant with the idea, “B-But Natsu, isn’t that Jellal guy super strong?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” Natsu gave a big, confident smile to encourage his best friend, “He messed with us, which means he needs to get his ass whooped by us. So I’m voting for myself to deliver a Fairy Tail Ass Kicking to teach that prick a lesson. And that’s a promise.”

      The blue cat waited for a moment before a smile came over his face, “You sure?”

      “Totally! I got this buddy! Now let’s go kick his ass!”

      “Aye!”

      “Sweet!” Natsu turned on his feet and threw his first up, “Then let’s head straight to the top and…” The pink-haired brawler stopped when he finally noticed two figures standing far enough away down the hallway that he couldn’t discern who they were. But the tense atmosphere and the cold intent being aimed toward him meant it wasn’t anyone he knew. He furrowed his eyes and yelled, “Who are you guys?!”

      “Jet Ho Ho Hou!”

      He immediately got an answer as the larger figure let an immense pair of explosions blow out behind him before he launched himself forward at staggering speeds. Natsu didn’t get a chance to react before the figure barreled into his stomach and carried him down the hallway until everything around him was a blur, “Natsu!”

      Natsu gasped in pain as the massive, muscular man knocked the air out of his lungs as they sped down the hallway like a rocket. The Dragon Slayer looked at the huge jetpack that was propelling them forward and the Fairy Mage started slamming his fist down on the man’s shoulder in an attempt to separate from him. But as they rocketed down the hall Natsu looked back just in time to see the wall they were approaching, “OH SHI—”

      *BAM*

      They broke through the rock wall and flew outside before the Fairy Mage and his attacker finally separated. Natsu groaned in discomfort before looking up at the rocket-propelled man that flew out over the ocean before turning back to him, giving Natsu a clear view of him in the moon light. His attacker had massive muscles and wore no shirt, appearing like a body builder that never skipped a day to exercise with a massive jetpack secured behind him.

      But the most striking feature was the fact that he had an owl’s head that stared at him with piercing black eyes. He proclaimed while speeding toward Natsu, “Hoo hoo! The Hero of Justice, Fukuro of Trinity Raven, has come to slay the allies of evil!”

      Natsu blanked, “A-An owl!”

      “Natsu!”

      The Dragon Slayer looked up to see his feline companion flying out of the hole they just made and making his way to help him. He reached up, “Happy—”

      “Hoo hoo-no you don’t! Jet Ho Ho Hou!”

      The owl man came flying down and slammed into Natsu’s chest again, flying directly into the Tower again and breaking through the exterior. Natsu was carried through another hallway at blistering speeds as he tried to escape the incredible lock the owl had him in.

      Lucy cupped her hands over her mouth, “Natsu!”

      Juvia joined in, “Natsu-San!”

      Gray yelled, “Hey, Hothead! We need to get going and we can’t waste time looking for you so you better come out and—”

      “AHHHHHHHHHHH!” A pink and beige blur passed by them before continuing down the hallway with a trail of smoke directly behind them.

      The group of Mages violently coughed in the smoke cloud before Lucy asked with teary eyes, “W-was that—”

      “NATSU!” A blue blur followed a moment later as he screamed, chasing his friend and the attacker that was grappling him.

      “Happy?!”

      “Oh shit.” Gray cursed before he started sprinting down the hallway to help his friends, “Natsu! Happy!”

      Simon followed after, “Wait! You can’t fight him!”

      “Gray!”

      “Gray-sama!”

      Lucy and Juvia tried to run after them before they heard a deafening rip of an electric guitar. The two girls shook from the horrific cacophony that assaulted their ears as they turned around to see a thin, sickly pale man stroll forward with a wide gait as his hands shredded down a guitar.

      Once he stood in sight they finally noticed that his skin wasn’t pale, but his whole body was covered in white body paint. He had paint on his face and silky, long black hair that he whirled around like a vortex behind him before he ripped one last cord and let his long tongue fall out of his mouth, “YOOOOOOOOOOO! HOW’S IT GOIN’ YOU SEXY SKANKS! YOUR GOD, TRINITY RAVEN’S VIDALDUS TAKA, HAS DESCENDED TO RIP SOME ROCKIN’ NOTES AND MOISTEN THE FINGERHUTS! LINE UP IN ORDER AND WE CAN GET STARTED!”

      Juvia furrowed her eyes at the strange, offensive stranger that stood in front of them as Lucy was disgusted by his attitude.

      Well… he certainly didn’t look like a ninja.

    
    

    
      “GRRRRRRRRRR!” Natsu had to grit his teeth as his back broke through stone walls over and over while being tackled by the strange owl. The furious Fire Mage yelled in anger before his body burst with flames, “I’M SICK OF THIS SHIT!”

      The owl flinched and finally released him when they were in a much larger room inside the Tower of Heaven. Natsu spun through the air and puffed up his chest before roaring out, “Fire Dragon’s Roar!”

      The owl deactivated his jetpack and fell back to the ground just as the flames engulfed the area he was in a moment ago. The massive assassin landed on the ground across from Natsu and looked up just in time to see the Dragon Slayer charge at him before he threw a hook kick, “Fire Dragon’s Talons!”

      The owl man leaned back unnaturally to dodge the kick before flipping over and landing a kick on the Fairy Mage in the process. Natsu blocked with his forearm and skidded across the floor before the muscular owl exclaimed loudly, “I am a mercenary from Death Head Caucus, Trinity Raven’s Fukuro, the ultimate assassin of Justice! And as Jellal-sama stated, you need to play the Paradise Match in order to survive! Jumping to the top is cheating!”

      Natsu felt a tick swell in his eye and yelled at the odd mercenary, “You can’t be an assassin of Justice! Assassins aren’t righteous or whatever! You’re just a killer!”

      “I am a slayer of evil! No matter how powerful they may appear, all evil doers fall before my fist!” He got into a fighting stance and prepared to beat his opponent dead, “So when you stand in the way of our master’s desire, that means you’re evil!”

      Natsu growled and cracked his neck before raising his fists up as well, “Well I can slay dragons. And I’m gonna kick your bastard employer’s ass into next week. So let’s see, evil or dragons, who’s the better slayer.”

      It was tense between the two men before Natsu sprinted forward and let his fist go aflame. He leapt up and jabbed, “Fire Dragon’s Iron Fist!”

      Fukuro blocked with the back of his arms as a blast of fire engulfed him entirely. He then pushed and spread his arms out wide, pushing the Fairy Mage back before following after him.

      The mercenary and the brawler started to exchange blows and kicks that they blocked before any lasting damage could remain. Natsu grit his teeth as he parried a punch, ducked beneath a swipe to his eyes, and threw an ax-kick up to the owl’s chin.

      But Fukuro leaned away to avoid the kick and spun on his feet to strike Natsu’s lobe with a back fist. However the Fairy Mage raised his arm at the moment before contact and grunted from the force that nearly pushed him back as the owl man followed up and tried to rip out his heart.

      “WRAHHHHHHHH!” Natsu screamed at the top of his lungs and released a column of fire at the mercenary that forced him to dodge and jump back. The two fighters separated and made some distance between each other to prepare for the next attack. The owl guy was quick and precise with his attacks but Natsu could see each move and knew he could land some serious damage if his strikes would land directly. He slammed his fists together, creating a giant fire around his body and yelled confidently, “NEXT HIT IS SENDING YOU FLYING!”

      “Natsu!”

      The Dragon Slayer stopped in his mad dash to attack the owl and looked over to see Happy flying towards them as quickly as he could. He had a very panicked look trying to chase after him after he had been attacked and cried out, “Natsu! Are you okay?!”

      “Happy! Get out of here!” He called out to the cat in dread that his little friend had entered the battlefield. The moment he turned to address the feline, he saw his enemy take the chance and dash at him from the corner of his eye. He reacted but was barely able to block the heavy cross that dug into his forearm and lifted him off his feet, “URRR!”

      “NATSU!”

      Before Happy could register who had attacked his partner, a large shadow descended over him. The cat nearly froze in fear and looked up to see two piercing black eyes gaze down at him with pure focus. The blue cat could do nothing before a large fist was raised above him, “Bad kitty.”

      *THWACK*

      Happy was harshly punched and spiked directly into the floor as he gave a loud yelp of pain, “AHHH!”

      “HAPPY!” Natsu landed on his feet and leaped forward, flames pouring off him in livid rage as he punched at the owl man’s back, “I’LL KILL YOU, BASTARD!”

      The mercenary’s head turned around until it was almost completely backward as he caught sight of Natsu’s attack before it could land. He turned his body at the last moment and tried to land a kick on the Dragon Slayer who turned and matched his strike with a kick of his own. The two fighters were blown away from each other and skidded against the ground before the Trinity Raven member extended his fist out in a pose towards the sharp-eyed boy, “Hoo hoo, I told you! All evil falls before my fist!”

      “Happy!” Natsu immediately scampered to his feet and ran before sliding to his knees. He gently picked up his injured friend and cradled him carefully, “C’mon Happy, speak to me! Say something man!”

      The blue cat struggled and groaned in pain before opening one of his eyes. He murmured, “N-Natsu?”

      “Happy! You okay man?!”

      “It really hurts Natsu.” The cat gasped when he tried to move and he felt Natsu’s hands hold him a little closer. The little cat looked over at the owl man that attacked him and muttered weakly, “W-who is this guy?”

      Natsu answered with a dark glare that slowly turned up to focus on the owl-faced killer that had attacked them. He growled threateningly, “He’s finished. That’s all that matters.”

      “Hey Natsu! Happy!”

      They looked over to see Gray coming up to the room they were fighting in with a strange large man following close behind. The half-naked Fairy Mage called out to them, “What the hell was that about? You came flying past us like a bat outta hell! And…” They stopped just on the edge of the room and stared at the strange-looking individual with a jetpack and owl head that blinked at them curiously. Gray had a bemused glare, “W-what the hell is that thing?”

      Simon’s eye shook in horror when he saw the man they had engaged in battle, “Oh no.”

      “Hoo hoo! Splendid! More evil doers to be slain by my hands!” Fukuro gripped his fists tightly as if challenging the newcomers to try their hand at facing him, “Come at me! I shall christen this righteous place in your blood to celebrate the new world!”

      “Is this guy crazy or something?” Gray questioned before shaking his head, ‘You know what, doesn’t matter.’ He started cracking his knuckles, “If he’s holding us back then he’s a part of that Jellal dude’s plan. If he wants a fight—”

      “No! We can’t fight him!” Simon grabbed Gray’s shoulder before he could advance any further and pulled him back with a jerk. The Maker Mage stumbled back as Simon placed the middle and index finger from both hands on his temples as they glowed black. He extended his hands out and yelled, “Dark Moment!”

      The entire room lost all of its light in an instant and it was pitch black around them. They were all made blind as a startled Natsu looked around in panic, “W-what the hell?! It’s all dark like in the casino again!”

      Simon, being able to see through the dark because of his magic made a straight beeline for Natsu and Happy as they looked around, baffled by the sudden shroud of shadow. He grit his teeth as he sprinted past the mercenary to retrieve the man and his cat before it was too late, ‘I didn’t think Trinity Raven and Death’s Head Cuacus’ master would act so quickly. If they’re already in play then we can’t risk fighting them! If I can grab them then we can escape—’

      “Good effort to run, deviant!”

      Simon’s eyes widened when the Trinity Raven member dashed towards him with the complete eclipse of light not bothering him in the least, “But my vision can pierce even the darkness!” He turned around and let a massive burst of flames engulf the Tower dweller, “Judgement Hou!”

      “AHHH!” Simon was sent flying from the explosion and slammed into the wall with a loud crack as a web pattern spread out behind him. The Darkness faded away and Natsu looked over to see the downed Darkness user moaning on the floor, “Woah! Hey man you okay?! What were you doing trying to fight that guy?!”

      “Hoo hoo!”

      Natsu reacted to the yell of the mercenary and jumped over the fist that almost hit him and imbedded itself in the wall. He landed and cradled the cat closely to his chest before sprinting across the room and toward his guildmate. He stopped right in front of the shirtless man, “Gray! I need you to take Happy!”

      “What?!” Gray was handed the injured cat and he saw the bruises over his face before asking, “You know we’re on a clock, right?!”

      “And you know these guys are gonna try to kill us if we can’t stop them first, right?!” Natsu countered, “If these guys get Erza back to that Jellal guy and that Ether-whatever hits then it’s over! So if I can stop at least one of these assholes before that and beat Jellal, then we’ll be good! Erza’s safe, this place is destroyed, and we’ll be out! And this all starts after I’m done kicking this guy’s ass!”

      Gray sighed exasperatedly, “How much do think you can do in under an hour?”

      “More than enough.”

      Fukuro clenched his fists again and prepared to march over and attack—

      “Dark Burst!”

      A wave of Darkness magic came flying into Fukuro’s side and exploded violently, creating a cloud of smoke that obscured him from his enemies’ view. Natsu and Gray looked over and saw Simon lying on his knees and panting heavily after his surprise attack. His breathing was haggard as he called out to the Fairies, “Y-you have to run! This man is an assassin from a mercenary guild! He’s too strong! You can’t beat him!”

      “Huh?” Natsu was baffled by this stranger’s warning before looking towards the Ice Make Mage for clarification.

      Gray saw the confusion on his face, “That guy is one of Erza’s friends. He’s on our side and he’s trying to help.”

      “Oh.”

      Simon yelled out desperately, “Please! Just go! I’ll hold him off—”

      “Hoo hoo-led me off?”

      Simon’s eye widened as the mercenary walked out of the smoke cloud with just a few bruises and scorch marks on his body. The man turned to him as his owl head tilted almost at a complete right angle as he asked, “Was that your best effort at holding me off, evil doer? Because if it was then I am greatly offended that you believe that is enough to deter the great Fukuro!”

      Simon looked up at the hired mercenary and saw his attack did nearly nothing to hurt him. He gasped and muttered in shock, “N-no way.”

      “Hoo hoo. However, it seems like if I wish to stop these two great sources of villainy, I will need some help.” He looked over and realized he was the object of condemnation for the two Fairy Mage at the side. He turned back to the injured Tower dweller and stepped forward to grab his shoulders, “Rejoice! I shall be using your powers for the greater good!”

      “W-what?”

      Natsu yelled, “Hey! What are you doing over there?!”

      Happy turned his head a little, “W-what’s going on?”

      Gray muttered with narrowed eyes, “Something bad.”

      Fukuro stood back up and brought Simon with him, causing the injured Darkness user to moan in pain before he looked into the owl man’s lifeless black eyes. They stayed staring directly at each other in silence as Simon’s mind became racked with fear and anxiety. Was he going to crush him? Break his neck? Pop his eye—

      “Capture.”

      Fukuro’s mouth grew several times larger and his jaw dropped until it reached the middle of his chest.

      Simon was taken out of his stupor and just stared on in shock, “E-eh-AHHH!”

      Fukuro lifted him up and threw Simon into his mouth, engulfing the large man completely with his jaw before swallowing him whole with a very loud gulp. In an instant, the bulge formed in his mouth from eating Simon traveled down to his stomach and disappeared like nothing ever happened. A strange dark aura started to cover Fukuro’s body as he wiped his mouth, “Thank you for your help.”

      …

      The Fairy Mages just looked on in shock and horror after seeing someone eaten alive and swallowed like he was a snack.

      Natsu: “What—”

      Happy: “-the—”

      Gray: “-fuck?”

      The dark aura finally evaporated and the owl mercenary turned towards his enemies. He had shut his left eye and a small tuft of black hair was growing out at the peak of his head. The Dragon Slayer and Maker Mage just stared at him in confusion before he suddenly blurted out, “Dark Ho Ho Hou!”

      A wave of Darkness magic came flying towards them and Natsu looked on in shock before he reacted. He jumped in front of the blast and struggled against it with his block. His arms suddenly became shrouded in flames and he destroyed the attack before it could go any further, “WRAH!” The attack disappeared and Natsu leveled a fiery glare at the owl man, “That attack was the same one that other guy just used.”

      Gray narrowed his eyes at Fukuro, “He… used Simon’s magic.”

      “That’s right!” Fukuro proudly proclaimed as he patted his stomach with one hand and fiddled with his new black hair with the other, ‘I used my Absorption magic to capture that evil doer and assimilate his magic into mine.’ He patted his stomach, “Once he’s done digesting, I’ll have his magic for my own. And then I shall eat you two as well and become the greatest hero of Justice in the world!”

      Gray gagged in disgust, “He eats people and takes their magic? How messed up do you have to be to choose that magic?”

      “He said digesting.” Natsu noted dryly before sending Gray a quick glance, “That means he’s still alive inside him, right?”

      Gray shrugged, “I don’t know. But it makes sense that if he swallowed him whole, then he’s probably still in his belly.”

      “All right.” Natsu stepped forward and pounded his fists together with a toothy grin, “I just gotta hit this guy hard enough until he throws up. Piece of cake.”

      Happy moaned, “That’s… so gross.”

      “You ready you owl-headed freaky bastard?” Natsu mocked before charging forward and yelling, “I’m gonna kick your ass!”

      Fukuro stood back in a fighting stance as Natsu came charging at full speed. They were about to clash—

      Fukuro crouched down and placed his hands firmly on the ground before his jetpack flew off his back like a missile, “Missile Ho Ho Hou!”

      The jetpack went flying directly at Natsu and the pink-haired man stopped in place, “W-what the—” The jetpack slammed into his chest and carried him around as it suddenly started flying around in a sporadic and uncontrollable course, “WWWWAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Happy yelled up at his friend, “Natsu!”

      “Hoo hoo! I know about your weakness, ‘Salamander’ Natsu Dragneel! Jellal-sama informed me.” He pointed up at the man he had just condemned to his personal nightmare, “My jetpack will carry you round and round this room faster than you can imagine! And since it will be carrying you—”

      “U-UGGHHHHHHHH! BLARGHHHHHHHH!”

      Natsu’s pained moans echoed through the whole room as his motion sickness started acting up being carried by the jetpack.

      Gray looked up blandly at the pink and silver streak that swirled around the ceiling in blur before he just sighed. He shook his head disappointedly and turned around, “Fucking idiot. We can’t waste time playing with your stupid affliction. We’re gonna die waiting here dumbass.”

      Gray bent down and gently placed Happy against the wall. The blue cat looked up at his friend as he asked, “Happy, I know you’re hurt but can you wait a sec? I need to deal with this guy before we head out.”

      Happy asked, “Can you do it yourself?”

      “Totally.” Gray stood up and walked back into the room until he stood across from his opponent. The shirtless man craned his head back to look up at the taller, owl-headed assassin as they just stared at each other.

      Fukuro tilted his head, “Handle me? Hoo hoo! You must think very highly of yourself—”

      “HA!” Gray jumped, kicking his foot out as quick and hard as he could to strike the owl’s head as his foot pressed into the larger man’s forearm. Gray’s foot hooked and attempted to press further in but couldn’t get any advantage like this.

      Fukuro chuckled, “Hoo hoo! Just like an evil doer to attack while someone is talking.”

      Gray furrowed his eyes with a smirk, “That’s rich, coming from an assassin.”

      “Not just any assassin!” The Trinity Raven member threw up his arms and sent Gray flying from the force, “I am Fukuro, the hero of Justice!”

      “I don’t give a damn what you are! You’re done!” Gray slammed his hands together and released a dozen spears of ice that shot down at his enemy, “Ice Make: Lance!”

      Fukuro weaved through the rain of ice weapons that littered the ground around him as he dashed towards where Gray would land. He swiped his hand up and released a wave of Darkness to hit him in his prone state, “Dark Ho Ho Hou!”

      “Ice Make: Shield!” Gray created a shield between him and the magic attack that canceled each other out. The raven-haired man fell through the particles of ice and dark before he placed a foot on Fukuro’s shoulder and vaulted off to get behind him. The mercenary looked back in time to see the Fairy Mage land behind him and slam his hands down on the floor, “Ice Make: Prison!”

      An intricate cage of ice popped out of the ground and locked Fukuro in before the mercenary swung his arms out in a clothesline and broke through the bars with some extra effort. Gray clicked his teeth in annoyance before he had to leap back as the owl man started chasing after him and throwing a series of punches to cripple him, “Hoo! Hoo! Hoo! Hoo! Hoo!”

      Gray quickly ducked and backed up as he felt the air pressure from each punch nearly connect with his face and break his skull. The Absorption Mage threw his kick out like an ax and attempted to shatter Gray’s chin but the Maker Mage flipped back before diving forward to kick back. Fukuro slid and avoided the kick, swiping his elbow out to break Gray’s rib but was blocked by Gray’s hands.

      Gray gripped the elbow tightly and channeled his magic, “Freeze!”

      Ice suddenly surrounded the joint and Fukuro released a quick scream of pain before knocking his opponent away and cradling his arm. He looked down at the sudden sheet of ice that locked his forearm to his bicep and sent a deep chill down to his bone. He stumbled a little and tried to hold his arm as his fingers started to curl from the icy sensation, “M-my arm. Y-you’ve frozen my arm.”

      “A little flash freeze never hurt anybody.” Gray boasted as he stood up and pointed out to the mercenary, “Glad I’m getting a chance to knock you down a few pegs, Hero of Justice-San. Doesn’t matter what magic you use or how evil you think we are. Stand in our way…” He gripped his fist and aimed it out to the owl, “And we’ll knock you down.”

      Fukuro hunched over and held his arm gently as his body started to shiver from the chill. His beak slowly opened up and he yelled, “D-Dark Moment!”

      The room was suddenly devoid of all light and Gray was left standing in a black space without being able to even see his hand in front of him.

      “Gray! W-what happened?!”

      “Happy! He took out the light! I can’t see!”

      “Natsu! Make a flame! Gray needs your help!”

      “UGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHH-URRRRRRRGGGGGGGGGGGGG!”

      Gray was annoyed by the groans and hurls of his Dragon Slayer companion before he felt a strong first strike him across the face. He stumbled back and felt blood cover his lips, “W-what the—”

      *THWACK*THWACK*

      Gray staggered as several heavy punches, crosses, and jabs riddled his body in a matter of moments. The Maker Mage could barely let out a groan before he was socked in the jaw, punched beneath his rib, and hit in the knee hard enough that they buckled.

      “Hoo hoo!” The owl’s laughter permeated through the sheer darkness as the attacks continued to blindside Gray, “Can you sense me?! Can you see me villain?! Do you see how in merely a moment I destroy your arrogance and topple your defenses! In the dark, where the light of my eyes illuminates my path to victory, I shall end your reign of terror!”

      Despite his words, Gray detected hints of crazed ramblings and boasting in his voice while the attacks continued. The Fairy Mage felt a cold and brutal strike slam against his forehead and split his eyebrow open, causing a sudden but heavy stream of blood to drip down his face and blind his right eye. Not that it affected his vision considering he still couldn’t see in the dark but it stung like hell!

      A sudden lightbulb went off in his head and he slammed his hands together before touching the ground, “Ice Make: Floor!”

      A sheet of ice covered the floor around him and the attacks stopped for a moment before the owl laughed again in the dark, “Hoo hoo hoo! A valiant effort cutting off my attacks but only for a moment! You can’t see me so unless you wish to attack blindly in the dark then just resign yourself to your fate!”

      He knew he would just be wasting his efforts to attack blindly like that. But that wasn’t what he was doing. He could feel his ice stretch out and cover the floor before one section of it finally stopped. There it was.

      A wall.

      Gray turned and dashed along the ice without any fault, cradling his aching ribs and ignoring the pain that shot through his whole body as he ran towards the place he knew the closest wall was. Fukuro saw him running and chased after him carefully over the ice, “Hoo hoo-oh no you don’t!”

      The shirtless Fairy Mage could feel his enemy approaching and slammed his fist down before aiming at the wall, “Ice Make: Hammer!”

      He created the hammer and it succeeded in its job as it broke off a portion of the wall and revealed a small source of natural light against the unnatural darkness. Gray yelled and jumped out of the hole into the open air, squinting as his eyes readjusted to the light as he went into freefall. His eyes focused back into the black hole he just escaped from and caught sight of the owl’s face in the darkness before creating a massive cannon on his shoulder and aiming up, “Ice Make: Cannon!”

      A massive cannonball of ice shot through the hole in the wall and Fukuro had to lean back to dodge before he heard the projectile explode somewhere high above him. Gray shot his hands out and created a line of stairs between him and the gap that stopped his descent. He desperately held on to keep himself from falling as Fukuro chuckled derisively, “If you really thought you could hit me by luring me to the edge, you underestimate me fool.”

      Gray panted, his ribs causing his lungs to burn and sweat to drop down his face, before looking up and smirking, “Wasn’t aiming at you, dick.”

      “FIRE DRAGON’S—”

      Fukuro realized too late that a bright light had illuminated the darkness he created and looked up to see Natsu falling at him wreathed in flames. The jetpack that had captured him reduced to pieces from Gray’s shot as the Dragon Slayer threw his hands out at the owl man and released a mighty explosion, “-BRILLIANT FLAME!”

      “HOOOOO HOOOOOO!” Natsu’s flames blew the owl man across the room and destroyed the unnatural darkness that covered the room.

      Natsu landed on the floor and wiped his vest of dust as Gray finally climbed back up to their floor. The Maker Mage groaned and shook his head, “I have got to stop falling off all these tall places. It’s fraying my nerves.”

      “Did you have to shoot me, jackass?” Natsu grumbled as he looked over the bruises he got from the cannonball as his stomach finally settled.

      Gray scoffed and growled through his teeth, “I didn’t really have a choice, dipshit. You shouldn’t have gotten yourself caught like that in the first place.”

      Natsu seethed and was ready to argue back before he finally noticed the bruises, cuts, and blood that covered Gray’s body from the ambush in the dark. The pink-haired Mage let his comment die on his tongue before turning back to see the owl man struggling back to his feet, “You gonna be okay?”

      “I’m fine.” Gray forced himself up to his feet and slammed his fist into his palm. He swiped his hands down as a long blade of ice formed over his right hand and left elbow before he stepped forward. He looked forward and glared, “I’ll open him up. You think you can stay on your feet long enough to finish it up?”

      “I’m not the one having trouble standing, idiot.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes, prick.”

      Gray dashed forward, covering the space between him and Fukuro in a matter of moments before appearing right in front of him. The owl’s eyes widened in horror as Gray spun around, “Ice Blade: Seven Sword Dance!”

      Gray’s body blurred as he struck the massive man’s body at rapid speeds, leaving five long slashes over his body that drew blood before swing him up with both blades and leaving an X on his chest.

      “GAAAAAHHHHHHH!”

      Fukuro was left flying in the air before he opened his eyes again and saw the meteor heading straight for him.

      “FIRE DRAGON’S SWORD EDGE!”

      Natsu tackled directly into the Trinity Raven member’s stomach and released a powerful burst of scorching hot energy before Fukuro’s eyes rolled back from pain. His cheeks puffed up before his neck grew wider and Simon’s head peeked out from his beak, “BLARGHHHHHHHH!”

      Simon was regurgitated and fell harshly on the ground as his eye opened up in surprise. He caught sight of Natsu blasting the owl mercenary across the room until he slammed into the wall hard enough to crater it. He lifted himself up on his hands and looked around in confusion, “W-what? What happened?”

      “You got eaten by that owl guy and he took your magic.” Simon looked to the side to see the little blue cat fly up beside him with a few bruises on his body. Happy gave a big grin of pride as he answered the question Simon wanted to ask, “Don’t worry. Natsu and Gray took him out and made him throw you up.”

      “T-they beat him?” Simon looked back over to see the Dragon Slayer strolling over and standing over the Maker Mage sprawled out on the ground.

      “Hey.” Natsu not so gently nudged Gray’s body. Natsu asked with barely any actual interest, “You sleeping? Or dead?”

      The eye not covered in blood slid open and Gray droned out with a cough, “I’m resting. In case you didn’t notice I was busy handling your fight and had to pick up your slack.”

      …

      Natsu kneeled down and slung Gray’s arm over his shoulder before gently lifting him up beneath the armpit, “Sorry for the wait. I guess I’ll just have to pick up the slack for you from here on out.”

      “Whatever.”

      Simon blinked in surprise before muttering in surprise, “They… they were strong enough to win.”

    
    

    
      “YYYYEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!”

      Lucy had to cover her ears as the drum-splitting note echoed through the entire hall and she swore she felt it reverberate through her torso. She was barely able to open one eye against the horrendous sound and yelled, “I-it’s so loud! And so bad!”

      “Juvia actually finds this music quite intriguing.” Juvia quietly mentioned as her body shook and jiggled as she switched between physical and liquid against the sound wave. She nodded, “Gajeel-kun liked to blast this kind of music back when they were in Phantom Lord. Juvia is accustomed to these sick chords.”

      “There is something so wrong with your tastes!”

      The prolonged note finally ended and Lucy removed her hands from her ears to see the strange man in white body paint and leather clothes run a hand through his long hair. He opened his eyes again and let his long tongue hang from his mouth before shrieking in excitement, “WELL~?! WHAT’D YOU LADIES THINK?! I’M PRETTY GOD DAMN ROCKING, AIN’T I! BE HONEST!”

      “Be honest?” Lucy droned as she tried to get the ringing sound out of her eardrums. She looked at him with more than a slight bit of disgust, “You are way too loud. And way too gross.”

      “Juvia has to agree.” The blue-haired woman nodded, “However she did enjoy the music.”

      “OOOOOOOOOOOO! SCATHING! YOU GIRLS GOT CLAWS!” He gave an over dramatic yell and bent back as if he were in pain before shooting back up on his knees and letting his tongue hang out, “I LOVE IT! YOU GIRLS ARE RAW AND TELL IT LIKE IT IS! AND I GOTTA APPRECIATE THE FANS WHO CAN TELL ME THE TRUTH!”

      Lucy’s shoulders slumped and her eyes wandered to the side, “How do I keep getting stuck with the weirdoes? Is it a condition? Do I have a magnet or something?”

      Juvia stepped forward with a baleful glance, “Raw or not—”

      Lucy shivered, “Please don’t agree with him like that!”

      “—if you plan to impede our efforts to leave this place then Juvia will have to defeat you.”

      “WOOAHHHHH! FIESTY!” Vidaldus motioned for the girl to try and hit him, “FIRST HIT IS FREE LADIES! COME AND-BLURPARGH!”

      He was suddenly encompassed by liquid and drowning inside a concentrated bubble of water. Vidaldus struggled and thrashed around in the bubble of water for some traction to escape but found none. Juvia lowered her hand after capturing the strange rocker in her Water Lock and spoke in a hush voice, “No one can escape my prison once they are fully captured. Except Gray-sama but…” A pink hue covered her cheeks and she gently placed her hand on her cheek in fond memory, “No one is as fabulous as Gray-sama.”

      “Way to go Juvia!” Lucy cheered with joy that they had stopped the freaky man without any strenuous effort. And the best part was he couldn’t talk in there either! She gave the girl a big thumbs-up and praised her more, “You’re the best partner ever!”

      Juvia looked aside in dissapointment, “Juvia wishes it was anyone other than you praising her right now.”

      Before Lucy could comment about the ex-Phantom Mage’s reluctance to address or even converse with her, they heard a strange whirring occur in the liquid prison. They looked over to see the rocker spinning his head around as his long flowing black locks followed behind at a slower pace. They thought he was just trying one last time to escape before they noticed the water inside the magic prison start to follow the path of his hair. The rim of the spherical prison slowly started to enclose to the center more and more as his hair became shinier with each rotation.

      He whipped his hair around one last time and absorbed the rest of the Water Lock like it was nothing. His hair had a magnificent sheen of water over it for a moment before it returned to normal and cascaded down his back. He ran his pale hand through it once before giving a prideful grin and wink to the ladies, “THANKS BABY! I COULD ALWAYS USE A LITTLE WASH TO MAKE SURE THESE LOCKS ARE AS SHINY AS EVER! JUST FOR THAT I’LL LET YA BE MY NEW GROUPIE!”

      “No thank you.” Juvia responded flatly as her hand morphed into liquid and she waved it in front of her and released a sharp blade of water, “Water Slicer!”

      The blades of water went flying at the Trinity Raven member and he smirked and yelled triumphantly as he waved his hair and absorbed the attacks easily. He smiled again and mocked the Water Mage for her efforts, “WHAT I TELL YA BABY! WATER AIN’T GONNA WORK ON ME! JUST GONNA MAKE MY HAIR SILKIER AND SHINIER!”

      “Just testing something.” The water woman answered as her hand morphed into a liquid state and started getting longer. She lifted her arm up and created a whip that obliterated the columns and ceiling above the man “Water Cane!”

      If her water abilities weren’t going to do anything against him, then let’s see how he fairs against rock.

      “ROCKIN’!” He screamed as he whipped his head around and his hair traveled with such ferocity that it shattered through the stone and rock like tinfoil. The rubble fell around him harmlessly and he stuck his tongue out and let it wiggle, “GOTTA BE QUICKER THAN THAT, BITCH!”

      Juvia furrowed her eyes in irritation, “This is becoming tiresome.”

      “Then let me try!” Lucy stepped up to her side and pulled out a golden key to show her, ‘If this guy can negate your attacks, let’s see how he handles mine.’ Lucy held her key out, there was a resounding click through the air, and she called out, “Open, Gate of the Golden Bull, Taurus!”

      A golden light appeared in the form of a humanoid man before it disappeared and it revealed a massive cow man carrying a golden ax. He exclaimed, “Mooooooooo~, I’m here to protect Lucy-San and her friend’s sexy bodies!”

      Juvia blinked in surprise at seeing the same cow that reduced her to a puddle a few weeks earlier, “That’s quite strange.”

      Lucy groaned, “It’s a double-edged sword using him.” But Lucy immediately perked up and motioned towards the brash assassin, “Taurus, show this guy who he’s messing with!”

      “Moooooooo! You got it!” Taurus rushed forward and swung his ax out at Vidaldus as the rocker panicked and jumped back to avoid getting hit. Taurus reared his weapon back and grinned, “You aren’t getting away that easily!”

      “WOOOOAH!” The Trinity Raven member gasped in surprise as the massive ax swung around him in an attempt to slash him. He stuck out his tongue, “YOU’RE CRAZY MAN! I BET YOU’D MAKE SOME AWESOME FURNITURE WITH ALL THAT LEATHER!”

      A vein started to pulse in anger on Taurus’ head and he yelled furiously, “MOOOOOOOOO! I’M NOT GONNA LET YOU WALK AWAY FOR THAT ONE, JERK!”

      Juvia watched in slight amazement at the strange hulking figure that attacked their enemy with such ferocity. She spoke lightly while watching the fight, “Your friend is surprisingly monstrous.”

      Lucy gave a small, solemn nod, “At least it’s working to stop that guy.”

      “HEY! HOW’S THIS FAIR?! THREE ON ONE IS JUST TOO MUCH!” The panic and worry in his voice was very obvious before it was suddenly replaced by a cocky assurance, ‘GUESS I’M JUST GONNA NEED A LITTLE SLAVE OF MY OWN!’ Before they could do anything else, Vidaldus started strumming his guitar with a wild flick of his hair before finally landing on the last note, “YEEEAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHH! ROCK OF SUCCUBUS!”

      The note was so loud and powerful that it echoed through every brick and rock down the hallway. Lucy had to cover her ears because she thought she’d go deaf otherwise. The music finally died down and she lowered her hands to see that nothing had happened or occurred after he had yelled. Taurus was looking around in confusion as Lucy asked, “Huh? Did-did he do something? I can’t see. Juvia, did you see something?”

      “…”

      Lucy looked over and saw Juvia with her head hung down enough to shadow her eyes from view. In fact, her entire outfit had changed from what she was wearing just a moment ago. What had once been a coat that covered her body almost entirely had become an outfit revealing her midriff and cleavage for all to see. Lucy blinked in bewilderment and asked, “Juvia—”

      “Hehe!” Juvia giggled menacingly before sprinting forward and letting her arms turn into streams of water. Taurus heard the rushing footsteps behind him and looked back just in time to get dual-whipped across his chest, “WATER CANE!”

      “A-AGHHH!”

      “Taurus!”

      The Celestial Spirit’s body glowed yellow and disappeared in a cloud of light before he even hit the ground. Lucy stared in horror after watching her spirit return through his gate to heal before looking past the light and at her companion. Her posture was more relaxed, her hair was unraveled and wavy, and her skin was paler than it was before.

      Juvia stood in front of Vidaldus like some sick mirror image and cackled, “HAHAHAHAHAHA! WHAT’S UP YOU SLUT! JUVIA LOCKSER, #1 BITCH OF THE GREAT VIDALDUS TAKA, HAS COME TO SPILL SOME BLOOD! HAHAHA!”

      Lucy shivered in fright seeing the girl change so drastically in the blink of an eye and shook her head. Her confusion suddenly turned to anger as she looked over and glared at the man that just laughed and played his guitar, “This is your fault, you sicko! What did you do to her?!”

      “IT’S MY ROCK OF SUCCUBUS!” Vidaldus answered before whipping his hair around wildly, ‘I PLAY A LITTLE SONG AND I CAN FORCE ANY LADY OF MY CHOICE TO BE MY NEW CONCUPINE! AND SEEING AS THAT WATER GIRL LOOKED SO INNOCENT AND LONGING, I JUST HAD TO HAVE HER BE MINE! SO I DID!’ He smiled and turned to his new groupie to look her over objectively, lingering on her curves and body figure before matching the creepy grin on her face with his own, “AND WE ARE GONNA ROCK THIS WORLD!”

      Lucy shook with unrestrained anger for the psychopath that had manipulated her teammate and growled out, “You’re a freak. And the worst kind of scum in the world!”

      “WOOOOAH BABY, HOLD ON! DON’T GET ME ALL HOT IN THE CROTCH WITH YOUR WORDS! I HAVE A GIRL OF MY OWN NOW, YOU KNOW!” He gave her a evil smirk before turning his back on her and playing his guitar, “AND SHE IS A JEALOUS LITTLE BITCH!”

      Juvia cackled and sprinted forward at Lucy who couldn’t back away in time before the possessed Water Mage got within a foot of her. Lucy could only gasp before Juvia laughed and struck her stomach with a whip of water. Lucy doubled over and cried in pain, “AHHHHHH!”

      “OHOHOHOHAHAHA!” Juvia’s chortle barely drowned out Lucy’s scream before the succubus continued, ‘THAT’S RIGHT! KEEP SCREAMING BABY!’ She swung her arm down again and struck Lucy’s arms and legs until parts of them went red, “THE BOSS GETS HIS MUSING FROM THE SCREAMS OF LITTLE WHINERS LIKE YOU!”

      Lucy could barely move as a stinging sensation went up her arms and legs from the whipping. She felt tears start filling in the corners of her eyes as the blue-haired woman continued to laugh and strike her. Lucy desperately covered herself to avoid more injury before making a move and reaching for her keys—

      “NOPE!” Juvia slammed her foot into the blonde’s stomach and sent her sliding and rolling over the floor. Lucy gasped in pain and tried to catch her breath. Her vision tunneled and she saw her keys had slipped off and laid on the ground a foot behind her enslaved attacker. The Celestial Mage tried to lift herself up but was immediately slapped across the face by the possessed girl, “CAN’T LET YOU GO UNTIL THE BOSS HAS HIS INSPIRATION!”

      Lucy struggled on the ground and tried to steady herself up to her knees. She gasped for air, feeling like her lungs were still on fire, and mumbled under her breath, “J-Juvia, y-you have to fight this guy’s control. You can’t—”

      “CAN’T HEAR YOU!”

      The Water girl slammed her water whip down on Lucy’s back and made her topple to the ground. Lucy kept her scream muffled through her teeth, knowing that if she let it out it would just stir the psycho on to force Juvia to attack her more. Lucy writhed on the ground and tried to look up, “Please Juvia. I-I know you aren’t doing this, b-but please try—”

      “YOU CAN KEEP TRYING GIRLIE BUT IT’LL AMOUNT TO TOTAL SHIT IN THE END!” Vidaldus danced mockingly a few feet behind them as he laughed, “I’M IN HER HEAD! MAKING HER DANCE AND SUCCUMB TO HER MOST SALACIOUS AND DARKEST THOUGHTS! SHE’S A BAD GIRL! AND SHE LIKES DOING BAD THINGS! RIGHT BABY!”

      “RIGHT!” Juvia responded eagerly as she reached down and grabbed Lucy by the top of her hair, eliciting a yelp of pain as Lucy was forced onto her knees by the harsh pull.

      The Heartfilia girl moaned in pain before looking up at the girl that kept a hold on her. She gave a small shake of her head, “N-no. I don’t know a lot about you Juvia, but I know you aren’t a cruel person. Y-you wouldn’t do this just for fun.” Lucy carefully reached up and held the hand that grabbed her hair but merely gave a comforting squeeze, “He’s making you do this Juvia. You tried to help us. You came here to help us save Erza because you knew it was right. And I know it’s just this guy making you do these things.”

      Lucy squeezed the hand holding her hair and felt her voice hitch, “I’m… I’m sorry I’m not strong enough to save you from this, Juvia. I’m so sorry.”

      “PFFT!” Vidaldus scoffed and ridiculed the blonde for her words and pointed at the back of his wench, “IF YOU’RE TRYIN’ TO APPEAL TO HER ‘Humanity’, THEN YOU OUGHTA KNOW I DROWNED THAT SHIT WAY DOWN IN HER SUBCONCIOUS! SHE DOES WHAT SHE WANTS, WHEN SHE WANTS, TO WHOEVER AND WHATEVER SHE WANTS NOW! RIGHT BABY?!”

      Vidaldus waited for an answer but didn’t get one as he raised an eyebrow in confusion. Lucy looked up at the girl that held her captive and was startled to see that despite the vicious grin on her face, there were tears filling Juvia’s eyes and spilling down her cheeks. Lucy looked up in defeat, knowing she couldn’t do anything to help her friend like this and felt tears fill her eyes as well, “I’m sorry Juvia.”

      Vidaldus clicked his tongue in annoyance before laughing, “WHATEVER! LET’S GET BACK TO THE SHOW! JUVIA BABY, BEAT THAT BITCH UNTIL—”

      *Bang*

      “AHH!” The Trinity Raven member stumbled forward and yelled in pain as a horrible sting and burning sensation ran through his shoulder. His right arm went lax and he looked down to see a bloody exit wound form on his shirt. He looked in complete bewilderment at the injury and stuttered, “W-what the—”

      “Well damn. I guess I got hit harder than I thought.” They looked back to see the block-shaped man in the snappy suit with his revolver out and a smoking barrel. His clothes were disheveled, he had dry blood down his chin, and his glasses were missing from his face as he spun the gun over his finger, “I usually hit my targets way better than that when I try.”

      Vidaldus turned around while clutching the wound on his shoulder and mutter weakly, “Y-you! You’re one of Jellal-sama’s dogs! W-what are you doing?! AREN’T YOU WORKING WITH JELLAL TOWARDS THE SAME GOAL?!”

      Wally gave a conflicted expression before holstering his gun and tipping his hat, “I’m not quite sure what Jellal is aiming for anymore. And I’m not sure we’re aiming for the same thing. But I know one thing…” He glared at the sadistic rocker with pure disdain, “I, as a dandy guy, can’t stand idly by and watch a creep enslave one girl to beat her friend. Just ain’t our style.”

      “Multi-grab!”

      Vidaldus and Juvia were suddenly ensnared by two Nekōsoku Tubes that restricted their moves. Juvia couldn’t escape with her Water Body and Vidaldus couldn’t channel his magic to his hair to protect himself. Panic started to fill his eyes as he looked over and saw the young cat-girl walk out from behind a pillar to Wally’s side. The Trinity Raven member realized he was in a bind as Wally asked, “Now… what should we do with you?”

      “I know what to do.”

      Vidaldus shivered and turned around to see Lucy force herself up to her feet and grab her keys. He sweated in fear and tried to free himself but felt the rubber tube around him tighten until he couldn’t move. Lucy carefully picked up her Golden Keys, ignoring the pain in her limbs, and held out one key, “Open, Gate of the Crab, Cancer!”

      A bright light filled their eyes before a tanned man in a buttoned shirt with crab legs on his back and a crab hair style appeared. A pair of scissors spun in the air before he grabbed them and spoke in a silky voice, “What can I be doing for you today Lucy, ebi?”

      “Cancer, I need you to cut the strings of his guitar please.” Lucy then met Vidaldus’ frightful eyes with a rather stoic gaze. The blonde smirked and shrugged her shoulders, “And give him a shave too while you’re at it. He needs one.”

      “N-no, not my do! NOT MY—”

      “Got it, ebi.”

      *Sching*Sching*Sching*

      The strings on the guitars gave one last dying tone before they were cut in half. The Trinity Raven member didn’t even get a chance to scream before all of his luscious hair was cut and removed from his head in an instant. He stood there with his jaw agape as his newly bald head shined in the light. Lucy pointed to the girl beside her, “Cancer, can you cut her loose please.”

      “You got it.”

      The Celestial Spirit dashed forward and cut the magical restraining tubes to shreds before they fell to the ground. The moment they fell, Lucy could clearly see that Juvia’s clothes and skin color had returned to normal. The Water Mage blinked in surprise and looked down at her hands before apprehensively looking up at Lucy. The Fairy newbie gave her a quick nod, “I thought you’d like to do the honors.”

      Juvia immediately turned around and sent a spiteful glare at the man that had controlled her like a puppet. Vidaldus cowered under the girl’s venomous gaze and couldn’t retreat back as the tube tightened around him dangerously. The ex-Phantom Mage stood up and slowly stalked her way towards him as he pleaded, “C’mon baby, d-don’t look at me like that. W-we had fun, right? It must’ve felt so liberating to be bad like that, right? You can’t say you didn’t—”

      “Shut. Up.” Juvia’s hands liquified.

      “Uh oh.”

      “WATER SLICER!”

      Several blades of water went flying at the loud assassin and sliced the tube and his chest up rapidly. He let out a quick scream of pain before passing out and falling harshly on his back. The remaining people looked at the bastard with contempt before letting him rot there on the ground.

      “Ah!” Cancer returned through his gate and Lucy fell to her knees as the pain she had ignored had come rushing back.

      “Lucy-San!” Juvia quickly came running to her side and kneeled down to check on her. She looked her over in worry that she had been grievously injured, “A-are you okay? Did Juvia break anything? Can you still move?”

      “Y-yeah, I’ll be okay.” Lucy tried to give a confident smile but to no avail as she flinched from the aching in her lungs. She took a moment to breathe slowly and regain the feeling in her chest after the beating she had taken.

      Juvia was mortified at the injuries she had made and the pain she had caused the blonde. Even if she wasn’t in control of her actions-even if she was screaming in the back of her head to stop-this was her doing. She was responsible for Lucy’s suffering right now. She lowered her head in shame and apologized, “L-Lucy-San, Juvia is sorry.”

      Lucy looked up at her, “Juvia, it’s okay. This wasn’t your fault.”

      “But Juvia still did this. She hurt you and laughed over your cries of pain.” Juvia’s shoulders slumped and her voice became small, “This is the same thing that happened during the Guild War. Juvia thought she… she thought she had moved past this. She didn’t want to hurt people anymore for no reason. She didn’t want to be a part of so much pain like that ever again. J-Juvia thought if she could help here-prove herself to all of you-then maybe you would let her join your guild. But… but that was just foolish. It was a stupid dream Juvia is forcing on all of you. She was—”

      “Juvia.” The blue-haired woman looked up from her depression and saw the kind smile on Lucy’s face, ‘You are our friend. And I forgive you for everything that happened in the war.’ She tilted her head and grinned, “I know you’ll have a lot of fun at Fairy Tail. So smile. Please.”

      “…” Juvia swallowed the lump in her throat as tears filled her eyes. Her shoulders shook and her breathing started to shudder before she gave a small nod. She lowered her head in gratitude and mumbled out between her sobs, “T-thank you.”

      Lucy smiled and nodded before she heard footsteps over the sound of Juvia’s hiccuping. She looked up to see Naruto and Erza’s friends walking down the hallway. She perked up and yelled to them, “H-hey wait! Don’t go, please!”

      Wally and Milliana stopped and looked between each other before turning back to them, “What is it?”

      “Thank you for helping us. But why?”

      Wally turned away from them, “I already said. I can’t just watch two ladies hurt each other like that. It’s just not my way.”

      Milliana seemed a lot more reserved and muttered quietly, “I hurt you guys because I thought I was helping my friends by doing so. I guess… I guess that isn’t true anymore.” Wally patted her shoulder and the two friends turned back and walked further down the hallway.

      Juvia called out, “Where are you going?”

      “To get a boat. Get off this island. Or just wait for the light to shine down and make everything go black. We don’t know yet.”

      Juvia and Lucy looked between each other and the blonde thought intensely before asking, “Can you help me up?”

      Juvia nodded, “What do you want to do?”

      “We can trust Gray to help Natsu. And Naruto will definitely win. Erza is handling Jellal. So I guess… we need to help their friends.”

    
    

    
      Danzō pulled on the strings around both hands and vaulted upwards as he avoided the attacks that followed beneath him and destroyed the stone wall. He quickly spun through the air, pulling out several dozen kunai from his Requip space and unleashed them through the smoke cloud where he had last seen his nemesis.

      His blockade of knives was useless as a figure blurred through the center of the death trap without care, swatting away the overwhelming numbers with his invincible blade. He braced himself against the floor and launched himself like a rocket at Danzō while he was still prone in the air. The master assassin felt his reflexes kick in and threw his hand out to the closest wall, connecting a wire and pulling him in enough to dodge the human projectile that fired at him. He twisted his hips and threw several more kunai at his target’s back before several identical kunai formed in the blond’s hand as he tossed them to intercept in the air.

      He had created his own arsenal of kunai from the ones he copied after picking them up. That wasn’t good for him.

      His blond adversary landed against the wall and stayed attached to it with his strange technique before running along the surface to chase after Danzō. He sent his black blade and scabbard into his Requip and pulled out the red blade as it immediately started emanating flames. He gave a quick thrust as a pillar of intense fire shot out from the tip towards the mercenary as he landed on the wall, “Blazing Dragon Tail!”

      Danzō threw out his hand, manipulating a dozen wires to constrict and wrap around each other into a makeshift spear. It shot forward like a missile through the center of the fire pillar, obliterating the flames before they could even reach him. But the moment the fire had vanished, Danzō realized that his opponent had disappeared behind the massive fire attack.

      He felt a cold chill run down his neck and looked up to see Naruto popping up over him with the fire blade reared back to strike. The Death’s Head Caucus master reacted quickly and flipped off the rock wall as the wave of intense flames covered the area he once stood. He was still close enough to feel his skin blister and his hair singe so he clicked his teeth and shot his hand out to skewer the blond while he was still. Naruto jumped up the wall and avoided the garrote wire that pierced through the rock like butter. But he immediately had to steady himself as several large chunks of the wall were pulled and forced out of the wall by the assassin, Danzō smiling before he flicked his hand and tried to crush Naruto beneath the massive slabs of rock.

      *SLAM*SLAM*SLAM*SLAM*

      The massive rock slabs crashed into the wall with a wave of fire beneath them, creating a large smokescreen that lingered over the wall.

      Danzō braced himself and landed onto what remained of a platform he had destroyed when he had dropped a section of the ceiling down. He looked up and gave a derisive chuckle before speaking out, “I must admit that I’m feeling a little flustered. It never takes me this long or this many tries to kill someone. Usually when I drop the ceiling on them that’s the end of it. I suppose I should reconsider the limits some people can go through, huh?”

      The smoke cloud of the rock smash separated to reveal Naruto still standing parallel to the ground with his fire sword broken after blocking the massive boulder attacks. He looked down at the broken hilt, clicking his teeth as he made a mental reminder to recreate the copy when he had proper time. He looked down at the assassin that ridiculed him and spat out, “You should reconsider what you mean when you say flustered. I’m pretty sure that means you’re embarrassed. You look like you’re enjoying every goddamn second of this.”

      Danzō laughed and shrugged, “Well, it’s true that as a ninja and an assassin, my pride has taken a terrible hit in not being able to kill you already. But… as a fighter… I cannot say I’m anything but giddy. Especially now that you’ve abandon your uncertainties and finally started putting yourself into this fight.” He titled his head mockingly, “Tell me… what was it that convinced you to finally focus on the fight? Was it the fact I got the better of you and landed such a heavy blow with the ceiling? Was it hearing Jellal-sama’s voice again after so long? The thought that at any moment the Council will be wiping us off the face of Earthland? Or perhaps… you didn’t quite enjoy the way Jellal-sama used the word sacrifice to describe Titania?”

      “GRRR!” Naruto’s anger bubbled up almost immediately at the mention of that word again. Sarifice. He knew Jellal had made the others bring Erza here for some horrible reason, but he never in any way thought it would be for the purpose of a sacrifice. And for the purpose of resurrecting Zeref as well.

      Jellal was going to use Erza to bring back the worst evil in the world. He was willingly going to forfeit her life for his cause. He still couldn’t picture that idea in his head. His friend… hurting Erza… it…

      “WRAAHHH!” Naruto leapt off the wall and raised his leg up high before bringing it down in a staggering ax kick where Danzō once stood. The ninja master evaded the attack, jumping high off the platform and watching the kick crack the rock before he threw several kunai at Naruto in retaliation.

      Naruto grit his teeth and merely swatted away the first two kunai sailing at him. His eyes widened when he finally noticed the wire attached to the second kunai that had looped over itself and hung around his neck precariously. He quickly ducked as the wire tightened up to try and decapitate him before he dodged three more knives. The whiskered Mage noticed the wire on the last kunai and slammed his foot on it before kicking in the wire with his other foot and violently pulling the ninja in towards him.

      Danzō released the wire and kept sailing towards the Fairy Mage as two kunai appeared in his hand and he flipped over Naruto’s kick. He landed in a crouch behind the blond fighter and spun up to stab his back repeatedly, hitting nothing but air as Naruto leaned and dodged by a hair’s breadth with their limited space.

      Naruto parried and pushed the knife strikes aside as Danzō kept pushing and tried to rip him to shreds. The blond fighter grit his teeth before covering his fist in Armor and shattering one of the knives before grabbing Danzō wrist and attempting to throw him off. But the master assassin jumped and locked his legs around Naruto’s shoulder and arm before spinning and throwing Naruto off the platform in retaliation.

      “Storm Fist!”

      The mercenary guild master jumped off the side as the barrage of air blasts decimated the rock platform. He threw out his hand and sent a flurry of steel wires out to restrict and pierce through the falling blond. He wasn’t going to be able to move through the air like—

      “Void Storm Step!”

      A loud bang echoed through the room as a shockwave blasted the wires back and Naruto disappeared. Danzō’s eyes widened in surprise and he noticed the blond floating high above where he was falling just a minute ago. Naruto retrieved his light blue blade and swung it around as quickly as possible, unleashing several blades of wind at the other ninja, “Grand Gale!”

      “HA!” Danzō waved his arms out and formed a protective wall in front of him to part the powerful gust of wind on either side. He slid against the wall and landed on a lower level before looking up to see Naruto standing on the wall above and across from him. He tried to calm himself before asking, “Jumping in the air? Thats a new one.”

      “Still feeling like standing in my way?”

      “Standing in your way?” Danzō scoffed, ‘Young Hunter, this was an execution the moment you walked into this place. I just haven’t taken the proper measures to ensure that result.’ He held up his hands, “But I’m going to change that.”

      There was a rumbling as every wire shuffled out of his clothes, through the rocks and twisted around each other as they floated behind him like spider legs. Naruto furrowed his eyes and prepared to move as Danzō smiled and let the garrote limbs behind him sway, “Widow Death Thread.”

      *Schwip*Schwip*Schwip*Schwip*Schwip*

      Naruto had to sprint along the wall as a countless number of wires started shooting out from the appendages sprouting from Danzō’s back. The wires pierced through the rock so cleanly that there were no cracks. Naruto keep running as fast as he could before he immediately turned right and ran down the length of the room in an effort to escape the onslaught. He jumped off the wall and rapid punched towards Danzō, unleashing a flurry of air blasts that were easily destroyed by a quick flick of a steel tendril.

      A steel tendril emerged from the rock wall and whipped into Naruto’s side, sending him hurling down into the floor below them. Before he could even hit the floor Danzō had unleashed a heavy rain of wire that repeatedly pierced into the ground and obscured his sight for a moment.

      Danzō waited with baited breath, letting the smoke cloud clear a little and scouting for any movement on the lowest floor. He finally pulled the hundreds of wires out of the ground and let them contort and twist back behind him to form the spider legs. He sent a quick look to their tips and noticed something.

      Some of the wires had been ripped and torn. But others had lines of blood along their lengths.

      The dust finally settled and revealed Naruto hunched over with some wire gripped in his hands and cuts and scratches that drew blood over his whole body. He was panting heavily as he shuffled around to feel the cuts that covered his torso, arms, legs, and his chin too. They didn’t pierce him like the one through his shoulder but there were enough grazes that together it was a bad situation.

      “Do you see now, young Hunter?” Naruto panted and looked up with burning eyes at the man with the steel wires dancing behind him. The Death’s Head Caucus master smiled and tilted his head, ‘This is an execution. And you were a fabulous prey while you lasted.’ One of the tendrils shifted forward and unwound at the tip into the numerous wires that formed it, “But just like a spider I’m done playing with my food. You’re in my web, and it’s time for the last bite.”

      Naruto slowly lifted himself up to stand straight as he ignored the pain lingering through his body. Erza was in danger. His friends were in trouble. They were all going to die and he was just sitting down here like an idiot. His hands lowered to his side as he looked over the bottom level he stood in.

      They once rested here.

      Kazuya and Erika. Erza’s parents.

      And just like that, a memory flooded into Naruto’s head of a promise he made years ago after burying them.

      “I won’t lose anyone again. I’ll protect everyone I care about, and I’ll never let them die. I’ll become strong! The strongest! I’LL NEVER BE WEAK AGAIN!”

      He wasn’t always able to keep that promise. He lost people. He wasn’t always able to protect the people he cared about. He couldn’t stop his friend from dying. He wasn’t the strongest.

      But this wasn’t going to be one of those times.

      He was going to fulfill that promise now.

      The Earth dragon cleaver appeared in his hand and he slammed it down in the floor, causing a quake to shake the whole room. Danzō staggered on his platform as the Fairy Mage continued to slam the magical sword down on the ground over and over. The walls, platforms, ground level, and ceiling all started to break part before an avalanche of stone started coming down around them.

      Naruto turned around before swinging upwards and creating a cyclone of debris that filled the entire room. Danzō’s platform broke apart beneath him and he was left falling through the air before he landed on a stray slab to steady himself in the tornado of debris. He tried to stand up but quickly flicked out his hands to destroy some rocks that were coming in to crush him.

      He continued to leap between boulders as he realized he was trapped. Inside the cyclone of debris, he was blocked off on all sides and in constant danger of being crushed. The legal Mage was merely waiting for the moment he was crushed between two massive rocks like an insect. It was cowardly but a smart move to trap him inside a certain death trap of stone and rock.

      But it wasn’t going to be enough.

      He was Tobita Danzō. Guild Master of Death’s Head Caucus. The Red Spider. He couldn’t be taken out like this.

      The older, rugged man jumped off a rock and spun through the air before channeling his String magic. The makeshift spider legs on his back separated into their respective wires and whirled around at breakneck speeds to obliterate the debris floating around him. The rocks were reduced to pebbles and then reduced to dust as the wires sliced thought them with ease. The Red Spider smirked in the midst of his rampage as he knew his strength and skill were proven with this.

      He was the greatest killer in his rank.

      *Schwip*

      Danzō’s eyes widened his shock as he suddenly felt the magic going through his wires disappear. He looked over his shoulder to see Naruto falling through the eye of the tornado and reducing his wires to shreds with his black sword.

      Danzō panicked as he realized he had lost his offense and defense trying to destroy the rubble around him and left himself wide open. With no wire remaining and Danzō now falling through the air, Naruto fell towards him fast and sent the blade back as his fists glowed with magic. Danzō turned in the air and pulled out knives to counter—

      “Knight’s Crusade!”

      A barrage of heavy punches shattered the knives and landed squarely on Danzō’s torso. He gasped and felt blood fill his mouth as his body bent with the rapid strikes. Naruto pulled his fists back before concentrating his magic into his right until it glowed bright.

      He landed the devastating right into Danzō’s stomach and roared, “FLYING GAUNTLET!”

      “GAH!”

      The ninja mercenary was launched clear down the room and cratered the ground from the force behind the punch. Naruto righted himself in the air before landing in a crouch and falling to his knees. He hunched over a little and tried to catch his breath before looking over the cuts along his body.

      They were healing thanks to Kurama’s healing factor. It was slow but they were definitely closing. He could make it go faster with the Sky sword but… no. He needed to conserve and regain as much magic as he could right now.

      The blond took a moment to compose himself before pushing himself up to his feet with a huff and walked towards the crater he had created. He walked to its edge and looked in to see Danzō lying in the center motionless. The whiskered man waited for a moment before slowly walking down the crater to the center before standing over the defeated ninja and speaking sternly, “I know you’re breathing. Your chest is barely rising at all but I can still see your nostrils moving.”

      A small smile cracked on Danzō’s face before a modicum of blood seeped out of the corner of his mouth, “Was it convincing?” His broad chest seemed to contort and shake before it broke apart to reveal a coat of wire that had been colored to match his skin tone, “I wore of vest of wires over my chest like chainmail. It reduces the damage I receive from physical attacks to my form. Although it didn’t seem to do much good this time since you kept hitting so much I’m certain you broke my ribs.”

      “I decided to take the opportunity.”

      “You made an oppurtunity.” Danzō acknowledged, ‘You took advantage of my pride by giving me a challenge that forced me to act as wildly as possible. Then you destroyed my wires before they could return to me and attacked me before I could retaliate. Although if I were you, I would have sliced me up with that pretty sword of yours.’ He titled his head up from the floor, “Are you going to finish me now?”

      Naruto shook his head, “I told you, I learned the techniques. I don’t follow the methods.”

      “Well maybe you should.” Danzō chided, “Take it from someone who’s taken more lives than you can count. It’s useful to tie up loose ends.”

      Naruto responded by roughly gripping Danzō’s shoulder and lifting him off the ground, eliciting a groan from the injured ninja, “Well take it from someone who’s done a whole mess of worse shit than you but I don’t care what you have to say.”

      Naruto dragged him along the floor, pulling him over rocks and debris and ignoring the pained moans it resulted in. Naruto tossed Danzō into a small row boat and pushed him through the waterway and towards the ocean. The immobile ninja could only lay in the boat silently before Naruto turned around and walked back towards the walls.

      Danzō’s voice reached out before he floated out of the Tower, “What are you going to do now, young Hunter?”

      Naruto stopped in the middle of the floor and looked up to the ceiling. His eyes narrowed in deep thought…

      “I’m going to keep my promise.”

    
    

    
      Erza looked around at the hidden hallway Shō had been leading her through to ambush Jellal. This passageway was much less refined and well decorated as the hallways she had been running through before.

      This was simply a long hallway made entirely of stone with old torches and lanterns lighting the pathway. She knew this section was different than the others because this was like a remnant of the older version of the Tower. She remembered carrying buckets of mud and rock in line with dozens of other people down pathways like this years ago.

      “Just a little further Nee-San. We’re almost there I’m sure.” Shō quietly stated as he lead the older redhead through the halls.

      She trusted Shō. She didn’t want to leave him alone anymore. He knew he must be in pain but despite the confusion he still wanted to help her. She still loved him, and she was sure he loved her too.

      But she couldn’t do this…

      Erza spoke up, “Shō, what are you doing?”

      The dark-skinned boy spoke over his shoulder, “I’m leading you through the catacombs behind the wall Nee-San. I don’t know why these are here but they cover the entire structure of the Tower of Heaven. We could effectively reach any spot in the Tower without fail—”

      “Shō stop.”

      The Fairy Mage and her younger brother stopped in the shadowy hall with a tense silence. Shō didn’t turn around as Erza spoke up, “Shō, we’ve passed by several connecting pathways already. If we wanted to go to the top we would have traveled up somewhere but all we’ve been doing is going down. I followed because I thought you wanted to tell me something but you haven’t said a word. This place might have changed but I know… you’re leading me to the beach, aren’t you?” Her eyes narrowed with concern and she asked, “What are you doing?”

      Shō kept his back to her before turning around and looking at her with as firm a look as he could, “I’m leading you to the beach so you can take a boat.” Erza showed no reaction, probably having already discerned that so he lowered his eyes to the floor, “I want you to get on one of them and leave this godforsaken place once and for all.”

      Erza shook her head, “Shō I can’t do that. Gray, Lucy, Naruto and the others are all still in here. I’m not abandoning them. And we need to stop Jellal as well—”

      “I’ll stop him.” Shō’s voice suddenly went rigid as he gripped his fist so tightly his arm started to shake. He growled through his teeth, “I’ll kill him if I have to. I’ll make him pay for lying to us and keeping us here and—”

      “Shō.” Erza’s voice broke through his mad muttering before she gave him an apologetic look, “Shō, I’m sorry you had to find out like that, but fighting Jellal by yourself is suicide. You can’t beat him.”

      She wasn’t entirely sure how she was going to face him either but she couldn’t focus on that right now.

      Shō looked conflicted by what Erza said but closed his eyes tightly knowing she was right. His shoulders trembled before they went slack and he looked up at her sadly, “I should have know he was lying. I should have known you weren’t hiding away from us like that but I listened to him. I tried to be strong. I tried to be like you because… because I was just too scared to face this world by myself. I wanted to believe what he said about being able to set everything right once we were done here.” He shook his head in self-loathing and hoarsely spoke, “I wanted to see you all again. I wanted us to be happy once more. To be a family. But I was living in a dream and I was willing to bring you back to hell… back here… to do it.”

      Her eyes softened in pity, “Shō.”

      “You’re new sister. Koyuki, you said, right?” He looked up at her before she nodded, “Then go back to her. Don’t let her end up like us, Nee-San. Be there for her. I’ll try to warn your friends to leave this place before anything happens but I just… I want to make sure at least you can get away.”

      …

      Erza looked at her dear friend sadly before she shook her head. He looked at her with slight confusion before she looked at him with a firm, unwavering stare, “Shō, I won’t leave this place again. Me leaving here left you, Simon, Wally, and Milliana to stay and suffer here by yourselves. It’s because I left that I wasn’t able to stop Jellal when I could and get you all back to freedom.” She frowned and shook her head, “I left once before… I’m not leaving here again.”

      Shō looked at her in shock before his eyes started watering with gratitude. He closed them and gulped before he continued, “Nee-San, I-I love you. I want you to be happy. And I know you being here and fighting this battle won’t do that. So if I have to…” He held out his hand and prepared to capture her in a card as a last resort, “I’ll force you on that boat and make you leave here.”

      Erza looked between his outstretched hand and his panicked, confused expression. She frowned and warned him, “I need to stop Jellal. And I won’t back down from that. So if you are going to stand in my way, I won’t hesitate to push you away.”

      Shō tried to keep composed but his arms started to shake. His voice hitched, “I don’t want you to suffer because of us anymore. I’ll sneak up on Jellal, I’ll force him to let you go, and if I have to—”

      “You will do what exactly, young man?”

      Erza and Shō immediately froze before the blond teen turned around and stood by Erza’s side away from the silky voice that echoed through the hallway. They heard something clap loudly against the rock ground before a figure finally appeared in the faint light of the torches.

      The person approaching them at a slow and reserved pace was a beautiful woman with long pink hair and bright red lips. She had beautiful piercing eyes that settled into a small, intrigued stare at the duo she approached. She wore a white kimono with flames and skulls decorating its sides with the sleeves so far down they revealed a generous amount of cleavage. Her high-platform sandals clicked against the ground and the long katana secured to the nape of her back swayed slightly with her saunter. She stepped up to stand across from them and titled her head quizzically, “You make it sound like you are prepared to fight Jellal-sama by yourself. But how in the world do you think you will be able to handle him alone?”

      Shō was frozen in fear and Erza stepped in front of him protectively as she narrowed her eyes at the strange woman. She acted refined and cordial…

      But her bloodlust was dripping off her like a stench.

      The pink-haired woman gave a formal nod to the defensive redhead, “You are Erza Scarlet, correct? The Titania of Fairy Tail.” A small smile came over her lips, “I have been very eager to meet you face-to-face.”

      Erza kept her glare and spoke with a heavy tone, “And who are you?”

      “Oh, my apologies. It is rude to approach a stranger like this without giving a name.” She gave a small bow, ‘My name is Ikaruga. I am an assassin of Death’s Head Caucus and a member of Trinity Raven.’ She stood up straight with the same simple smile, “My associates and I were hired by Jellal-sama to make sure that this evening went off without any mistakes or altercations. Unfortunately, you escaping and the arrival of your guildmates set the clock back ever so slightly. But not far enough that it cannot be salvaged.”

      Shō gulped loudly facing the strange woman and asked, “How did you find us?”

      “Did you not think it strange that these pathways and systems cover the entire Tower?” Ikaruga looked around, fascinated by the complex catacombs they were traveling through, “Jellal-sama had these paths built through the walls for some special reason. And he knew you traveled through them regularly. He noticed you leading Titania through this way and sent me down here to make sure you did not escape. I must return her to Jellal-sama’s side… and no one is to stand in my way.”

      Erza stepped forward and scowled at the woman as she merely smiled pleasantly, “How does Jellal plan to make the Tower function?”

      The assassin shrugged, “I am not sure. I was merely asked to retrieve and deliver you to his side.”

      “Sorry—”

      Erza pulled two swords out and dashed forwards at blinding speeds while cutting across the woman. She stopped in a stance with both her swords outstretched in front of her after ambushing the pink-haired woman, “But I can’t afford to waste time with someone like you.”

      “No, I am sorry for the inconvenience. But Jellal-sama did say that I needed to return you to his side.”

      *Crack*

      Erza’s swords and armor cracked and shattered apart into scrap metal in an instant as the damage finally settled in. Erza gasped in pain, clutching her chest and looking down in shock to see the blouse she wore beneath her standard armor. Her armor had been cut. And she didn’t notice. She heard Shō yell her name in panic and slowly looked over her shoulder at the woman she attacked.

      Ikaruga slowly peeked over at Erza and smiled, her long sword gripped in her right hand. She gave a quiet giggle and titled her head in amusement at the shocked look on the redhead’s face, “He also said that you needed to be alive. Not particularly in the most perfect state if it was necessary. Will that be necessary, Titania?”

      “You!” Shō yelled angrily and threw several cards that shot through the air like bullets. Ikaruga merely raised her sword and blocked the cards without looking away from Erza. The young man looked on in shock that his effort didn’t work before yelling and throwing several more desperate attacks at her.

      Ikaruga turned around this time and her arm flashed so quickly it looked like a blur. By the time her counterattack stopped her sword was back at her side before the cards split apart in thin layers that floated to the ground. He stood there in absolute shock and watched as she smiled, “There is nothing in this world that can withstand my Mugetsu-Ryu and Yasha Empty Flash. Before my blade… everything will fall apart. And everyone shall be cut.”

      Two deep, bloody gashes crossed over Shō’s chest and he gasped before coughing up blood and falling over. Erza jumped to her feet and called out, “Shō!” She switched her clothes out into Heaven’s Wheel Armor and summoned dozens of swords to float behind her. She yelled ferociously and sent them flying at the kimono-wearing woman.

      Ikaruga merely scoffed before she pulled out her sword in a silver flash and destroyed all the blades instantly. Erza sprinted through the raining metal and started swinging her broad swords at the other woman in an attempt to cut her down but could only meet her blade as Ikaruga parried. Their sword slashes were faster than the eye could see before Erza jumped back to gain some distance. Only for her swords to break apart again and for her armor to shatter while Erza felt the cuts pass through her body as well. Ikaruga smiled condescendingly at the panting redhead, “Did you merely receive your name by chance? Because this is hardly the showing I expected from someone called the Queen of Fairies.”

      Erza’s rage flared and she switched into her Black Wing Armor before running forward to strike. Ikaruga slowly turned towards her and prepared to parry but Erza passed by her side and slid along the ground to flank her. She leapt in the air, flying toward Ikaruga with the help of her wings and quickly slashed twice, “Moon Flash!”

      The pink-haired assassin let her swordplay do the talking and easily blocked the double attack. Erza flew over her head and they turned to face each other as Erza started rapidly swinging her sword and Ikaruga met her strike-for-strike. The Fairy Mage pulled back to swing again but the Trinity Raven woman acted faster, her sword disappearing in blurs before the black armor around Erza shattered to pieces.

      Erza felt the phantom slashes hit and cuts appear over her body but she ignored them to continue her swing. But her sword was instantly destroyed again before it even connected with Ikaruga. The redhead stumbled back, disarmed and unprotected before the hilt of her opponent’s sword came up and knocked her in the chin. Erza fell back with a grunt and held her bleeding chin before looking up at the powerful swordswoman over her.

      Ikaruga stood proudly over the redhead woman, reveling in the sight of her panic and confusion. She was probably very strong. And her skills and armor would have worked on just about anyone else.

      But her magic. Her swordsmanship. Mixed with her Mugestsu-Ryu…

      No one could ever challenge her with the blade. There was nothing under the moon she could not slice apart given the chance.

      An uncharacteristic fear and anxiety filled Erza’s mismatched eyes looking up at the kimono-clad lady. A tinge of joy filled her heart seeing the fear she caused with her skill as she smiled.

      What can the human body withstand?

      How much pain can one person go through before they died?

      And how much could she bring back to Jellal to still be considered a sacrifice?

      She was so… eager to find out.

      “Get… get away from her.”

      Ikaruga stopped stalking towards her prey and looked back at the injured animal she had left behind.

      Shō slowly lifted himself up on his hands and knees while a small stream of blood dripped out from his wounds. He struggled to his feet, gasping in pain as he tried to steady himself before finally standing up again. His eyes were heavy and he tried to calm himself as he glared up at the swordswoman.

      Ikaruga raised a delicate eyebrow in befuddlement, “And how exactly do you plan on making me get away from her?”

      “I-I’m not going to let Nee-San get hurt anymore.” Shō rasped as a pair of cards slipped into his bloody fingers, ‘The cult members… Jellal… people like you… I won’t back away from them anymore.’ He raised his arms up and crossed them over his chest in preparation to attack, “I won’t run! I promise I will protect her!”

      Shō sprinted forward and threw the cards as precisely and fast as he could. The cards disappeared in a white blur and cornered the kimono-clad assassin on all sides. Ikaruga made no move to attack or defend…

      “You are a fool.”

      *Swish*Swish*Swish*Swish*Swish*

      The sound of cutting air came and went in an instant before the cards fell apart in shreds. Shō could only watch in silence as the woman’s alluring voice reached out again, “People as weak as you need to focus on becoming stronger before they can ever hope to protect something. Until then… it would be more beneficial to back away and run before the predators catch you… except now…”

      *Plop*

      The sound of something substantial landing in a puddle drew their attention as Shō slowly looked down. He lost his voice and his eyes started shaking as he looked down to see his right leg severed off just below the knee. A steady stream of blood was spewing out from the stump and coating the floor beneath him in a crimson sheen.

      “You may not be able to back away so quickly.”

      “SHŌ!”

      In an instant, Erza sprinted past Ikaruga and caught her injured friend before he toppled over. She lowered him to the floor carefully and listened to his breathing as it started speeding up and becoming irregular. He was flinching and twitching as the shock of losing his leg started to settle in. He turned to her but his eyes were wildly looking around like he couldn’t concentrate, “N-N-Nee-San! W-what happened?”

      “Shō, calm down! It will be okay!” Erza tried to comfort the boy as she looked down to see the blood escaping from his wound. He was going to bleed out if she didn’t stop it. She quickly undid his belt and tied it around the stump before tightening it as much as possible. The blood loss slowed down but only by the smallest of margins.

      “N-Nee-San, m-my leg hurts.” He gasped as he gripped her shoulder and unconsciously started tightening his hold on her, “W-what do I do?”

      Erza was panting and looking between him and his injury. She closed her eyes and thought quietly before her shredded clothes changed into the red and orange Flame Empress Armor. She held up the red blade and started channeling a fire through it with the armor’s help. The blade started releasing a powerful heat and she spoke softly to her terrified friend, “Shō, I’m sorry… but it will be okay.”

      Without wasting another moment, Erza pushed the burning blade against the leg wound and heard the sound of flesh sizzling against heated metal.

      “AAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Shō released an agonizing, bloodcurdling scream as his wound was cauterized with Erza’s blade. It was the most horrific wail she had ever heard in her life. He thrashed around and tried to escape her grasp but Erza held what was left of his leg down as she closed the wound until the sizzling stopped. The rapid bleeding finally halted and Shō let out one last gasp before falling back unconscious from the pain.

      Erza dropped her sword and finally caught her breath again as she panted heavily from the experience. She looked down at her armor, knees, and hands to see they were all covered in blood. She tried to regain her senses and gently placed her fingers against his neck to feel his heartbeat. She couldn’t find one and believed she had failed before finally noticing a pulse after her senses had stop flaring.

      Shō needed medical support. And she couldn’t give him any. She wasn’t good at helping people. She wasn’t skilled at saving them. All these years after the Tower-after all the atrocities she had seen and Erza decided to take up the one answer she could find…

      She only knew how to fight.

      The redhead gentle dragged Shō under his armpits and over to the wall before placing him against it. She checked on him one last time before slowly standing up and showing her back to her enemy. Ikaruga merely stood there patiently…

      …

      She quipped, “He does not look good.”

      “WRAHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Erza concentrated a mass of flames down the hallway towards the assassin and picked up her sword on the way. She charged the woman in the sea of fire and swung down—

      *Crack*

      The flames were swiped away. Her sword broke apart. And her armor fell to pieces again. Erza stumbled behind her before yelling and switching into her Giant Armor. She turned and threw her mighty fist—

      *Crack*

      Ikaruga broke that armor as well. Erza switched into another—

      *Crack*

      Broken. Into another—

      *Crack*

      Broken. Another and another and another and another—

      *Crack*Crack*Crack*Crack*

      Broken. Broken. Broken. Broken.

      More prominent cuts and injuries started accumulating over Erza’s body as she was left wearing only the black underwear she wore beneath her armors. She was breathing heavily and Ikaruga hadn’t been hit once.

      Erza panted a few more times before turning around as her hair flared and her eyes focused with anger. Her body glowed with light before she was finally wearing a spiky, bulky, almost demonic black armor from the neck down. And incredible pressure poured off her and Erza’s voice was filled with desperation and anger, “My Purgatory Armor. The strongest armor in my inventory. I have never worn this armor and prepared to let my foe walk away again.”

      Ikaruga raised an eyebrow in intrigue before she sheathed her sword. She let her hand rest on its hilt in anticipation before smiling, “Well all right then Titania… show me the most of what you have to offer.”

      “AHHHHHHHH!” Erza jumped forward and raised her arms up to crush her enemy. Ikaruga pulled out her sword to defend as Erza’s fists came down, “WRAAAHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The ground cratered and hallway cracked beneath the immense strength and pressure behind Erza’s attack. The entire hallway shook and even the Tower seemed to quiver beneath the strike as a massive dust cloud exploded down the corridors.

      Erza stood up from the ground, panting heavily while her shoulders fell up and down with each breath. That was the strongest strike she could offer at this time. If that didn’t do it—

      “My my~, was that not intriguing.”

      *Crack*

      The Purgatory Armor, the strongest armor she had, shattered and split into junk that fell to the ground in a heap. It took a moment for Erza to realize she had been defeated again before she fell to her knees in disbelief.

      Ikaruga’s sandals clapped against the floor as she emerged from the dust cloud with a few scuff and bruise marks from taking the attack. She smiled and tilted her head, “That was your best effort yet. I must admit that last attack was strong… but not strong enough.”

      She knew that now.

      Every armor she had… every sword in her possession… everything was moot before this woman and her sword.

      All the years of gathering the strongest items in the land to protect herself… reduced to nothing.

      She was unprotected.

      In… in the Tower of Heaven

      Her eyes widened in horror as her voice hitched in fright.

      In an instant, all the horrors and atrocities she had tried to forget flooded into her mind.

      The fear. The loneliness. The hate. The doubt.

      Watching her friends get tortured. Getting tortured herself. Threatened to be killed and eaten if she didn’t follow their demands. Losing her parents. Losing everything she ever knew.

      In an instant Erza thought she had changed. She wasn’t the woman who had become a Fairy Tail Mage…

      She was a cowering little girl again. Curled up with her knees to her chest and crying under her arms to hide from the world around her. Alone… in the darkness.

      She hadn’t changed at all…

      …

      The little girl felt someone approach her and looked through the darkness to see a young Naruto standing over her with a smile. Slowly he was followed by Rob, Milliana, Shō, Simon, Wally, and Jellal all standing before her.

      And then… there were more.

      Natsu. Gray. Lucy. Happy. Mira. Lisanna. Elfman. Makarov. Cana. Levy. Jet. Droy. Hashirama. Mahiro. Koyuki. Gildarts. Porlyusica. Laxus. Macao. Wakaba. Reedus. Max. Warren. Laki.

      Naruto, now all grown up and joined by his friends, turned back to the redhead and smiled before offering his hand.

      Erza looked over herself to see she was grown up again. With a moment of hesitation she reached up and took his hand before getting pulled to her feet. Her friends and family greeted her with warm smiles.

      Two hands gently rested on both shoulders. She turned around to see two people she had never gotten a chance to meet.

      A black-haired man and a red-haired woman.

      Ikaruga approached the frozen woman slowly before Erza’s body glowed with light again. The brightness faded to reveal the Fairy woman wearing simple red gi pants with flame details and wrappings around her chest. Her cuts and wounds were still very visible as her hair was tied in a ponytail and she slowly pushed herself to her feet. Two lights shined from her hands before a knight sword and a katana appeared in her grip.

      Ikaruga gave a small hum before inquiring, “So, what do these garbs do to enhance your abilities?”

      “Nothing.” Erza responded in a quiet voice as she looked down at the floor in thought. She took a deep breath and followed up, ‘My armors and defenses are worthless before you. In the end anything I wear will merely be stripped away and leave me exposed here.’ She closed her eyes, “I wanted to hide behind my armors because the thought of this place touching me again… taking everything from me again was just terrifying. But even without my armor… I am protected. What my loved ones have given me to keep stepping forward… to keep fighting on no matter what I am faced with…”

      Erza’s eyes opened to reveal her anxiety and fear had been completely abandoned. Her blue and brown eyes burned with a powerful intensity as she leveled a glare at her opponent, “Can protect me even when I am bare and trapped in this place. And if I cannot beat you with my armors…” She held the katana up and aimed its tip at the kimono-clad killer, “Then I will let my swordplay lead me through this.”

      Ikaruga was annoyed that she was being underestimated again, the redhead woman believing now that she was solely relying on her swords that she’d be able to win. But she stayed calm, preparing to crush the woman’s hopes, and motioned to her mismatched swords, “And what will you do with those? They do not match well. What may they be exactly?”

      “My last resort.”

      Excalibur and Kusanagi.

      Her mother and father’s swords.

      She had practiced with these swords a few times when she was younger but she never actually used them to fight. She kept them in her Requip space so she always had a piece of her parents with her wherever she went. They were mementoes. Their keepsakes. And she never wished to risk breaking them in battle.

      But in this place… before her enemy with no other option… she entrusted these swords with her life. She remembered reading in her father’s journal that when they got these swords they made them with something special. She wasn’t sure if it still worked or if it would work with her but…

      She felt stronger with them in her hands.

      Ikaruga smiled before nodding and pulling out her katana. She turned it in her hand before pulling it back to strike, “Well then… let us see how your last resort fairs, Titania.” Her arm flashed with a silver blur before she whispered out, “Yasha Empty Slash.”

      The invisible air strike flew through the air directly towards Erza as she raised her swords up in the air. She closed her eyes and let her breathing be the only thing in her ears. Right now she could do only one thing…

      Fight.

      “HA!”

      *Schring*

      Erza brought her swords down on the invisible attack as it broke apart and destroyed the ground on either side of her. Erza slowly opened her eyes to look down at her blades as they released a faint light from their metal. Ikaruga was perturbed by the sight of her attack being unsuccessful before she sent several more attacks that flew through the air at the redhead.

      Erza looked up and jumped to her feet to retaliate against the barrage. She swung her swords out and destroyed each attack before they even reached her. She turned and slashed out against all of the staggering attacks that were useless against her pair of mismatched swords.

      Ikaruga looked in shock as the Fairy Mage rendered her attacks useless and charged towards her. Erza brought her swords up and slashed at her with a firm strike that Ikaruga faltered and poorly blocked against. The swords scrapped against each other before Erza’s blades slipped past and slashed against Ikaruga’s shoulder and arm. The kimono-clad woman looked at the blood over her arm and felt her eyes start to shake before seething out in anger, “T-those swords. Those swords! They-they can nullify magic?!”

      Erza looked down at her parents’ blades as the glow from the swords slowly faded out. A small smile came over her face. Her parents used very basic and simple magic from what she read and even if they expanded their abilities like Naruto they were still basic. So how did they get their edge in so many battles?

      Their swords were forged with magic-nullifying Lacrima in their temper. In the right hands they would activate a null field that neutralized some magics that came in contact with the blades. But apparently they were only made to work for Erika and Kazuya because they never worked for Naruto.

      But she was their daughter. And they worked for her. The keepsakes of her parents were no longer heirlooms she could let rust in her inventory. They would become the masterpieces of her fighting style.

      And right now they leveled the playing field against this assassin.

      Ikaruga growled through her teeth before unleashing a flurry of air attacks that flew towards Erza. Titania wasted no time and dashed forward through the barrage, letting her instincts and swordplay take charge as she countered each strike she felt come her way. Some of the attacks were too blunt and left small scratches and cuts that drew blood over her body but still she persisted.

      Ikaruga could no longer hold off her nemesis from a distance and held her sword in for a close fighting stance. Erza pounced and struck down as Ikaruga guarded and let their swords clash before parrying her knight sword and thrusting forward in retaliation. Erza used her katana to block and redirect her sword and swiped forward to catch her other shoulder. Ikaruga felt a deep slash rip through the skin of her top breast before she retaliated and quickly left a deep gash along Erza’s side.

      The two women passed over each other before turning around and charging once again. The swords flashed in silver light as their attacks moved faster than normal in a shower of sparks. Erza and Ikaruga both yelled furiously as they continued slashing at each other with the intent to tear the other apart. Cuts started to litter their bodies but they were paid no mind as they focused on fighting.

      Erza felt slashes cut her legs, stomach, sides, chest, shoulder, and dodged as the blade cut open her cheek. Ikaruga felt cuts open up on her legs, her arms, her waist, and felt a chuck of her pink hair get lopped off but focused solely on the redhead. She didn’t care if she was supposed to bring her back to Jellal anymore! She was going to make this woman pay!

      Their blades crossed and they tried to force the other back in a stalemate. Ikaruga pushed with her sword, her hair disheveled and the calm smile she used to bear now changed to a look of crazed determination. She yelled out, “I will not fall to someone else’s sword! You are beneath my blade!”

      Erza met her fury with her own push back, “I don’t care if you’re better than me. Right now there is nothing in this world that can stop me from pushing forward! From winning against you!”

      Erza knocked Ikaruga back and turned on her feet to strike the woman with both swords as she blocked. The assassin dashed in and started waving her sword around wildly as Erza had to quickly repel each strike but struggled to keep her strength with the cuts along her arms. Her sword was knocked aside and Ikaruga came in to slice her but the redhead twisted and fell before kicking her leg out and catching Ikaruga’s chin. A spew of blood came out of her mouth before Erza braced against the floor and kicked out again, catching the Trinity Raven member in the stomach and knocking her back several feet away.

      Ikaruga nearly doubled over and gripped her sword tight as Erza held her dual blades out in a combat stance. They yelled, charging at each other and crossing paths as they swung their blades down to strike. The two ladies skid along the floor for a moment before stopping in place and keeping their backs towards one another in waiting.

      …

      Two bloody gashes opened on Erza’s body, cutting a wound beneath her ribs and down her shoulder. The Fairy Mage grit her teeth tightly to stifle her painful groan before lowering her head and panting heavily. She had taken damage. And it had hurt a lot opening herself up like that. But in return for leaving herself open to a strike…

      *Crack*

      Ikaruga’s sword broke apart into pieces and two long gashes appeared down her body from shoulder to chest. The assassin let out one last painful moan before falling back unconscious.

      Erza’s shoulders relaxed after having defeated her opponent and she let out a long sigh. Her breathing was slowly coming back to her as she looked herself over. She was covered in bruises, cuts, slashes, and blood. It hurt but she wasn’t shaking in fear anymore. She relaxed a little before panic filled her thoughts again and she turned, “Shō!”

      She quickly ran over to her friend’s side to check on him and saw that his face had lost a little color. Her mind went to the worst place as she held his cheeks and patted them, “Shō? Please wake up. Please!”

      Shō remained motionless before his eyes slightly fluttered and looked towards her. His eyes were tired and almost clear but there was still some life in them. She almost cried in joy as his ragged voice responded to her, “N-Nee-San?”

      “Yes. It’s me.” Erza happily answered before looking down at his injury. The blood had stopped but the cauterized wound was still badly injured as he had lost a lot of blood. If he wasn’t in shock then he must have been numb to the pain at this point. She looked around and planned to move, “Shō, just hold on. I’m going to move you. I need to get you some medical attention as soon as possible.”

      “No don’t.” Shō muttered out as he held her hand and squeezed it tightly, “Nee-San, please… you need to go and face Jellal. There’s isn’t any more time to waste.”

      “It’s not a waste of time helping you.” Erza reprimanded as she argued with what he said, “I’m not leaving your side to go and fight. Not when you are left like this.”

      “You can’t… risk letting him escape from here.” Shō rationalized, “Even if Etherion comes down on this place and wipes it from existence, if Jellal escapes and lives on to try again… then another Tower of Heaven will reappear somewhere else in the world. It will just keep going on and on for the rest of our lives. This place and all the horrible things it represents will never vanish from the world. So please… even if it means forsaking me and the others… put an end to this nightmare…” Shō’s voice started becoming hoarse and tired as tears filled his eyes, “Put an end to Jellal… you’re the only one who can.”

      …

      Erza could only look at her friend in shock as his eyes slowly shut and his head tilted to the side. His breath was weak and quiet as he passed out from pain again.

      He was right.

      If Jellal continued like this, he would just make another Tower somewhere else. The Tower would be destroyed by the cannon…

      But they needed to stop him.

      Erza felt disgust fill her mind at the idea of leaving her friend as she grit her teeth. She summoned a dozen blades that channeled her magic and created elements around them. With a wave of her hand she sent the blades careening down the hallway in the direction they came from so they would leave a trail leading back to Shō. Hopefully her comrades would notice this pattern and come pick him up. It might not happen but she had to hope for the best…

      Erza stood up and looked in the direction Ikaruga had emerged from. Her eyes narrowed with intensity before she sprinted down the corridor to climb to her destination.

    
    

    
      Wally and Milliana kept marching forward and tried to ignore their followers before they spoke back, “Why are you still following us?”

      Lucy answered from Juvia’s piggyback, “Because we want to help you! You guys are Erza and Naruto’s friends, right? Their family before they came to Fairy Tail! And you saved us too!”

      Juvia nodded, “Juvia concurs. She owes you both greatly for stopping that man and helping her back to clarity.”

      “Don’t bother thanking us.” Milliana sadly muttered, “We don’t deserve any thanks. Not from you or anyone.”

      Lucy’s shoulders slumped sadly, “Don’t say that.”

      Wally and Milliana turned back towards them, an annoyed and miffed expression on their respective faces as they glared the girls down. The dandy man pointed out, “Look. Just stop. Stop whatever you think you’re doing by trying to convince us to stick by you. We don’t… we can’t be here anymore. We can’t see Erza or anyone else anymore. So just leave us alone.”

      “But why?” Lucy implored, ‘You’re their friends. Friends can’t just ignore and forget each other like that. Erza doesn’t resent you guys for anything that happened. She still loves and cares about all of you so there’s no reason to be so reluctant to see her again.’ Their conflicted expressions persisted as she became irritated, “What is so wrong about seeing the people you love—”

      “Lucy! Juvia! There you are! I’ve been looking all over for…”

      Lucy and Juvia looked up in surprise as Wally and Milliana froze from the new voice that appeared in the hallway. They slowly turned and they felt their stomachs twist when they saw the wounded state of Naruto coming to a stop a few feet away from them. Wally felt his voice hitch and Milliana started trembling slightly as Naruto looked between them in disbelief.

      It was a tense moment between the old friends before Naruto showed a small smile and looked at them. He finally spoke up, “Wally. Milliana. I-I can’t believe it really is you.” He stepped forward, “I can’t—”

      “Don’t!”

      Naruto froze in his place as the others looked to see Milliana holding out one hand and preparing to restrict him if he came any closer. The cat-girl seemed panicked and frightened by the man in front of her as she shook her head, “Don’t come any closer!”

      Lucy heatedly asked from Juvia’s carry, “What are you doing?!”

      Wally turned to her, “Milliana—”

      “This is the resurrected version Jellal told us about!” Milliana desperately muttered, “This is the version of Na-chan that Er-chan brought back to life! This is the reason we did what we did! Why we’re using the Tower in the first place!”

      Wally looked at the cat-girl sadly as he closed his eyes. He shook his head, “Milliana, I don’t think that’s what we were doing here at all.”

      “It has to be!”

      Wally answered, “No, it’s not. We were tricked.”

      “That’s not true!”

      He seemed angered by her reluctance and yelled, “Why can’t you see we were being used?!”

      “Because then we hurt them!”

      Wally reeled back from Milliana’s scream as a look of fright and sadness filled her eyes. Her voice hitched and she lowered her head, “If everything we’ve been doing these last few years was wrong then that means we’ve been hurting the real Er-chan and Na-chan. We brought Er-chan back to this horrible place after she had finally escaped and were going to get her killed. A-and we betrayed Na-chan. We hurt them both. They’re our family… and we hurt them.” She weakly stated before looking up at the sad blond in front of her and shaking her head, “So there’s no way Na-chan can stand in front of us and smile. There’s no way we can still be his friends after everything we’ve done.”

      Lucy and Juvia looked at the poor teenager sadly as Wally felt empathetic with what she felt. It’s true. After what they had done they could never face their friends again like this. It was just better… that they left and never turned back.

      “You’re right.”

      They looked back to Naruto as he had looked down and avoided their eyes. His voice was heavy and he refused to face them, “It’s true… after all of this… I can’t be Naruto anymore…”

      Milliana swallowed the lump in her throat and felt her heart start to break—

      “Because I am Neko-Man!”

      Her eyes widened in surprise before she looked up to see Naruto with a big grin and his hands hiked behind his head like cat ears. The cat-girl and others could only stare at him blankly as she lowered her hand, “W-what?”

      “I said I am Neko-Man!” He repeated as he hopped step by step towards her, ‘Defender of Peace! Beater of Bad Guys! And protector of all little boys and girls who are scared in the world!’ He got up in the cat-girl’s face and grinned widely, “Neko-Man can withstand any sadness and face it with a smile! And all he asks is that you smile too little girl! So turn that frown upside-down and show us a big smile to say how happy you are!”

      …

      “*S-sniff*”

      Naruto opened his eyes to see the pure surprise on Milliana’s face as tears filled her eyes. She tried to hold them back as best she could but in just a moment they started coming down her face unheeded. Her shoulders started trembling and she started hiccuping from the crying as she lowered her head and sobbed, “N-Na-chan.” She didn’t waste a moment as she wrapped her arms around his chest and cried loudly into his shirt, “I’m sorry Na-chan. I-I’m so sorry.”

      A fond smile came over Naruto face before he gently rubbed her back and patted her bouncy brown hair. He chuckled, “C’mon, I just told you to smile, silly girl.” Her sobs continued into his chest as he sighed in relief, “Remember what I told you all those years ago? I’m happy to see you too but this isn’t the time to be crying. Not yet.”

      “Naruto…”

      The blond looked to his side and saw Wally standing beside him in disbelief. The blond smiled and patted his friend’s shoulder, “Hey Wally. You got way cooler from the last time I saw you.” The blocky man seemed to tremble a little and his eyes watered before Naruto grinned, “C’mon buddy, not you too. I’m getting all nervous seeing you guys cry looking at me again.”

      Lucy and Juvia looked at the reunion with fond expressions. They wanted to give them a moment but Juvia dropped Lucy on her butt before she yelled, “Gray-sama! What happened?!”

      Gray came limping over towards them with some support on Simon’s shoulder. Happy was resting tiredly on his head as the Maker Mage calmed the panicked woman down, “It’s all right. I got knocked around a little but we made the bastard who did this pay. So it all works in the end.”

      “It most certainly does not!” Juvia shrieked angrily as steam started coming off her form, ‘Tell Juvia where this bastard is! She shall go and teach him a lesson herself!’ Her flaring hatred disappeared before she shook her head, “N-no, what’s more important is to help Gray-sama! Gray-sama, is there anything Juvia can do to help you?”

      He shook his head, “I’m fine. Don’t bother.”

      Simon looked up from the man he helped carry down to this floor before his eye met with Naruto’s. The two older men just stared at each other before Simon gave a small nod, “I’m sorry for hitting you. But I had to make it convincing so you could come here and help bring everyone back.”

      Naruto was silent for a moment before smiling, “Well it was super convincing. You hit way harder than the last time I saw you.”

      “Not nearly as hard as you I suspect.”

      Lucy stumbled to her feet and rubbed her butt before looking around for a missing someone. She looked confused and worried before asking, “Where’s Natsu?”

      Happy finally opened his eyes from atop Gray’s head and answered, “Natsu ran off to fight that Jellal guy. He said he was gonna make that jerk pay for the stuff he’s done. We tried to stop him but he was too fast.”

      “What?!”

      “That idiot!”

      Simon handed Gray’s injured form for Naruto to support before he started stepping back down the hall, “I have to go catch up to him! The rest of you need to go!”

      Naruto called out, “Wait! Simon!”

      “I was the one who couldn’t stop this! You’re all here because of me! I can’t risk losing any of you to this fight so go!” Before they could argue Simon had dashed down the hall and out of their sight.

      Naruto clicked his teeth, “Shit!” He looked between the party they had gathered and thought about what to do, “We can’t go back into the basement because I ruined everything.”

      Wally shook his head, “The guards and members are all gone now too so that’s all the boats. I don’t think there are any left.”

      “Yes there are.” Gray pointed out as he looked between them, “We still have our boat floating on the shoreline of the island from when we snuck in. We might be losing space but we can all still fit if we try.”

      Lucy nodded, “That’s our best chance.”

      Milliana looked around in worry, “What about the others? Er-chan still isn’t here and I don’t know where to find Shō.”

      “I heard and smelled something when we were passing by.” Happy stated in a raspy voice as he looked down at Naruto from Gray’s head, “There were a lot of explosions and some of Erza’s blades sticking out of a wall. They were pierced into the ground down some weird hallway behind the wall. And I… smelled blood in there too.”

      Naruto’s eyes constricted before he shuffled Gray’s arm over Wally’s shoulder and looked between them, “Get everyone on the boat and prepare for takeoff!” He started running down the hall, “I’m gonna go find Shō!”

      “What about the others?!”

      “Just go!”

    
    

    
      Shō’s eyes were heavy and he couldn’t move at all. He didn’t know whether he was alive or dead at the moment but he was still in pain. So that was probably a tell that he was alive. He remembered… losing his leg… and telling Erza to leave before he passed out.

      And now… his leg wasn’t hurting nearly as bad.

      He opened his eyes to see a light green glow emanating from his lower region and relief come from his fresh wounds. He looked over to see Naruto kneeling beside him with a green blade in hand as he made the sword glow and heal him. He tried to feel his dry throat and whispered, “Nii-San?”

      Naruto looked up in relief, “Shō! Fuck, I thought it was too late!” He sighed in relief before looking down at the horrible amputation and burning he had suffered, “How did this happen? Who did this?”

      “It… it was that woman over there.”

      “What woman?”

      Shō turned his head to look over the floor to see Ikaruga had moved and vanished from the hallway. Damn. She escaped while he was unconscious.

      “Shō, I healed this as much as I could but I’m running out of time.” Naruto sent his sword away before quickly hefting the younger boy over his shoulder and moving through the hallway again, “We need to get out of here!”

      “W-wait Nii-San!” Shō tried to find the strength to speak and gripped Naruto’s back, “Nee-San is still up there! We have to help her!”

      “Not now Shō!” Naruto argued as they finally ran out the front entrance of the Tower of Heaven and onto the beach. He looked around for their ride and quickly moved around the shore, “Right now Erza would say getting you out of here is our top priority!”

      “B-but—”

      “Guys!” The whiskered Mage called out to his friends once he saw them preparing the dinghy for their escape. He finally arrived at its side and stepped into it, “I found him but he ain’t doing so hot.”

      Milliana cried out when she saw the state he was in, “Shō! O-oh no!”

      The dark-skinned blond was slowly lowered into the center of the small boat and Wally looked up at Naruto in worry, “Is he gonna be okay?”

      “He needs help.” Naruto pulled the Sky sword out and offered it to Wally, “I need you to channel your magic into that blade and hold it over Shō. It will do the rest.”

      Wally took the blade and followed orders as Naruto jumped in and pulled out the oars. He started getting them ready before Gray groaned through his injuries, “W-wait, where’s Erza?”

      “And Natsu?” Asked Lucy.

      Milliana looked at him with fright, “Simon is still in there too!”

      Naruto ignored their complaints as he started rowing them off the shore and into the ocean. As quickly and as powerfully as he could he started rowing through the water and putting some distance between them and the Tower. In a matter of minutes he rowed them a few hundred feet away from the island and into the shifting waters of the ocean.

      Gray grit his teeth and looked at Naruto with fervor, “We aren’t leaving them behind! Take us back!”

      Happy sat up from his place at the bottom and shook his head, “I don’t wanna leave Natsu!”

      “We have to go back for them!”

      “They need us!”

      Naruto finally reacted to their worries and stood up in the boat, looking up at the Tower of Heaven that filled the sky. He silently stepped forward on the boat, causing the others to shuffle around to avoid his path and the oars in his hands. He stopped on the end of the boat before asking, “Juvia?”

      The Water woman sat up, “Yes?”

      “Will you be able to push this boat to the mainland if you have enough time?”

      Juvia blinked in confusion, getting the same looks from the others in the boat before nodding, “Y-yes.”

      “Good.” He turned back and faced them. Slowly he looked each of them in the eye, “You all have been so brave. And so strong today. I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you all alive. But with what’s happened to you… how badly you’ve been hurt… I needed to get you away from the Tower… because I won’t risk endangering you any further in this fight now.”

      Naruto tossed the oars into the water as they splashed and immediately sunk as the others looked up at him, “I’ll get Simon and Natsu and Erza all back. I promise. But from this point on… you are heading back to shore…” He jumped off the boat and towards the water, “So please stay safe.”

      Naruto kicked off the water and caused a mighty splash that rocked the boat. They all stumbled and strained themselves to stay seated on the boat before they saw Naruto sprinting over the water and heading back towards the Tower. They realized what he was doing and called out to him, “Naruto! NARUTO!”

      The blond pushed their panic out of his head and focused on the shore he sprinted to reach. He was cutting it close. He was running out of time. He needed to get them all back. He needed to stop this.

    
    

    
      The guards were gone. The members were gone. The assassins were gone. His friends were gone. His enemies were gone. The Tower of Heaven was vacant. Everyone had run away from the threat of complete annihilation at the hands of the Etherion cannon. He was alone.

      Except there were still a few stragglers bouncing around in here.

      Jellal gave a small smile beneath his hood before he leaned forward and knocked the chess board over and let the pieces clatter over the floor. He leaned back in his throne and coyly smiled, “Well then, I suppose the Paradise Match is coming to an end.”

      “Yes. It is.”

      *Schring*Schring*

      “And so is toying with the lives of all the people I care about.”

      Jellal froze in place as two different blades pierced through the back of his throne and locked his head in from either side. Jellal didn’t seem to mind the close call at all as he remained calmly seated in his throne. He looked to his side and saw the faint reflection of his eyes in the length of the katana. He turned back to look forward and smiled, “If you were hoping to skewer me then I should probably tell you that you missed.”

      “I’m well aware of that.” Erza’s voice muttered behind the chair as she held the grip of her blades tightly. She threatened, “This is over Jellal. The fighting is finished. You’ve lost.”

      Jellal laughed and had more than enough snark fill his voice, “If you actually believed that then you would have gotten your comrades together and escaped while you could.” He tilted his head a little and let his hood touch the blade, “Come on Erza. We both know that this isn’t truly over as long as I’m still in play.”

      Erza narrowed her eyes, “Why are there pathways and passages along the inside of the Tower? You wouldn’t have made an entrance into your chamber room without a reason. So why?”

      “Erza, this is hardly the time for questions. We are still in the middle of a match. And if you really wanted to assure victory…” A swirling orb of black magic appeared in his hand as he smiled, “You would have killed me from behind.”

      *BOOM*

      The black orb compressed in his hand before exploding out in a ball of Darkness magic. Erza pulled her swords out and jumped back to avoid getting caught in the blast. She skid across the floor and held her swords out in a fighting stance as Jellal appeared through the fading darkness. He slowly pulled his hood off to reveal his matured face, causing Erza to furrow her eyes at the reserved smile he showed while facing her. The palm of his hands started glowing black and he motioned for her to come, “Well then Erza… shall we begin?”

      The redhead sprinted forward as Jellal released a volley of Darkness attacks at her at high speed. The Fairy Mage started swiping the quick flurry of magic attacks away with her two swords as she pressed forward. Her magic-nullifying swords reduced the attacks to nothing as she appeared in front of Jellal and crossed her arms back to strike. The blue-haired man jumped back with surprising agility to avoid the slashes at his body.

      Jellal landed a few feet back and stumbled in his stance before looking down at the cuts on his coat and shirt. He played with the tears a little before looking at the girl with interest, “Are those the magic-nullifying blades you used to defeat Ikaruga? I’m impressed. They’re very special, but you’ll need more than them if you want to stop me.”

      “Don’t worry. I do.” Lights started appearing around Erza in rapid succession as they sent swords flying from her Requip space to overwhelm Jellal. The tattooed man looked around at the massive amount of weapons converging on him before he clapped his hands together and created a small army of slithering apparitions around him. The creatures all shrieked before rocketing forward and colliding with the blades to protect their master. Dozens of apparitions and weapons impacted against each other and destroyed the ground around them from the shockwave.

      Erza gripped her blades tightly and lowered her stance as several ghouls popped out from the smoke and flew towards her. She leapt off the ground to avoid the first familiar before running along its body to gain some height against the remaining enemies. The ghouls started flying up and attacking the body she was running mindlessly as she leapt off it to keep dodging. She fell to the floor and came up to her feet to cut apart the first apparitions that came flying down at her before she dodged the third. She was left stuck in the air as another pulled up to attack and she twisted in midair, feeling the creature scrap her hair and untie her ponytail before swinging back and cutting off its head.

      Erza sprinted towards Jellal to try and attack him before a dozen apparitions came falling down on her and created a massive explosion that engulfed her. Jellal lowered his hands after his apparent victory—

      “HA!”

      Only to fail to react when Erza burst out of the smoke with minor injuries and slashed across his chest hard enough to draw blood. He blue-haired man staggered back before Erza twisted and jumped, landing a powerful drop kick on his chest and knocking him on his back. He roughly hit the floor and groaned before he felt something sharp press to his neck. He opened his eyes to see Erza kneeling over him, the tips of her mismatched swords pressed over his chest to his arms and the base of the blades crossed over his neck.

      Erza was panting lightly after taking the powerful attack before glaring down at the man beneath her. She spoke in a pointed tone and looked directly into his eyes, “It’s over Jellal. You lose. Stop this now.”

      Jellal shuffled on the ground before he felt the blades get pressed further against his neck. He stayed still as a small chuckle escaped despite his hopeless position, “Well… I guess you really did win.” He made a loud gulp before looking at the blades hanging precariously over his jugular and looked up at the exhausted woman pinning him down. Despite her various injuries and cuts she still had an indomitable, unyielding glare that focused solely on him. A genuine, small smile came over his face as he noted, “You really have changed a lot since I last saw you. You’ve become so much stronger. Like a gallant knight.”

      Erza furrowed her brow before asking, “Why are you still doing this?” She looked around the chamber room and shook her head, “Why are you still clinging to make this thing work when you know it can’t.”

      “Because I’m trying to change the world, Erza. With Zeref’s power in my hand I can really remold the world and change it to my whim. Create a world of truly pure freedom. Create a world for all of us to be happy.” Jellal answered, ‘And I needed someone with a strong body with strong magic and a strong soul to act as the sacrifice to bring him back. That’s why I chose you.’ Jellal looked directly into Erza’s blue and brown eyes, “I chose you to be the one that truly ushered in an age of peace and tranquility for this world. I thought you would at least appreciate that.”

      “That’s not what I mean and you know it.” Erza stated as her hands tightly gripped the hilts until her knuckles went white, “I mean that no matter what you did, you wouldn’t have the magic power necessary to make the Tower of Heaven work.”

      The blithe smile on Jellal’s face folded into a line on his face as the flaw in the R-System construction was addressed by his old friend.

      Erza’s eyes lost the edge in them as she remembered the researched she had done, “The criteria for the R-System to function is a sacrifice with the power on par with at least a Wizard Saint and more magic than is physically possible to gather by one man. It required enough raw magical power that if you gathered all the Mages from across the country and filled their magic into the Tower that it still wouldn’t be enough. You would need to stockpile raw power. Generators that could create thousands of Edeas of magic a second and even then it would take more than 2.7 billion Edeas to reach your goal.” She shook her head, “Even if you had your sacrifice—”

      “Making the Tower function was still just a dream I would never be able to see finish.”

      Jellal finished her thought as he looked up in desolation. He blinked and his eyes seemed to look directly through her, “Of course I know about the magic deficiency issue. I’ve known about it the whole time. It was the only thing standing in the way of this place finally becoming perfect.”

      Erza stayed silent before she slowly raised her blades up and held them off at the side. Jellal remained lying on the ground and she asked, “Then why stick around? Why would you stay and create something that did nothing but hurt you?”

      “Because it was an obsession.” Jellal shuffled a little on the ground and Erza moved off of him as he sat up, ‘I think my mind was taken over by the spirit of Zeref. When I was being tortured by the cult I heard a voice whisper that name in my head and tell me about how I can save myself, my friends, and this world. It started whispering ideas and I started acting however I had to in order to reach that goal. I lied to our friends. I manipulated peoples’ feelings like a puppeteer. I toyed with them and planned for how I would move forward.’ Jellal slowly stood up and craned his head to look up at the ceiling as he staggered forward, “The thought of you and Naruto leaving my side just started burrowing in my head along with his commands and I became… obsessed. Erza, the girl that offered her hand to me even in the midst of my cruelty. And Naruto, the boy I cherished as my closest friend turning against me and equaling my new power. The thought of bringing you two back to our perfected Tower of Heaven consumed my mind for so long that I didn’t even notice until one day…”

      Jellal collapsed to his knees and his shuddered, “Zeref’s voice had disappeared and I… I was still having the same thoughts. I knew how horrible a man he was and I believed I could use him. But then I realized that all the horrible acts and things he suggested for me to do were just my thoughts now. I wasn’t being influenced anymore. I was just changed. I had become a broken man… obsessed with hurting my dearest friends and rebuilding the hell that treated us like garbage. I couldn’t stop no matter what I did. Even faced with unclimbable walls like the lack of magic needed I still continued forward to finish because I couldn’t force myself to stop.”

      Jellal’s hands tensed up and he growled through his teeth in shame, “And now here I am… eight years wasted in rebuilding hell and I can’t do anything about it! This is just a monument. A monument to my failed obsession. And everything I have forsaken along the way.”

      Erza looked at the broken man with pity for his plight. What he had done was unforgivable. Even if he was manipulated and then obsessed with that outcome, he held this sin upon his back for the rest of his days. But… even so… seeing someone she cherished like a brother and friend having fallen so far…

      She stepped forward, “Jellal, come with me. This place doesn’t have control on us anymore. Let it stand as a monument that you have finished with your obsession and you can move on now. We can leave the Tower—”

      “No.” Jellal interrupted before he hung his head in resignation, “I’m sorry Erza but…”

      Erza noticed a bright glowing start to warp the shadows and fill the outside at an unnatural rate. The room started to glow like the sun was physically coming down closer on them.

      Erza watched as everything started being obscured in the bright light as Jellal spoke in defeat…

      “We wasted too much time.”

    
    

    
      Natsu was sprinting up the next flight of stairs as he panted, “The moment I see this bastard Jellal I’m gonna breaking his freakin’ nose! Then I’m gonna put my foot up his ass and—”

      Natsu had to shield his eyes as an overwhelming light shined through the windows and made the rock tremble. The Dragon Slayer lowered his hands and looked on in shock, “What the hell?”

    
    

    
      Simon was running through the hallway as quickly as he could to catch up to Natsu and Erza and get them out of here. The large Darkness user kept moving until the whole enclosed space started glowing brightly. Even surrounded by concrete and metal on all sides the inside started glowing white and Simon could barely see his outline in the illumination.

      His eyes shuddered and he staggered back against the wall before muttering out, “I’m… I came too late. I failed.”

    
    

    
      Naruto was running up the side of the Tower as he made his way to the top.

      What better way to bypass all the stairs and shuffling when you could run up a building?

      Naruto looked up past the peak of the structure before he came to an abrupt halt in shock. The black clouds above the Tower started to spiral around and turn like they were becoming a tornado. But instead of reaching down to the surface the clouds slowly parted away from each other.

      A brilliant light started to appear in the center of the open vortex and caused everything underneath it to start glowing.

      Naruto looked over himself to see he was also bathed in the encompassing luminous that bared down on them. He looked up at the light, “Oh no.”

    
    

    
      “Etherion.”

      Erza stated in a neutral tone as she looked around to see everything was aimed down upon with that ultimate weapon. There was no escape.

      And she wasn’t scared. Why?

      Was the fact that they were now most certainly going to disappear just not scary? Or did she already know she was resigning herself to this fate by staying behind to face Jellal? It didn’t matter because it was happening right now…

      “I’m sorry Erza.” The redhead looked down at the kneeling blue-haired man that was facing away from her. His voice and tone were defeated and he lowered his head, “In the end I’ve condemned you to oblivion as well.”

      Erza looked around sadly at the state they were in. They only had a few seconds left before Etherion hit and destroyed everything. She spoke with a quiet voice, “I always knew that I would one day face my end. I never thought it would be here when it happened…” A ghost of a smile came over her face while looking down at the tattooed man, “And I never thought I’d be by your side while it did.”

      Jellal’s head raised up and he looked back at her to see the smile even in their doom. He turned back around before quietly asking, “Erza… I can never ask you to forget my sins or the horrible things I’ve done. But now, at the end… can you forgive me?”

      …

      She still wanted to do so many things. She wanted to see Koyuki grow up. She wanted Mahiro to join their side again. She wanted to see Gildarts return to the guild. She wanted to get married. She wanted to start a family. And she wanted to say goodbye to the man she loved most in the world.

      But right now… she at least didn’t want to die with hatred in her heart.

      She stepped up to Jellal’s back and kneeled down as well to gently rub his hair and hug around his shoulder. She felt him tremble in fear and she whispered as she closed her eyes, “I forgive you, Jellal.”

      The light grew even brighter, becoming so intense she could see the shine even through her closed eyes. She felt the final weight of the weapon finally bear down on them as one last thing reached her ears before oblivion—

      “Thank you.”

      And then… silence

    
    

    
      Done

      Phew

      That’s done. Time to get working on what’s next.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    43. Fury of Hell

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 43: Fury of Hell

      I’m so glad I finally reached this point with all of you.

      Thanks for 1 Million Views.

      Here we go.

    
    

    
      It was like a million bombs had gone off directly in front of them. The ocean seemed to crater under the force of the incomparable blast as massive waves rippled out from the center of the destruction. They were so violent that the small boat the Fairies and Tower refugees were on was nearly completely engulfed by the tidal wave before Juvia created a bubble to protect them. Even with the Water Mage’s protection the bubble bounced over the waves like a roller coaster and everyone fell out of the boat in a heap. Even with their injured and broken bodies and the pain of tumbling so violently like that, they could only stare at the worst of what had happened.

      The Tower was gone now.

      A massive cloud of steam, dust, smoke, and water vapor created a pillar that dwarfed where the Tower of Heaven once stood. It traveled high up into the sky and even merged with the clouds as the water settled and ground zero continued to smolder.

      The survivors could do nothing but look at the cloud of smoke in silence as their thoughts were so rampant that they didn’t know what to do.

      They had failed.

      Their friends had failed to evacuate when they could and they had failed to save them.

      It was gone. It was all gone.

      Milliana found no joy in the fact the Tower of Heaven was finally gone because her friends were gone now too. Her knees buckled and she fell down in the bubble before tears filled her eyes, “Er-chan. Na-chan. Simon.” She whimpered before she hopelessly shook her head, “No.”

      Wally lowered his head to hide his crying as Shō sat on the floor of the bubble and stared at the destruction in horror. Erza went back in there to fight because he had agreed with her wish and told her to go. He should have tried to convince her again! He should have tried to get her to leave! He should… he should have tried something.

      “Natsu.” Happy cried softly as tears started rolling down his face and slipped down his whiskers.

      Lucy cried and covered her mouth to stifle her sobs, “No. Please no.”

      Gray fell back and panted lightly before slamming his fist down on the bubble in unbridled anger. He seethed before whispering pitifully, “God dammit. God fucking dammit.”

      …

      “What is that?”

      He looked up from the bottom of the bubble and craned his head back to see Juvia looking at the same thing as them in confusion. She blinked with a blank stare at the sight that captivate her attention, “There… there’s something in the cloud.”

      Gray blinked in confusion before looking back up at the massive cloud as it began to travel with the wind. Taking a moment to stare at the obstructing figure and letting his eyes adjust to it allowed him to see something still standing in the midst of ground zero.

      Something… survived obliteration?

    
    

    
      The Council members watched the screen projected with an image of the destruction they had caused to their target. The atmosphere was tense and no one said a word as they just stared at the carnage they had brought down on the last remaining R-System. Org gave a solemn nod, “We’ve done it. Let us hope the backlash is kind.”

      Michello shook his head, “There’s no reason to be so dramatic.”

      “He’s not.” One of the other Councilmen pointed out while looking over at the short man, “We’ll be lucky if we get any sleep for the next week considering all the complaints and questions we’ll be receiving.”

      “We decided to do this. We made our bed and now we are sleeping in it.” Someone else stated before they turned around, “We should prepare the statements—”

      *HOOOOOOOOOOOOO*

      A room-shaking alarm started to go off and everyone in the hall looked around in panic. One of the Council guards looked over the console monitoring the R-System location and called back in worry, “S-sir, our monitors are saying we missed our target! There’s something still there!”

      “What?!” Org yelled in disbelief before looking back up at the screen, “That’s impossible! Nothing can withstand a blast from Etherion! How—”

      They were finally given their answer when the smoke cloud dissipated over the area they attacked. What stood was no longer a monument of stone and metal but instead a jagged, uneven tower of crystal that pierced the clouds.

      Every person in the room just stared at the screen in shock and horror as realization slowly started to dawn on them. Org struggled to swallow the lump in his throat as he turned to the boy who had warned them about the R-System in the first place, “Siegrain! Did you know about this?! Did any of those reports tell you the R-System was prepared to do this?!”

      Org was taken aback when he saw the small smile on Siegrain’s face while looking up at the screen. Another look and they noticed that Ultear had a complex magic formula hovering above her hands as she concentrated on something.

      The whole room started to shake violently. And then the entire building. All of the Era Magic Council started to crumble and break apart. The people inside started to scream and run in a panic to escape the collapsing structure as Siegrain and Ultear quietly stood in the middle of calamity.

      The blue-haired man turned around and faced his assistant/partner-in-crime as she focused on bringing the Magic Council crumbling down into pieces. This would be the last time he ever saw her before bringing his new world to life. He ignored the falling debris around him and spoke only loud enough that she could hear him, “You did wonderfully. Thank you for helping set up our new world.”

      A small smile grew on the gorgeous woman’s face as she looked up at him, “Not bad for a pawn, don’t you think?”

      He stepped forward and gently cupped her cheek. A fruitless effort they both knew but he believed it was still appropriate to thank her for her help, “You have always been my queen.”

      The raven-haired Time Arc Mage smiled warmly before the man in front of her disappeared in the blink of an eye. She slowly closed her eyes and let the falling rubble surround her as the last of the Magic Council escaped.

      And in an instant, the leading, most influential force in magic came crashing down.

    
    

    
      Erza kept her eyes shut for a few moments more after everything had stopped around her. What she had felt was almost indescribable. There was an intense, almost unnatural light that bathed over them until they had to close their eyes to avoid going blind. It felt like a weight had started bearing down on them until she was worried they might crack the floor from the force. And the piercing hum was so loud she could still hear the ringing pulsate through the back of her head. It was a horrible experience to go through before being reduced to nothingness.

      Which made it all the more strange that she was still feeling anything. And that the room was now much more frigid than it was moments ago.

      The redhead woman carefully opened her eyes and felt them widen at the sight around her.

      Erza looked around in disbelief as the chamber room they were fighting in had transformed completely into space filled with blue Lacrima in all shapes and sizes. She looked up at the crystal ceiling and back down at the floor beneath her that had transformed without her even noticing.

      “Hehehe…”

      She looked down at the man she was comforting in their last moment as he gently held her arm and slipped out of her hold. He stood up and walked a few feet away as he looked around and admired the unusual sight around them. “Hehehehe…” Another chuckle escaped his throat as his shoulders relaxed.

      He turned back to her with a relieved smile, “I’m so glad this actually worked.”

      “W-what?” Erza mumbled in confusion, “What do you mean?”

      “This.” Jellal motioned to the surrounding room, “This all worked in theory but this is the first time we had to test it out. It was either going to work or… well, the other option.”

      “Jellal…” Erza was still too stunned to properly process everything, “What is all of this? What did you do?”

      “Erza, did you really think that just because I couldn’t find a way to produce the magic necessary to make the Tower work that I would just give up?” He asked with a raised brow towards the flabbergasted Mage, ‘If I couldn’t make the magic, then I would just have to find a way to get it. So I made the Tower of Heaven completely out of Lacrima.’ Jellal nearly boasted in pride as he looked around fondly, “It wasn’t easy. It took a lot of preparation and time. I had to call in some advice from an old teacher of mine for ideas about proper magical storage and methods in return for some information about an old magic the Council was hiding. I had created pathways between the walls so I could align transmutation patterns along the insides so that the moment an immense magic coursed through it, it changed from rock and metal to Lacrima. It had to be perfect.”

      Erza slowly shook her head in disbelief, “B-but how did you know this would happen? How did you prepare for Etherion? You couldn’t have known they would use it!”

      “So we made them use it.”

      Erza stood up startled and turned around to see Siegrain suddenly appear behind her with a carefree smile over his face. He saw the shocked expression on Erza’s face as he walked past her to stand by Jellal’s side, “I infiltrated the Magic Council at a young age when I discovered they had a weapon with more than enough magic power to power the Tower of Heaven. I slowly worked my way into the graces of the other members and finally got a position on the Magic Council where I could get more influence. After that, I just had to keep diverting the Council’s attention away from the Tower of Heaven long enough for it to be rebuilt and then scare them into using Etherion on it.” Siegrain shrugged, “It was a long and hard job but it’s all been leading to this moment.”

      Erza looked between the two brothers in horror as she aimed her spite at the Council traitor, “You’ve been in on this the whole time Siegrain?!” She looked at the Wizard Saint in disgust, “So when you said you wanted to help your brother and that you didn’t know where he was, that was all just a lie? Did the idea of hurting and betraying people just sound all too appealing for you to pass up on the chance?”

      Jellal and Siegrain looked between each other before laughing with a lighthearted tone despite the disdain Erza was emenating. Their laughing died down before Jellal addressed the woman, “Erza, I don’t think you quite understand everything just yet.”

      Erza looked at him with confusion before she noticed Siegrain start to twitch and fade from the light. Jellal stepped forward and into his brother as a small light glowed over his body as he was complete once again. The horror on Erza’s face was enough for him to know his intention got through, “Siegrain isn’t my brother. He never existed. He was just a Thought Projection I used to fool the Magic Council. Of course sometimes I had to give him a more physical body to avoid suspicion but he still got the job done.”

      Erza just stared at Jellal silently as she processed what had just happened. Siegrain wasn’t real. He never was. He was just an illusion Jellal created to infiltrate the Magic Council. To fool all of them.

      She thought… for so long… that she had never gotten to see her friend for eight years because he had disappeared. But he was right in front of her… this whole time… watching… toying with them…

      Her shoulders started to shake with anger before she growled out, “How long?”

      Jellal perked up at her voice, “How long what?”

      A sword appeared in Erza’s hand and she gripped it tightly before leveling the most venomous stare she could muster at the blue-haired liar, “How long are you going to toy with peoples’ emotions and lie to them Jellal?! How long?!”

      Jellal’s smile flattened into a line as he finally took notice of the rage behind her voice. He turned to her with a firm stare, “Erza, that was my last lie. With Siegrain finished and Etherion done firing, I have completed my task. I no longer need to cheat, manipulate, or lie to reach my goal. Because I’ve finally reached it.” He gently placed his hand on his shirt and coat, “From this point on, I will say nothing but the truth to you and everyone else. And here’s my first promise to be held true…”

      He tore off the damaged shirt and coat to reveal a sleek black undershirt that clung to his form tightly. He flexed out his hands before stepping forward with one foot to match the S-Class Mage in front of him, “I will catch you… and we will resurrect Zeref together to change this world. Count on that.”

      “…” There wasn’t any choice now. The Tower of Heaven was fully operational. If he caught her and made her into the sacrifice then the world would suffer unimaginable damage. So the only way to stop this from happening… was to stop him. Permanently. Erza shook her head, “Sorry Jellal, but I’m going to have to make a liar out of you once again.” Her magic flared dangerously as she firmly yelled, “I won’t ever submit to you or your dream!”

      Jellal finally gripped his fists and nodded, “Yes… you will.”

      Erza’s foot dug into the ground until she made a furrow and dashed forward as she came down on a prone Jellal with a yell. She swung her sword towards his head—

      Only to hit nothing as Jellal seemed to disappear and reappear just a foot away from her blade in an instant. Erza looked at him in surprise before she landed on one foot and launched herself with a spin with her sword out to slice him. This time Jellal was more animated with his movement as he slid back away from the sword and its vehement wielder. He started quickly moving and weaving his way through Erza’s precise sword strikes as the redhead did not give him a moment to think before he had to react. Jellal took a chance and reached out to grab Erza’s hands around her blade, forcing her to stop and gaining him a chance to catch her. However Erza didn’t let this hinder her as she flipped backwards and forced Jellal’s grip to weaken and release her. She landed and immediately turned around to kick at his head as he ducked, Jellal jumping up to punch her stomach before she turned around and threw the sword at his head.

      The sword flew down quickly and imbedded itself in the floor halfway down the blade. But it missed its target as Jellal had disappeared once again.

      Erza righted herself and stood firmly as she caught sight of how Jellal evaded her attacks. The sword was coming down at his head one moment… then he glowed and vanished the next, leaving a sharp gust of wind behind him.

      Erza slowly looked over her shoulder to see the blue-haired man standing across the room from her with a bright yellow aura surrounding his entire body. He stared her down, “My Heavenly Body magic increases my power and makes me faster than anyone can see. You won’t be able to catch me off guard with a thrown blade.”

      Erza narrowed her eye at him in thought. Her armors were broken and she didn’t have one to counterattack his magic like this. She couldn’t just throw a blade at him.

      But she did have hundreds to offer.

      Another two blades slipped into her hands before she spun around quickly and threw them like javelins across the room. Jellal activated his Meteor again and quickly dodged the projectiles that had enough force to shatter and destroy the ground. But Erza didn’t stop there as with each throw a new weapon immediately appeared in her hand so she could throw it at her speedy opponent. He disappeared in a golden ball that left a light trail behind him as he avoided and danced between the onslaught of weaponry. Erza kept tossing her weapons as fast as she could, returning them to her Requip when they impacted the ground before throwing them again. Just as she was about to throw again she realized that she had lost sight of Jellal for just a moment—

      A gloved hand shot out behind her, locking one of her arms to her back and letting the other arm wrap around her neck in a chokehold. Erza struggled against the powerful lock as Jellal whispered pointedly, “Please don’t destroy the surroundings. This took a lot of planning so-GAH!”

      He was interrupted as Erza threw her head back and slammed it into the bridge of his nose. With his focus broken and his grip slightly lessened, Erza forced her locked arm out of his hand and grabbed the arm around her neck. She pried it off and turned to lock his arm tightly before he quickly covered himself in Heavenly Body and spun in her grip, forcing her to turn off her feet and release him before separating from each other.

      Erza landed first and thought of her options of how to fight. If she couldn’t keep up with Jellal, then she was going to have to do what she could to wreck this plan. If causing damage to the Tower would ruin the process…

      Erza pulled a massive broadsword about as long as her body out of her Requip before turning around with it still over her head. She brought it down as hard as she could, “AHHHHHHHHH—”

      …

      Erza stopped just an inch away from the blade connecting and smashing the ground. The massive sword shook in her grip as her arms and entire body started to tremble. She was so close to hitting but…

      Her whole body just felt like it froze and went rigid.

      Erza struggled to move at all and was barely able to look down to see a serrated black snake tattoo twist around her body. The tattoo moved over her skin and restricted her arms, legs, shoulders, neck, and chest until she couldn’t move and barely breathe. She choked before looking up to see Jellal holding his hand out towards her while the snake constricted. He droned out lowly, “I told you this took a lot of planning. I’d appreciate if you didn’t destroy it so quickly.”

      He had set seals on her? Erza’s mind started racing as she thought back to when she comforted Jellal, when he gripped her wrist, and when he had her in a lock. He was preparing for this. She choked out in a raspy voice as the tattoo cut off her air, “Dammit. Damn you, Jellal.”

      The blue-haired man flashed forward and slammed his palm into her chest and sent her flying backward into a massive crystal. She slammed into it and gasped in pain before she suddenly felt something smother her back and limbs. She looked aside to see her arms and legs slowly being sucked into the Lacrima like it was liquid. Erza struggled to escape but couldn’t find the strength with the seal restricting her movement. She yelled, “N-no!”

      Jellal lowered his hand and his face formed into a small smile in relief to watch her being assimilated by the Lacrima. Her body would be deconstructed into the magic, making her one with the magic and the Tower of Heaven. Then he would use that to take Zeref’s soul back, reconstruct his body through the magic, and finally resurrect the Black Mage.

      This was it.

      His mission was complete.

      “FIRE DRAGON’S BRILLIANT FLAME!”

      Jellal held his hand out defensively as a massive burst of intense flames engulfed him almost completely. The fire quickly died out after a moment and the smoke cleared to reveal Jellal with one of his gloves now completely burned off. He looked down at it silently before looking over to the figure that dashed over to Erza’s side when he was distracted.

      “Erza!” Natsu came up to the crystal Erza was being assimilated into and snaked his arms under her armpits. He braced his feet against the Lacrima and with a huff pulled Erza out of the crystal before she was fully absorbed. They stumbled back and Natsu made sure that Erza was okay as she laid motionless in his arms, “Hey Erza, you alright?!”

      Erza struggled to move her head before looking up at the Dragon Slayer that saved her. She gave a small laugh and the concern in his face disappeared with a relieved sigh, “When did you get here? I thought you would leave before the Etherion came down and hit.”

      Natsu grinned and shook his head, “Nah, I wasn’t gonna leave before breaking that dude’s face for messing with you. I just really, really thought I’d make it out before that big light thing hit. Lucky for me this whole place just sorta… turned into a crystal. That was so weird.” He then raised an eyebrow at the redhead, “How did you get here before me? I was running up here as fast as I could!”

      “Paths inside the walls. I took a shortcut.” Erza responded jokingly when she saw the surprise on Natsu’s face before he hung his head in defeat. She looked up at him and smiled, “Thanks for saving me Natsu.”

      He looked back down at her before he smirked, “No problem.” He finally noticed the intricate black tattoo that wrapped around her body before asking quizzically, “What the hell are these things?”

      “Seals. Around my whole body.” Erza responded with a flinch before looking at Natsu with a firm gaze, “I need you to help me get up. I have to finish this fight with him.”

      Natsu took a moment to answer as he looked her over from head to toe. She was littered with cuts and bruises and injuries that probably would have made anyone else topple over already. She looked tired and she couldn’t even move right now. And all she wanted was to stand up and keep fighting this guy.

      Natsu carefully shuffled backwards and dragged Erza further away to the side of the room. He carefully laid her sealed body on the ground as she looked around in confusion, “Natsu? Natsu what are you doing?”

      He stood back up and turned to face the man silently watching them from the center of the room. Natsu asked without really waiting for an answer as he stepped forward, “This is the guy causing all the trouble, right?”

      “Natsu! Natsu don’t! You can’t fight him! He has the power of a Wizard Saint!” Erza shook and writhed on the ground to get any sort of traction to move but failed. She yelled out, “Jellal! Your fight is with me! Take this seal off me and leave him alone!”

      “It’s okay Erza. You’ve fought enough.” Natsu slammed his fists together and released a heavy wave of flames off both when they impacted, “I’ll handle it from here.”

      Jellal watched the other young man step up to face him as they stared each other down. The blue-haired man smirked and looked his new opponent over, “Natsu Dragneel. I’ve been itching to meet you face-to-face.”

      “Oh?” Natsu grumbled.

      “When you’ve read so much about Dragon Slayer legends and the incomparable power they wield, you want to put a face to the legend. And you’ve garnered quite a lot of attention and fought a lot of impressive opponents.” Jellal noted, “So of course I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

      “Well cool, I’ve been wanting to meet you too.” Natsu turned his head to crack his neck while frowning at Jellal, ‘I finally get to see who the dick that’s been toying with us and watching us through the walls looks like.’ He looked him over before glaring vehemently, “I didn’t know what I was gonna see when I heard about the guy who was trying to hurt his best friends for no good reason after all this time.”

      That comment actually struck a chord as Jellal’s smile thinned into a line. He defended, “I do have a good reason. Naruto and Erza left this place together. I decided to bring them back here to usher in a new world, together.”

      “That doesn’t look like you’re doing anything together!” Natsu angrily stated while pointing back at the condition Erza was in, restrained and injured after fending off the attacks of his assassin. Natsu growled with venom aimed at the blue-haired man, “You hurt Erza and Naruto! You tortured your friends! How the hell can you say you’re doing anything for their sake when all you’ve done is cause them pain?! HOW THE HELL COULD YOU CALL YOURSELF THEIR FRIEND?!”

      Jellal was silent as his eyes narrowed slightly in cold contempt for the pink-haired man seething in front of him. He closed his eyes and took a calming breath before speaking, “I suppose it was silly of me to believe I could negotiate with the ‘Slamander’ of Fairy Tail. I suppose in the end you best communicate through—”

      “FIRE DRAGON’S IRON FIST!”

      Jellal was knocked back at the sudden strike to his face as he was sent back by the explosion. Natsu roared in fury and let his fire burn hotter than he had ever let it burn before. He dashed after the blue-haired man and quickly landed a series of punches at his flying form. He clasped his hands together and brought them down on Jellal’s back like a hammer.

      The blue-haired man’s body slammed roughly into the ground as Natsu came into his side and landed a flaming kick into his gut, “Fire Dragon’s Claw!” The Dragon Slayer sent the Wizard Saint flying before puffing up his cheeks and blasting out a pillar of fire to engulf the man, “Fire Dragon’s Roar!”

      *BOOM*

      The explosion rocked the entire room and Erza lowered her head to shield herself from the intense heat. The blast rang through their ears and they were blinded by the cloud of smoke that raised up in their vision. Natsu stood firmly as the wind caused his scarf and vest to flap while he focused on the smoke cloud. He waited with baited breath and furrowed his eyes in expectation…

      And watched as Jellal slowly emerged out of the cloud. He had a few bruises and some blood trailing down his chin from the attacks but didn’t look winded from the combination hits. Jellal stepped forward and came to a stop before wiping the blood off his chin. He rubbed it between his fingers for a moment before gazing back up at Natsu. His body started to emanate a faint glow and he spoke in a disdainful tone, “Was that all you had to offer?”

      Natsu stayed quiet before a small smirk came on his face, “Not even close.” He didn’t waste another moment before he immediately threw his arms out to his side and created an intense source of fire around his hands. They started extending into large pillars as Natsu brought them together to attack, “Crimson Lotus: Exploding Flame—”

      “Meteor.”

      The Dragon Slayer’s words died in his mouth as Jellal came barreling forward through the gathering torrent of flames and dispersed them with the air pressure of his move. Natsu’s eyes widened in shock and before he could move he felt a staggering fist slam into his sternum, making his eyes constrict in pain and a muffled gasp leave his lips.

      Natsu’s body spiked back and he bounced off the ground like a rag doll before Jellal disappeared in a flash of light and appeared again landing a sidekick into Natsu’s side. Natsu’s body skipped off the ground and the Fairy Mage tried to regain his senses after the almost instantaneous attack.

      In an instant, Jellal was just standing there preparing to take the attack head-on. The next he was like a ray of light, vanishing forward and attacking him before he could even react. He couldn’t even see him anymore. He was just that fast.

      Natsu pushed through the pain and landed on the ground before leaping towards Jellal and swinging his arms to envelop him in fire, “Fire Dragon’s Wings!”

      Jellal’s body was covered by his light again and he effortlessly flipped over the wave of fire like it was nothing. He landed behind Natsu and charged forward to land a knee in his back. Natsu let out a pained gasp before Jellal wrapped his arm around his neck and hefted him off his feet. Jellal turned and threw the Dragon Slayer across the room before speeding after him and slamming him into the floor. Natsu’s eyes widened in agony before Jellal smiled and vanished again.

      The young man grumbled on the floor and struggled to turn over before pushing himself up to his feet. He tried to spot his enemy again and felt a strong blow land on his shoulder before he could react. He threw his fist out to try and catch him but Jellal disappeared and passed by him again while leaving another strike. Natsu tried to retaliate and counter but Jellal’s speed was so overwhelming that every time he came close to landing a hit the speedster had evaded and landed another strike instead.

      Natsu felt all kinds of strikes land over his body at blinding speeds as he powered through the pain. Even with each hit causing a flare of pain and a white flash go in the corners of his eyes, he could hear Erza yell at Jellal to stop. But despite her pleas the blue-haired Mage made no attempt to stop as Natsu felt another kick land on his back.

      He closed his eyes for a moment and let his senses calm down despite the situation around him. For a moment he felt his breath fill his lungs and his blood slow down as his ears blocked out all other distracting noise around him. He focused… and focused…

      And heard the sound of a man moving so fast he was causing the air to barrel around him.

      “GOT YOU!” Natsu turned on his feet and threw his fist out to catch Jellal in a sucker punch. But the Wizard Saint changed directions at the last possible moment to get behind Natsu, “WH-AAHHHH!”

      Jellal kicked Natsu and knocked him to the floor before slamming his foot down on his back. The floor cracked slightly from the force as Natsu groaned and tried to lift himself up but couldn’t get any leverage while pinned to the crystal ground. Jellal sneered at his enemy and patronized over him, “I expected more from you Natsu Dragneel. This is a rather lackluster performance so far.”

      “Fuck you.” Natsu muttered into the ground as he did what he could to lift himself up under the pin. He struggled to get off his stomach before seething in anger and glaring at Jellal over his shoulder, “If you want a real fight, stop running away and fight me you jackass.”

      “I can say with certainty that my interest in watching you fight has been slated. And I am tired of toying with you.” Jellal held his hand out and aimed his palm at Natsu’s head as a small light started gathering at the point, “Goodbye, Salamander.”

      “WRAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!” Natsu roared and a massive pillar of fire enveloped him, forcing Jellal to jump back and away for safety. The Dragon Slayer pushed himself up to his feet and proclaimed loud enough to shake the whole room, “NO WAY I’M GOING OUT LIKE THAT! I’M NOT GONNA LET YOU GET YOUR WAY!”

      “Sorry. But that isn’t you choice.”

      A brilliant light and magic circle appeared over their head and Natsu looked up just in time to see it shine even brighter. An identical magic circle appeared directly under him. Jellal hovered over the light and seven more magic circles appeared over the light, aiming down at the Dragon Slayer before he whispered, “Grand Chariot.”

      And he was enveloped by the overwhelming light and weight of the attack.

    
    

    
      Gray and the others struggled to get back into the boat as the waves had finally started calming down. The injured Maker Mage fell roughly into his seat and groaned from his injuries before pushing back to the other side to assist the others. Wally gently passed Shō over to the Maker Mage as he helped move the crippled young man into the dinghy.

      The injured blond teen let out a quick gasp of pain from his severed leg before settling into his seat carefully. He caught his breath and nodded to the raven-haired man, “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      *BOOOOM*

      The Fairy Mages and Tower dwellers looked up to see a bright light burst from the very top of the crystal structure before a massive explosion followed immediately after it. The shockwave spread out and caused a small surge of waves that they quickly had to adapt to before they looked back up at the smoke coming from the top.

      Everyone felt a sense of dread fill their stomachs as Gray shook his head, “Dammit you jerks… get out of there.”

    
    

    
      Erza’s eyes were shut as the massive air pressure and smoke cloud washed over her before it started to calm down. She felt the billowing wind finally come to an end and she slowly opened her eyes to look up at the result of the immense attack.

      The smoke finally cleared and revealed Natsu sprawled out in the middle of a crater, blood and burns covering his limbs as he laid facedown unconscious. She felt her insides go cold and she whispered out, “Natsu…”

      She wanted to reach out to him but felt the seal over her limbs restrict her movements completely. She grit her teeth and forced her hand out before she heard shuffling boots and looked over to see Jellal landing off to the side. He looked down at Natsu’s defeated form and gave an impressed nod, “That attack had the power of a meteor directly falling down on its target. The fact that you aren’t a bloody smudge on the floor is quite amendable. I suppose you were quite a formidable adversary while you were still alive, Natsu Dragneel. Unfortunately, it still wasn’t enough to face me at this point.”

      “Jellal!”

      The blue-haired man looked over to see Erza glaring at him furiously for hurting Natsu like that. He gave a small smile and turned to her, “To be honest, I was expecting someone else to stand in my way before I finish my plan.” He turned and started making his way towards her while a smirk started forming on his face, “Oh well. We work with what we’re offered.”

      “H-hey.”

      Jellal stopped his trek torwards his target and looked back when he heard Natsu’s weary, tired voice call out to him. They watched the injured Dragon Slayer struggle to lift himself up before tumbling over to one side and catching himself before falling. He coughed up some blood and panted before finally making it up to his knees. His eyes were half-lidded in pain and he clutched his ribs before glaring at the blue-haired psychopath, “W-where do you think you’re going? I’m just getting started.”

      Erza looked at her friend in fear before shaking her head, “No, Natsu, stay down! You can’t fight him! He’s too strong!”

      “W-what are you talking about, Erza?” He gave a hoarse laugh through the pain and smirked before locking eyes with Jellal, “I’m just getting started.”

      Jellal shook his head and scoffed, “Do you live in your own little world?”

      “WRAH!” Natsu leapt forward and released a torrent of flames at Jellal as he quickly moved and vanished from sight. Natsu followed his scent and ran as fast as he could in his injured state to intercept him again. But each time he threw a punch or strike, Jellal simply sidestepped or avoided it my a huge margin. Despite his injuries, Natsu kept throwing as many attacks as he could to ensnare his foe in fire but to no avail. His body was getting slower while Jellal was possibly getting faster with each movement.

      The Dragon Slayer threw a wide kick out to catch the Wizard Saint’s head but Jellal moved and appeared on the other side of the room. Natsu made a weak landing and nearly fell to his knees from exhaustion as Jellal held himself up with his magic still flaring powerfully. The Dragon Slayer gave a ragged cough and Jellal merely smiled at his pained expression, “It was a good start while it happened… but you’ve reached the end of the line, Salamander.”

      Natsu felt sweat start to run down his chin and drip to the floor as his vision started to go black in the corners. He heard Erza’s voice call out to him in panic, “Natsu, you’re going to die if you don’t stop! There’s nothing else you can do like this! You can’t beat him!”

      Natsu’s cloudy eyes focused and aimed at the floor beneath him before he repeated what she said, “Can’t beat him…” He clenched his hands and let his fingers roam over the Lacrima floor for a moment before they became fists. He gave a relieved sigh…

      He brought his arms up, let them catch fire, before slamming them down on the floor with fury, “WRAAAHHHHHH!”

    
    

    
      A massive explosion rocked the room and Jellal’s eyes widened as a web pattern spread out beneath where Natsu struck. The Lacrima around the whole room seemed to flash in a dozen different colors like a spectrum before disappearing and resulting in a rumble. Jellal looked around in alarm before narrowing his eyes at the Dragon Slayer.

      Natsu let out a ragged chortle before he grinned with his sharp teeth. He gave a cocky smile to the Wizard Saint and mocked his angry expression, “What’s wrong man? Wasn’t I reaching the end of the line? Cause let me tell ya, tired or not…” He lit his hands on fire again, “If there’s one thing a Fairy Tail Mage can guarantee to do…” He brought his fists down and created another pair of craters that destabilized the magic contained within its body, “It’s wreck important shit!”

      “STOP IT!”

      Jellal came flying over and kicked Natsu over the head, sending him sliding across the floor and into a tired heap on the ground. The pink-haired man gasped and attempted to push himself up to his feet before he felt a massive surge of air pressure swirl around them again. He looked up and saw Jellal standing across the floor from him while creating another ball of intense light. He gathered his magic power and declared furiously, “Enough! I will not let you put everything I’ve worked for in jeopardy out of retaliation, Dragon Slayer!” He roared in anger, “I will end you—”

      “Dark Burst!”

      A blast of Darkness magic came careening over the top level and impacted against Jellal’s side as he made no effort to dodge or block. The blue-haired man focused on finishing his magic attack and just let the pain from the surprise attack fade away before he spared a look in the direction it came from.

      He saw a bruised and tired Simon panting heavily with one hand outstretched. Simon looked around at the injured Natsu and incapacitated Erza looking over at him. The scarred man composed himself before yelling out at Jellal, “Jellal! Stop this! You’ve gone too far!”

      Jellal looked back at Natsu and spoke up so he could be heard, “Simon, I need to focus on taking out this man first. If you want to stand in my way, like I know you’ve been dying to for so long now, then you’ll need to wait.”

      “Is this really what you wanted, Jellal?!” He motioned over the entire room, “Terrorizing Erza?! Torturing her friends?! Now that you’ve got the Tower of Heaven to function, do you just think you can act like this without consequences?!”

      “I never once believed I could do this without consequence.” Jellal answered lowly, ‘But I’ve already bared every sin imaginable to reach this point. What’s one or two more?’ He sent a quick look towards his old friend, “Beside Simon… you were the one who put your faith in the Fairy Tail Mages solely because they were Erza and Naruto’s friends. Whatever terror they may have faced or injury they may have suffered… that’s because you chose to bring them here.”

      The large Darkness user stood there silently and grit his teeth as he couldn’t find a response to what he said. Jellal was right. He was the one who planned Erza’s retrieval and left Naruto aware of where they were going. He was the one who wasn’t strong enough to handle this fight alone and needed support. All the fighting that had gone up to this point was on him.

      Simon seemed to shake the thoughts away before looking over at Natsu. He resolved himself and went sprinting over to the Dragon Slayer’s side before helping him up, “I won’t let anyone else get hurt because of this fight! It’s over!”

      “Well, you’re right about that.” Jellal answered before he finished charging his spell and aimed at the two men, “Forgive me, Simon. Grand—”

      “JELLAL NO!” Erza pleaded out.

      “—Chariot.”

      As if her senses had been super jolted, Erza saw Jellal’s attack activate and start to leave his hand. It was aimed directly at Simon as he helped Natsu get to his feet. Jellal said that attack had the force of a meteor, and if it hit Simon and Natsu as they were…

      Dread filled her stomach and panic gripped her brain.

      And that was just the thing she needed to realize what she had to do to escape.

      Doing the best she could to turn her hand towards herself, Erza summoned Kusanagi out of her Requip space and sent the remainder of her magic towards her palm. The blade appeared in her hand and pierced her flesh once it had materialized, stabbing the black seal on her leg that was binding her and negating the magic that had created it. Erza ignored the searing pain from the gash in her leg and pushed herself up to her feet before using the last of her strength to dash towards her friends.

      She gripped her father’s sword and felt its nullifying power start to radiate as she tried to reach the devastating attack before it hit them.

      But she was coming too slow.

      She wasn’t going to make it.

      With as much strength as she could muster, Erza leapt across the floor and desperately reached out to block the light attack before it hit her weakened friends…

      And then… just before they were engulfed by the brilliant light…

      A shadow dove in front of them and screamed—

      “HAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

      *BOOOOOOOOOOOM*

      Jellal watched silently as something impacted against his magic attack and caused it to erupt. A powerful gust of wind spread out in every direction and caused his hair to billow over his eyes rapidly. He narrowed them in quiet focus as the smoke started to part and he got a better look of the man that defended against his powerful attack.

      Erza covered her eyes after the attack exploded and opened them again to see what had happened. She saw a tall figure with blond hair standing just in front of her after blocking the attack with his black blade. Her and the others looked at his back as it gave a quick heave and tried to regain his breath. Erza stared at him as he lowered the sword to his side and stood there in silence while facing Jellal.

      “Naruto…”

      The blond perked up and turned around once he heard Simon say his name. When he turned around, his mismatched eyes immediately met with Erza’s own pair of brown and blue.

      …

      The two just silently stared at each other after what felt like months of being separated. And it was obvious this trip through hell had left some marks on them.

      Erza’s eyes had bags underneath them and her hair was a mess with dust and dirt. Most of the bandages wrapped around her chest were ripped and torn away with traces of blood and her pants torn almost to her knees. She had cuts and bruises all over her body with dry blood covering her skin. And there was a nasty gash she had inflicted on herself to escape the snake seal that was still letting out a fair amount of blood.

      Naruto looked tired. His eyes were heavy and he was panting after all the fighting and panic that had been going on. His clothes were torn to shreds and the remains had blood stains on them that made her fear the worst. His healing factor may have closed the worst of his injuries but his reserves and stamina had probably taken a pretty big dive after all the fighting he had done.

      The two lovers just stared at each other in silence as words seemed to fail them. Naruto regained his breath and seemed to struggle with the right thing to say to her. He took a deep breath in…

      He was silenced when he saw a small tear start to form in the side of her eye. Naruto went silent when he saw that and Erza merely wiped it away before he could say anything. A relieved but sad smile came over her face before looking up at him, “I’m sorry I made you come back here…”

      He immediately wrapped his free arm around her in a hug and held her tightly against him. She seemed surprised by his quick move before his body relaxed like a great weight was lifted and he whispered, “I’m glad I got to see you again.”

      Erza’s eye started to water before she just eased into his embrace and hugged him in return.

      The two shared a quick moment together before the whiskered blond looked up to see Simon and Natsu standing by in wait. He asked them tentatively, “Are you two okay?”

      Natsu made sure he could support himself, slipping from Simon’s hold before giving a small nod and powering through the pain, “Been better, but no real complaints.”

      Simon asked, “How did you get here so quickly?”

      Naruto kept his arm around Erza and spoke softly, “I was running up the side of the Tower. I was about halfway up when the sky split open and Etherion came crashing down. When I saw the top of the Tower start to change and withstand the whole blast, I sorta just moved on reflex and dove inside. Lucky me, huh?”

      Natsu grinned, “Lucky bastard.” His smile seemed to falter as he motioned his head towards the foe behind them, “We’ve still gotta deal with that guy though.”

      The blond looked over them and asked the two males, “Can you move?”

      Natsu seemed confused by his question as Simon gave a quick nod, “Yes. I can still move and do whatever is necessary.”

      “Good. Simon…” He grip on Erza’s shoulder seemed to tighten before he addressed his scarred friend, “I want you to take Natsu and Erza and get them out of here.”

      Erza’s eyes widened in horror as Natsu verbally fought the idea, “ARE YOU AN IDIOT?! I AIN’T LEAVIN’! THIS WAS MY FIGHT BEFORE YOU GUYS CUT IN!”

      Erza pulled back from Naruto’s hug and looked up at him as he had a somber expression on his face. Her eyes focused dangerously and she firmly shook her head, “I’m not leaving here without you.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      *Schwup*

      Erza’s eyes widened as the feeling in her limbs vanished at the swift chop to her neck. She fell to her knees, hands still gripping his shirt desperately to stay awake as Naruto gently lifted her up. Her heavy eyes looked at him and he whispered out, “But I can’t protect you against him. I can’t protect any of you while fighting him. And I won’t lose you again.”

      She pleaded with a weak voice, “D-don’t—”

      “Simon, you need to take her and get off the island.” Naruto carefully handed the injured woman off to his friend who took her in a bridal carry to not exasperate her wounds.

      Simon looked down at the redhead teetering on consciousness in his arms before looking at his old friend, “Naruto… even if I take Erza away… all Jellal needs now to complete the Tower is someone with the sufficient amount of power. That means he could use you too.” Simon spared Jellal a look as the Wizard Saint just seemed to stand away from them in silence. The Darkness Mage was confused by his lack of action before addressing the blond once more, “You can’t let yourself get caught by him. If you have to—”

      “I know Simon.” He interrupted before giving him a firm look, “But I can’t let Erza get stuck in this anymore. So please… get out of here.”

      Simon was conflicted as he looked between Naruto and Erza in silent contemplation. He spared a look towards Jellal as he merely stood there in wait before lowering his head. He turned around and started carrying Erza away to safety at the request of his old comrade, condemning him to a fight against his best friend and silently begging for his forgiveness.

      Naruto watched them walk off before speaking lowly, “Natsu… you need to go too.”

      “No way in hell.” The injured Dragon Slayer spat back with a growl, “Don’t think just because you pop in and say so that I’m just gonna walk away. This was my fight first.”

      Naruto gave a mirthless smile, “Technically it’s been my fight for the last eight years.”

      “Tough shit.” Natsu argued as he started stepping forward to pass the blond and continue the fight, “I ain’t gonna let you take this fight all by yourself—”

      “Natsu…” Naruto immediately held out his hand to stop Natsu’s stomp forward as the pink-haired man turned to look at him. Natsu’s eyes eased a little once he saw the plight on Naruto’s face as his old friend confessed to him, “I need you to go with them… because you need to protect the others in case anything goes wrong. I’ll give everything I’ve got but against him… I’m not sure it will be enough. You need to be there for everyone… because I might not make it back this time.”

      …

      “You don’t get to fucking say that you prick.”

      Naruto looked up at the angered glare Natsu was locking in on him as the Dragon Slayer spoke, “You don’t get to take my fight and then say you might die. That’s not you. That’s this place messin’ with your head. I know this place was hell, and it probably hurts coming back here… but you’re stronger than it. And you’re stronger than him.” Natsu pointed at the blond accusingly and almost growled out angrily, “You don’t get to die in this place. You don’t even get to let that thought cross your stupid head. We are making it back to the guild. You have to make it back to play with Koyuki and finish the guild and get rent money for Lucy… plus Erza still needs to kick your ass for knocking her down like that.”

      Natsu stood up straight and placed his fist aginast Naruto’s chest before sternly stating, “You win this fight… and you leave this place for good. No exceptions.”

      “…”

      A small smile came back over Naruto’s face, still without any real conviction behind it but with a ghost of admiration aimed towards Natsu. He nodded, “Okay. I’ll see you soon then.”

      “Damn straight.” Natsu lowered his fist and started to move towards the stairs before saying one last thing, “Naruto… kick his ass.”

      Naruto just nodded before Natsu made his way down the stairs to follow after Simon and Erza. The blond stood there silently, his sword at his side and his hand slowly uncurling from the fist he had unconsciously made. He waited another moment in silence before asking over his shoulder, “You’re just going to let them go?”

      “They won’t get far. I’ll make sure of that.”

      There was… something unnerving hearing Jellal say something so callous like that so casually.

      He took in a deep breath before finally turning around to face the blue-haired friend he had lost so many years ago. The two old friends stood across from each other, taking a moment to size the other up. There was so much to say but they knew there was nothing else that could change the paths that had set them down this far.

      Naruto spared a look around the room made of shimmering Lacrima and blankly droned, “You definitely changed things up since last time, huh?”

      “Had to make some serious changes in order to make this thing work in the first place.” Jellal said before narrowing his eyes and looking around with disdain in his voice, “I don’t know how those morons from the cult were ever hoping to make this work in their lifetime. They were probably going to push it on their descendants to finish after generations of slavery.”

      “And you did it in eight. All it took was forcing your friends to work tirelessly for all that time and lying to them.” Naruto spat out sardonically, “How does it feel to finally finish?”

      “No reason to be so derisive, Naruto.” Jellal countered, “I know no matter what I did and for what reason, as long as it involved the Tower of Heaven then I was putting myself at odds with you, Erza, and everyone who knew the true threat of the R-System.”

      “So what are you going to do about the Magic Council?” Naruto inquired while looking around at the floor, “If they can’t use Etherion on this place anymore then they’ll probably send a small army or the Wizard Saints to attack you instead.”

      A wry smile came to Jellal’s face, “That won’t be a problem considering I’ve destroyed their headquarters and dismantled Etherion in the process.” His old friend looked shocked by that bit of news as Jellal created a quick Thought Projection of Siegrain at his side that quickly waved and disappeared. Naruto’s eyes widened in horror as Jellal continued, “Nothing left to chance.”

      Naruto’s grit his teeth and bottled his anger before taking in a deep breath and sighing. He looked at Jellal silently, “Simon said that you only need someone with enough power to finish the Tower now, right? He said I’d be enough to finish… but you aren’t going to use me, are you?”

      Jellal softly shook his head, “When I think about the new world in my mind, I can’t imagine you being the key to ushering it in. You’re too stubborn. Too determined. Vindictive to a fault when you want to be. And I’m certain you’d somehow screw up the whole plan if I put you in it.”

      “And you really think Erza isn’t stubborn enough to change something like that if she tried?”

      “Oh no.” Jellal let out a dry laugh and shook his head, ‘If there was one person I thought could be more stubborn than any of us if she wanted to be, it’s Erza. But I believe if I could tell her how this new world could be beneficial… how good it would be to start over, then maybe she’ll do this willingly.’ Jellal spread his arm out towards the sea and what laid beyond it, “I could rid the world of all the Dark Guilds that corrupt it. I could stop all the needless pain and suffering people are put through by others. I… could stop people like the cult members and Alexander Sorrento from killing others. I could bring Erza and the others parents back to them. They don’t need to suffer anymore.”

      Naruto’s shoulders slumped at hearing Jellal talk about the benefits of what he was doing. He said he wanted to fix the world. Bring back the ones they’ve lost. Protect the people out there that couldn’t be reached in time when they needed it the most. It sound nice. It sounded peaceful…

      But a world built on sacrifice and pain would always demand more. He knew that better than anyone. Danzō always spoke like the murders he committed and the pain he caused was for the benefit of the village. But it merely led to fear and war. And a world created with the help of Zeref, the Black Mage that’s warped history and created so much death after all this time would be too risky.

      And if Jellal wanted to complete this plan… by letting Erza die…

      “Do you remember a girl named Wendy?”

      Jellal raised his eyebrow, “What?”

      “A few years ago I was traveling through the Woodsea to reach a guild at the edge of it. And on the way there I met this little girl… she was young but she was doing her best to become a Mage.” Naruto’s eyes wandered to the floor as his voice took on an edge of fondness remembering the little girl and cat he met by chance in that dense forest, “She was nervous and frightened and scared and a bit of a mess… but she didn’t want to give up because she wanted to reach two people she had lost. Her mother, who had disappeared after taking care of her for so long…” He slowly looked at and straight into Jellal’s eyes, “And a boy with blue hair and a tattoo over his eye that had rescued her from loneliness when she felt abandoned.”

      Jellal didn’t make any reaction to what the blond said but it was clear that he was listening intently to see where he was going.

      Naruto continued, “She admired and wanted to meet that boy again, to say thank you for saving her. And she told me his name… Jellal.” Naruto furrowed his eyes in desperation, “It was when she said your name that I knew you were still alive. And hearing her speak so fondly of you… I had hope… that maybe you had returned to who you were before the Tower changed you. Seeing you like this is strange and confusing but…” He swallowed the lump in his throat and almost pleaded with the man, “Jellal, tell me why you did that. Tell me why you chose to help her.”

      If he gave a valid reason… a reason for helping that little girl when she needed it most—

      It was the right thing to do or he felt sorry for her or he needed her help with something.

      Anything…

      If he could just know that somewhere in this man was the same good-natured, kind-hearted friend he had made in this hell all those years ago, then maybe—

      “I don’t know any girl named Wendy.” Jellal answered, “I only ever traveled to the mainland to learn how to use more magic by a teacher of mine, but I never met a girl named Wendy.”

      …

      Naruto’s eyes showed so much pain the instant Jellal had said that. He felt his heart sink and the last bit of hope he had that there was good in his friend was gone. The last hope that he could resolve and talk with his friend again…

      Naruto lowered his head so his eyes were out of sight. Jellal looked aside and saw the hand holding the black blade grip the handle so tightly his knuckles started going white. Jellal wasn’t sure who the person Naruto mentioned was or how she could have known his name, but he knew what Naruto was hoping for when he answered…

      “Just focus Naruto.” Naruto’s fists stopped shaking as Jellal spoke calmly, “I’ve played this scene out in my head so many times over the years. And no matter which scenario I think of, we still come out at odds. You can’t convince me to stop doing what I’ve been preparing for so many years and I can’t make you see how creating this new world would be for the betterment of Earthland. No matter what, we always seem to come to odds. And if we must fight, then just focus on hating me again like you have this whole time. Forget about the friend you once had—”

      “That’s the problem Jellal… I’ve tried.”

      Naruto lowered his head as his voice became angered and short, “I remember how you attacked Erza and tried to kill me years ago and I get so mad. How you’ve been watching us in secret and manipulating the Council from the inside. When I think about all the horrible things you made Shō and Milliana and Wally and Simon do I can’t forgive you. And knowing you caused so much pain for my friends and that you’re willingly going to sacrifice Erza… I need to stop you… even if I need to hurt you.” His shoulders shook, “But even knowing that…”

      Naruto looked up at his friend with a melancholic expression and sad eyes as his voice nearly hitched, “I can’t hate you. No matter how hard I try, I can only think of you as my friend and brother. And that just won’t change.”

      The stoic look Jellal had adopted to face his old friend was pained and took on a tinge of regret hearing him say those words before shaking his head. He took a deep breath and spoke calmly, “I need to kill you and get you out of the way, Naruto. Then I will take Erza back and complete the Tower of Heaven. I will take Zeref’s power, fix this world, and bring peace to this world. Once I am done, I will be the only remnant of this old and corrupted world left. I will sacrifice myself and in the process…”

      He opened his eyes again and met Naruto’s mismatched pair, “I will bring you and Erza back to life. And you can be together again in peace. So please… don’t fight it…”

      Naruto knew Jellal’s promise was sincere. The blond felt tears almost fill his eyes before closing them and calming his thoughts.

      He wanted to believe that was true… but he couldn’t risk letting the world fall into the hands of someone that powerful…

      If Jellal was going to keep moving to this goal…

      …

      …

      Naruto immediately dropped into a stance and grabbed his sword with both hands. He swung it around at blinding speeds and roared, “VACANT EYE!”

      He swung the black blade a dozen times in an instant and created a wave of slashes that flew across the room at Jellal. The Wizard Saint immediately activated Meteor, covering his body in light and dashing forward through the sword attack. He weaved and dodged through the onslaught of invisible attacks before emerging from the other side unscathed.

      He charged forward and barreled directly into Naruto’s chest, earning a grunt from the blond before they crashed into the crystal wall behind them. Jellal tried to dig his fist deeper before his eyes widened when he realized Naruto had caught his wrist before it could go any deeper. He looked up in surprise as Naruto raised his sword and prepared to bring it down on top of him.

      Jellal jumped and turned in the air, slamming his knee against the Fairy Mage’s temple and painfully pulling his hand out of the iron grip. Naruto quickly composed himself and looked up as Jellal flew into the air and hovered over him for a moment before his hands quickly glowed black. Jellal started spinning around at impossible speeds and unleashed a flurry of Darkness blasts down at Naruto, “Dark Archery!”

      Naruto’s eyes widened and he jumped back furiously as the blasts of Darkness magic rained down and merged with the ground. He started to quickly dash, turn, flip, and somersault out of the way as the hundreds of magic blasts followed after him. The whiskered man furrowed his eyes and pulled his sword back before swinging out and dispersing the attacks as quickly as they came down. After several moments of swiping the numerous attacks away, they seemed to stop—

      “GAH!”

      His head jerked back violently and he let out a pained grunt as Jellal appeared beneath him and shot his foot up into Naruto’s chin. The blue-haired man seemed content with his attack before the blond immediately grabbed his shin before he could disappear again. Jellal’s eyes widened in shock as he was lifted up and slammed into the floor with enough force to crack the Lacrima beneath him.

      The blond followed through and raised his foot up high to slam it down on the Wizard Saint’s chest before Jellal disappeared completely. Naruto grit his teeth and gathered Wind around his feet before jumping and twisting in the air before kicking out in both directions, releasing two massive blades of Wind that flew across the room at incredible speeds.

      Jellal appeared at the other side of the room and looked back just in time to see the blades of Wind coming to slice him apart. He leapt up and over the attack with relative ease and landed on the other side just as Naruto came charging forward to attack him. Naruto yelled and swung his sword out as Jellal jumped over the blade and behind Naruto to get in his blind spot. He threw a kick out and struck Naruto’s back—

      Only to receive a similar back kick into his sternum as the blond attacked on reflex. The two were thrown back by the attacks before they righted themselves and faced each other again in preparation. They dashed forward as quickly as possible as Jellal held up his hands and grabbed Naruto’s wrist and hand before he could bring his sword down to attack.

      The two struggled to gain any ground against each other as Jellal kept Naruto stationary and Naruto pushed against Jellal’s charge. They gritted their teeth as Jellal groaned out, “Even if you don’t believe you defeated Jose solely by yourself, it is still a remarkable feat and I expected nothing less of you. I also knew that you would be able to defeat the Red Spider, despite his boasting. But…” He looked down at the small cuts along the blond’s arms that reopened from the pressure, “It looks like his efforts weren’t wasted. Your strength seems drained.”

      “You still don’t know when to shut up, huh?” Naruto growled out before he grinned, “Well it looks like you aren’t doing that much better. Guess that’s what you get for underestimating Erza and Natsu, huh, dick?”

      “I suppose we are both going into this a little less than perfect. Just like old times I suppose.” Naruto’s grin disappeared as Jellal knocked his arms out of the way and landed a devastating punch into the blond’s stomach. Naruto gasped and doubled over, but used that chance to grab the tattooed boy’s shoulder and land a headbutt into his nose.

      Jellal pulled back as Naruto kicked him in the stomach and sent him flying across the room. Naruto fell back on the floor and did a kick-up while firing a blast of Armor off his feet to chase after the Saint. Jellal skid across the floor and knocked the heavy magic attack aside with a mighty swing of his arm.

      “Storm Step!”

      Jellal’s eyes widened in surprise as he leapt high into the air and avoided the sonic charge of his blond opponent. A shockwave exploded in every direction around Naruto as he came to a stop and swung his arm out at the flying Mage. Dozens of Copy kunai flew out of his Requip space and covered Jellal’s field of vision in an instant.

      “HA!”

      Jellal roared at the top of his lungs and released a shockwave that knocked all the kunai away until they evaporated into magic. Once the knives had disappeared, he realized the whiskered man had vanished in the confusion.

      He turned around in an instant and caught the sword coming down on him between his palms. The two stayed prone in the air as Jellal furrowed his eyes, “I saw how you fought against Red Spider. The same tricks won’t work twice.”

      “How about this?”

      Jellal sensed a strong magic moving through the light blue blade as a gust of wind surrounded him. It started cutting up his palms and he separated from the blade as quickly as possible as Naruto spun and released a storm of wind blades in every direction, “Infinite Storm Blade!”

      Cuts and scratches and trenches dug into every inch of the Lacrima room as dozens of wind slashes flew from his sword. He created a variable cyclone around himself that damaged the foundation and caused the magic inside the crystal to become unstable. Naruto continued attacking and covered every inch of the room so Jellal couldn’t hide even at the speeds—

      *Crack*

      The cyclone he had created disappeared in an instant as the sword was reduced to scrap. Naruto looked down at his broken dragon sword before a looming shadow came over him. He looked up and saw Jellal looking down at him menacingly as his hands bled from breaking the sword. He gripped his fist as tightly as possible before landing a hook down into Naruto’s stomach.

      “GAH!”

      Naruto coughed up a glob of blood before his body was sent crashing down into the crystal floor. He bounced off the Lacrima several times and finally landed in a crouch before he looked around desperately for Jellal. He felt a chill go down his back and looked around just as the Wizard Saint came flying down and planted his foot down in the blond chest as the ground cracked beneath him.

      Naruto gasped in pain and struggled to move the foot pinning him down as Jellal put more force down on him. Jellal narrowed his eyes as the blond let one arm swing around desperately, “Just stop Naruto. I don’t want to fight you anymore. Just close your eyes… and this can all stop.”

      Naruto stopped jerking around, and Jellal had believed that he had accepted his fate… until he tightly grabbed the foot on his chest as a small gust formed around his fist.

      “Not a chance in hell! STORM FIST!”

      Jellal felt a barrage of quick blasts of wind cover his whole body, leaving cuts and grinds along his form as his movement was halted by the attacks. He let out a silent scream of pain before yanking his foot out of Naruto’s grip and escaping away with Meteor.

      Naruto spun on the ground and started releasing blasts of Wind in every direction. Injuring Jellal and gaining enough space away from him made it just perfect to attack. The blond kicked up to his feet and summoned his earth cleaver into his hand before bringing it down, “Rumbling—”

      *Crack*

      The elemental sword broke apart as Jellal came sliding in and snapped the blade in half before it could make contact. The Wizard Saint spun over the floor and landed an ax kick against the Fairy Mage’s head before jumping back up to his feet, “If you think I’m going to let you break the Tower, then think again Naruto! Meteor Dash!”

      Jellal’s form was emanating a brilliant light as he dashed forward and landed a quick strike on Naruto’s head. The blond’s body jerked back and forth as Jellal started coming in and attacking from every direction before he could react. The S-Class Mage was overwhelmed by the onslaught of strikes that shot his senses to hell before he could even react. But even though he couldn’t counter the Wizard Saint’s attacks, he covered himself in Armor strong enough to take the worst of the hits.

      With some of his sense regained from his defense, he grabbed a dark and grim-looking sword from his Requip and passed magic through it. A massive cloud of Shadow magic expanded in every direction around him, “Dark Shroud!” As the black cloud expanded, Jellal’s usually speedy form came in from one direction at a much slower velocity as he was halted by the shadow.

      The Wizard Saint’s eyes widened in shock before Naruto spun around and landed a devastating right into his chest. Jellal groaned in pain as the Shadow around them exploded away and he was sent flying backwards into a wall. He cratered it on impact and grit his teeth before dislodging himself and jumping up as Naruto followed through with a kick where he was stuck.

      “HA!”

      The blond spun around and swung his sword upward, creating a wave of Shadow magic that flew up after and around him. Jellal was blocked by the shadow strikes on all sides and couldn’t escape before they singled in from all directions. The tattooed man let out a scream of pain as he was engulfed by the attack that blocked him from sight for just a moment. Naruto caught his breath and looked up at the cloud of black magic hovering in the air with his opponent.

      Before he could react, a storm of black magic blasts shot out from the cloud and swarmed around Naruto. The Fairy Mage guarded and defended as best he could, swiping away and avoiding the worst of the attack before the blasts became more numerous and heavy.

      As Naruto escaped the onslaught, several blasts hit his body and destroyed his elemental blade. He let out a groan as the sword reverted back into bare magic.

      He was losing his arsenal. His blades were destroyed and he couldn’t focus on making them again while fighting.

      All he had was Light and Water.

      And his black blade.

      He skidded along the floor, his wounds opening up and splashes of blood staining the shimmering crystal as he summoned the sword from his Requip. He braced against the ground and yelled out in a rage, “WRAHHHHHHH!”

      The cloud of shadows finally dispersed to reveal a partially injured Jellal who flared his magic and screamed, “AHHHHHHHHH!”

      The two vanished in a burst of speed before colliding together and sending a massive shockwave out in every direction, splintering the Lacrima around them.

      Naruto’s hands and blade disappeared in a flurry of black slashes as Jellal pushed his screaming body to its limit and sped up to dodge every strike. Despite missing his opponent, the blade continued to leave trenches and cuts with just the sheer pressure.

      Jellal ducked in and landed several powerful jabs into the blond’s side before he covered his body in Armor to strengthen himself. He slammed his foot down, cracking and cratering the floor as he continued to try and land an attack on Jellal’s form. The Wizard Saint looked at the damage the blond was causing and yelled, “DAMMIT! STOP ATTACKING THE TOWER!”

      “NOT A CHANCE!” Naruto yelled back as he continued to throws attacks and strikes in every direction, in hope of either hitting Jellal’s speedy form or leave lasting damage on the Lacrima. The blond yelled out, ‘THAT’S YOUR PROBLEM JELLAL! YOU CAN’T KILL ME AND PROTECT THE TOWER AT THE SAME TIME! BUT ALL I HAVE TO DO IS DESTROY THIS PLACE AND THAT’S THE END OF IT! YOU LOSE EITHER WAY!’ He swung his sword and left a deep trench along the length of the room, “GIVE UP JELLAL! THE ONLY WAY YOU CAN FIGHT ME IS TO SACRIFICE THE THING YOU’VE GIVEN EIGHT YEARS TO COMPLETE! CAN YOU HANDLE THAT JELLAL?! CAN YOU REALLY RISK THIS FIGHT?!”

      Jellal froze in a corner of the room and watched as Naruto merely focused on destroying the surroundings and destabilizing the magic. And it was working. The Lacrima continued to shimmer and shake unstably as waves of magic started to release from their containment.

      This was what Naruto wanted.

      In order to avoid fighting his friend any further, he was willing to destroy the efforts and work he and his friends had been giving for eight years.

      And he was right. That was the only way this fight was going to end. If they continued, the Tower of Heaven would be destroyed in the process. It would all start back from square one. So what was he going to do? What could he do faced with this option in front of him.

      Naruto yelled and roared at the top of his lungs, releasing a flurry of his fastest and heaviest attacks in every direction possible to destroy what he could of the top floor. If the container was broken and the magic was released, then this place would become useless. If he destroyed the Tower, then everyone would be safe. If Jellal ran away from this, then they would just follow and capture him by whatever means necessary. He wouldn’t be able to run anymore. No matter what corner of the world he escaped to, they would find him.

      Naruto continued to attack—

      Before Jellal came flying in from one direction and slammed a hammer fist down into Naruto’s side.

      “GAAAH!”

      The blond let out a scream of pain as he was sent careening down into the floor with such force that he cratered it on impact. The blond struggled and tried to lift himself up out of the center of the crater before Jellal came rocketing down and landed both feet into his gut, Naruto letting out a pained gasp as blood spewed out from his lips. The force behind the drop was so powerful that the entire floor beneath the blond’s body fell apart and they went falling into the level below them.

      Naruto landed in a heap amongst the falling debris as it shattered and released a wave of multiple magics around him. He flinched back and tried to protect himself as he looked around for his enemy—

      He felt a tight grip come around the hand holding his sword and looked over to see Jellal grabbing his hand tightly. The blue-haired man’s voice came out in a low growl, “I can rebuild. No matter how long it takes or how much I must toil, I will remake this system again if I have to. And no matter where she runs, I will find Erza again. But right here… right now…”

      A bright light started to glow out from where Jellal was grasping his sword hand and the tattooed man looked up at him, “I’m finishing this fight with you.”

      *BOOOOOO-*

    
    

    
      *-OOOOOOOOM*

      Gray and the others looked up again as another massive explosion happened at the top of the Tower. Everyone looked up as the tip of the structure started to crumble and fall into itself as debris started to fall into the ocean.

      Wally stood up in the boat and looked up at the destruction happening inside the Tower. He asked, “What’s going on up there?”

      “They’re fighting.” Juvia answered, “They are fighting again at the top of the building. And it’s toppling down because of it.”

      “B-but that doesn’t make any sense.” Milliana muttered while looking up at the destruction and smoke, “Jellal always wanted this place to be finished. Why would he risk breaking it after so long?”

      No one knew how to answer the cat girl’s inquiry before Gray noticed something fly out of the smoke. He squinted his eyes to focus on the object that flew a far ways away from the Tower before he recognized the black blade. He moved to the edge of the boat, “Naruto’s sword!”

      The others looked up at where Gray was staring and watched the blade drop into the raging waters of the ocean. Happy flew out of the boat and quickly sped towards the ripple the blade had made before he dove into the water after it. Milliana called out in worry, “Kitty!”

      “Happy!” Lucy yelled out as well in concern for the blue cat’s reckless action.

      The group watched in a pregnant silence as they waited for some sign that the little blue cat would come up for air. After a brief moment, Happy breached the surface again and had the large black blade awkwardly held in his little arms and paws. He struggled to right himself and carry the sword properly over to the boat again before he felt it knock into the wood and it clattered into the boat.

      Lucy felt her throat hitch in panic and shook her head, “T-that is Naruto’s sword.” She shook her head and looked up at the towering structure, “Is he fighting at the top?”

      Shō tried to sit up, “What happened to Nee-San and Simon?”

      Happy immediately grabbed as much of the sword as he could as he tried to fly up before he was roughly halted. He looked down to see Gray had grabbed the handle before he could go any further, “Where are you going?”

      Happy looked down at the blade he was carrying and spoke in a anxious tone, “I gotta get this sword back up to Naruto! He needs it to fight!”

      “If you go up there, you’ll get yourself killed. In our current state, all we’d be is a burden.” Happy’s wings slowed down and he came to a quick descent into the boat before releasing the blade. Gray laid the black blade down in the boat’s floor before looking up to the sky.

      “Will he be all right without it?”

      “Naruto’s strong. And he’ll do whatever it takes to protect Erza and the others.” Gray said confidently as he waited for his friends to return, “Just watch… and hope for the best.”

    
    

    
      *Thwonk*

      Natsu grit his teeth as a large piece of Lacrima fell from above and cracked on his head. The Dragon Slayer stumbled and fell against a wall for support as Simon slowed down to a halt with Erza still lying in his arms. The scarred man was about to ask the injured Mage if he was all right before Natsu groaned, “God dammit!” He looked up and saw the Lacrima above them start to crack and shift around, “What the fuck is going on around here?”

      “It’s Naruto and Jellal.” Simon noted while looking around at the destruction being caused by their fighting. He shook his head in despair, “This place was supposed to hold in all that magic until Jellal used it for his purposes. But if the Lacrima breaks and the magic seeps out… the Etherion will escape and—”

      “Up shit without a paddle! I get it!” Natsu yelled out, ignoring the pain in his body as he noticed the shimmering light shine through the crystal. He could feel the unstable magic through every fiber of his being and knew that this thing was about to go up like a firework. The Fairy Mage furrowed his eyes, “We need to keep moving.”

      “That’s right.” Simon nodded, “We’re almost there.”

      “Simon…”

      The one-eyed man looked down at the woman in his arms when he heard her moan out weakly. Her eyes barely opened up and she tried to register where she was as she whispered, “Naruto… he…”

      “I’m sorry Erza. We couldn’t do anything to help fight Jellal like this.” Simon explained to her in hopes that she would understand.

      She still seemed delirious and blinked her eyes a few times before looking over at Natsu. The pink-haired man met her eyes and growled, “I hate it too. Jackass took my fight… but he’s gonna make it back.” Natsu nodded, “He promised he would.”

      Erza still seemed teetering on the edge of consciousness before her head dipped lower once again. They had thought the redhead had passed out again before they heard her mutter something under her breath. Natsu looked confused and leaned in to hear her speak—

      Erza’s hand shot out to grab Natsu’s scarf and Simon’s turban. The two men couldn’t register what was happening before they were suddenly lifted off their feet and thrown into the breaking wall, shattering it on contact and sending the two flying out of the Tower.

      Natsu: “WHA-AHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Simon: “ERZAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

      The S-Class Mage was still crouched on the floor after sweeping the two off their feet unexpectedly and throwing them out of the Tower of Heaven. She waited a moment before she heard two consecutive splashes hit the water below.

      She knew that was dangerous but she had hope they would be okay. They were both strong. And she understood why they would want to get her out of here. She understood why Naruto did what he did.

      But she was still pissed about it.

      And she wasn’t going to leave.

      This needed to be finished.

      Erza struggled to stand up on her feet, the pain through her leg become more apparent with each moment but she ignored it completely.

      The redhead looked back up the stairs with a burning determination settling in her eyes. She grit her teeth before sprinting up the stairwell and back up to the fight.

    
    

    
      “Grrrrahhh! Fucking! Fuck!” Naruto yelled in pain as he stumbled around in the smoke while cradling his injured and steaming hand. He looked down at his left hand, seeing the side of it was bleeding and the rest of it was somewhat burnt after Jellal had blown the sword out of his grip.

      Luckily he had braced himself with some Armor to avoid the absolute worst possibility. He had just gotten this hand back. He wasn’t ready to lose it again so quickly.

      The whiskered man slowly opened and closed his hand to make sure he still had control of it. It stung like a bitch to make a fist but it was still possible. Just as he was testing the movement of his hand, he jumped to his feet and quickly looked around to try and spot Jellal in the carnage.

      He disappeared.

      He was hiding somewhere in the smoke.

      His presence wasn’t obvious… but he was there.

      …

      Naruto turned and threw a fist behind him that struck Jellal’s cheek as the Wizard Saint’s punch crossed his and buried into his face.

      The two powerful opponents blasted away from each other from the force of their punches. Naruto bounced off the floor and created a furrow along it as Jellal was sent back crashing into a wall.

      Naruto recovered first, spitting up the blood on his tongue before sprinting across the floor as quickly as possible. He spotted Jellal trying to push himself out of the wall and leapt up like an animal before crashing into the man’s body. Jellal gasped in pain before Naruto pinned his movement on both sides and started throwing a barrage of jabs and strikes across Jellal’s face.

      *THWACK*THWACK*THWACK*THWACK*

      Jellal’s senses were completely overwhelmed by the flurry of punches as his head jerked back and forth rapidly. The Wizard Saint struggled to focus through the punches before roaring at the top of his lungs and releasing a magic shockwave that halted Naruto attacks for a moment. Jellal ripped his legs out of the wall and kicked Naruto off of him before he could attack again. In one fluid motion, Jellal ripped his arms out of the wall, dashed up into the air to grab Naruto, and brought him down in a brutal body slam on the floor.

      Naruto yelled, “AHHHH—”

      Jellal pinned the blond’s head to the floor before dashing forward and dragging him along. Naruto let out a bloodcurdling yell as he felt his face and head dig into the Lacrima as Jellal sped around the room. The Fairy Mage screamed in pain as he gathered Wind around his palm and threw it out to catch Jellal’s side, shredding through his shirt and skin as he blasted the Wizard Saint back with immense power.

      The two men took a moment to reel back and get their bearings after their attacks. Naruto was clutching part of his face to make sure he wasn’t bleeding badly after the drag as Jellal held his hand over his light but freshly bleeding abdomen wound.

      Jellal recovered first and dashed across the room with the help of Meteor. Naruto perked up when he felt Jellal charging towards him and quickly fell to the ground before kicking his feet out around him and spinning rapidly like a ball. He created a fierce wave of air around him that quickly picked up speed and channeled up into a tornado, releasing torrents of wind in every direction to hold Jellal at bay. As Naruto hit the peak of his turning he pushed up and released the tornado in every direction.

      As Jellal braced himself against the blast, Naruto sweeped his foot along the ground and kicked up dozens of Lacrima stones off the floor. He dashed in and spiked the stones up to riddle Jellal’s body as raw magic exploded against him. He quickly braced himself against the ground and launched himself upwards at sonic speed, “Storm Step!”

      He charged into Jellal’s chest and winded the Wizard Saint as he coughed up blood from the blow. He didn’t get any time to recover as Naruto grabbed his arm, spun them both around several times to gain momentum, and threw Jellal straight into the ground to crater the floor. Naruto gathered his wind around his hands and came falling down towards Jellal to attack but the tattooed man threw up his feet to intercept his hands before they could land.

      *FWOOM*

      There was a resounding shock as the two attacks negated each other and the combatants were separated. Naruto landed in a crouch, his eyes focused with determination before dashing forward and catching Jellal with a hook as the Wizard Saint started getting up.

      Naruto found his opportunity. He had caught Jellal before he could escape with his speed. The blond started landing staggering punches back and forth across Jellal’s cheeks as the man grunted in pain with each strike. Naruto ignored the pain shooting through his body as he yelled, “IT’S OVER JELLAL!”

      He stopped for just a moment and watched Jellal stumbled on his feet but still not fall. He grit his teeth and struck his friend before yelling, “JUST STOP! WE’RE DONE!”

      *THWACK*

      “THE TOWER IS BREAKING!”

      *THWACK*

      “I WON’T LET YOU TAKE ERZA!”

      *THWACK*

      “I WON’T LOSE!”

      *THUD*

      There was a resounding smack as Naruto’s fist impacted against Jellal’s palm. The blond looked at him in surprise and tried to pull back before the Wizard Saint clamped down on his fist like a vice. Jellal slowly stood up, his brown eyes peering into Naruto’s with more will and determination than ever before. Jellal scowled and slowly pulled back his fist, “Don’t think… for even a second… THAT YOU’RE THE ONLY ONE NOT WILLING TO LOSE!”

      *BAAAAM*

      Jellal’s fist dug deep into Naruto’s gut and had enough force to lift him off his feet. Jellal released his fist and watched as the blond doubled over in pain, grasping his stomach in an attempt to alleviate the pain and a choked moan escaping from his lip.

      Naruto’s eyes shuddered in pain before a mix of bile and spit spilled out of his mouth. He had taken strong punches before… and he had gotten hurt enough that he felt it through his body…

      But Jellal’s punch… it was so much stronger than he thought. It was so much heavier than he remembered.

      Before he could look up again, Jellal came in with another hook across Naruto’s face and sent him flying across the room. The whiskered Mage’s body flew before Jellal chased after him quickly, landing dozens of devastating strikes over his prone body before striking him down into the floor. Naruto’s eyes went white from the pain before Jellal kicked him up into the air, “I WON’T JUST FORFEIT EVERYTHING I’VE CHASED AFTER! I WON’T JUST GIVE UP! IF I MUST REBUILD, SO BE IT! BUT I WON’T ABANDON THIS CAUSE! NOT FOR ANYTHING!”

      He jumped up with Meteor, appearing over Naruto at the top of his arc before clasping his fists together and bringing them down on his chest, “EVEN AGAINST YOU!”

      *BAM*

      Naruto’s body rocketed down and nearly shattered the entire floor from the force as Naruto laid sprawled out from the heavy attack. He gave a pained cough and tried to lift himself up as Jellal stayed hovering over him and crossed his hands over his head. A massive black mass of magic started to swirl and gather over him with spots of light peering through the powerful darkness. An immense suction of air started swirling into the magical attack as Naruto pushed himself to his hands and knees.

      Erza struggled to climb the stairs before finally reaching the top and feeling the massive surge of air cause her red hair to billow. She looked up and saw Jellal flying overhead, a massive surge of Heavenly Body magic collecting and gathering over him. She looked on in shock before her gaze traveled down and she saw Naruto trying to lift himself to his feet.

      Her eyes widened and she reached out to grab him, “NO! NARUTO!”

      “ALTAIRIS!”

      Jellal threw the mass of black magic down on top of Naruto as a deafening explosion rocked the entire floor. The blond’s entire form was engulfed by the extraordinary attack as a shockwave spread out and cracked the entire room from the force.

      Ezra’s eyes looked on in horror as her hair blew back from the explosion. She stared hopelessly at the center of the blast before the smoke was blown away by the gust of wind passing through the broken Lacrima. The black shroud passed and revealed the massive scorch mark that covered the deep and brunt crater in the Lacrima. And in the center of it was a facedown Naruto, unmoving and completely unresponsive to the shimmering magic around him.

      Erza stood in shock and silence, her mismatched eyes void of all light as she stared at Naruto’s body. He wasn’t making a move. His chest wasn’t even moving. The injured Requip Mage just stared down in apprehensive dread at her dearest person’s defeat.

      She felt empty. Cold. Like everything was lost. Like at that moment… there wasn’t anything left in her world.

      Erza forgot about her injuries. She forgot about the pain that had crippled her and the fatigue that had gripped her. Everything that had made her slow and caused her to arrive late to his side was forgotten as she merely stepped forward with her gaze focused on his form. She reached out and muttered in an empty voice, “Naruto…”

      And slowly she watched as Jellal descended directly in her path and stood between her and Naruto. Erza seemed to acknowledge his presence as she stopped and lowered her hand.

      Jellal kept his eyes firmly on Erza as he recognized the emptiness in her once vibrant eyes and the anguish that would soon take its place. He wouldn’t dare look back at Naruto’s corpse. Naruto had fought and died for his cause. Jellal’s was just stronger. He would mourn his friend… and find some way to give him peace in the future… but not now. He had to finish what he started. He would not make his death in vain.

      “I’ve won.” Jellal announced without a shred of pride or joy to be found in his words. His gaze was sad but focused as he looked at the despondent redhead in front of him. Despite the Tower breaking and crumbling apart around them, Jellal spoke in a quiet voice as he knew Erza could hear him, ‘But the Tower of Heaven is breaking. Soon enough this whole place will come crashing down and the magic will be released.’ He spoke with a disappointed voice at the destruction of his work before he looked down at Erza, “I’ll need to rebuild… and I’ll need to take you with me.”

      “…”

      Erza didn’t respond as her head lowered and her bangs covered most of her face.

      Jellal knew he wasn’t going to get a response from her like this. He was taking her away from everything she knew… and he had just taken the most precious thing in her life away from her.

      He closed his eyes before opening them up with a bit of hope, “I can bring him back.” He noticed Erza react shuffling around on her feet as he tried reason to her, “Once I make this new world, I can find a way to bring you and him back to life. You can live in peace and tranquility for the rest of your lives. If you just come—”

      “How could we live in that world?”

      Her shaky voice finally spoke up and interrupted the Wizard Saint’s speech. She looked up, her eyes a mix of sadness, despair, and anger with tears forming in her brown eye. Her voice hitched before she shook her head, “This world you want-any world you want-if it can only be built upon the pain and death of other people, can not be considered a paradise! If I had the choice, I’d rather stay dead than live in it! And if I’m the last key to realizing it…”

      She summoned a sword into her hand and raised it as the tip nearly punctured Jellal’s chest, keeping him at bay before he could step any closer. The tears streamed from her eye and Erza grit her teeth in contempt as she shook her head, “Then I will keep resisting. As long as my body has blood and my will has a purpose, I shall stop your cause however I can.”

      Jellal slowly blinked and looked down to see a drop of blood going down his chest where the blade breached the skin. He closed his eyes, steeling himself for whatever he had to do next as he started raising his hand, “Fine…”

      “To the bitter end.”

      Suddenly, he felt a powerful grip wrap around his wrist as Jellal looked back in shock. He was pulled off his feet and lost his balance as he saw a bruised and bloody fist come down on him—

      “HAAAA!”

      Naruto’s punch struck Jellal’s cheek and slammed him into the Lacrima at their feet, splintering it under the force as the man’s cheek ripped from the force. Jellal’s body immediately reacted to the attack and he leapt as far away from the attacker as possible. His vision was blurred for a moment and he lost feeling in his face before he looked up in shock at his opponent.

      Naruto’s fist lowered in front of him, his body covered in bruises, burns, and blood as he painfully gasped and wheezed for air. There was a very faint glow of magic around him as his Armor finally faltered and his reserves depleted completely. Naruto’s held himself like he was covered in lead and sweat was dripping down his face from the exertion of fighting.

      Even so… even after taking Jellal’s destructive blast with the last of his magic and his healing factor keeping the wounds from getting worse, he looked up with a fiery focus in his eyes.

      Even with one foot in the grave, the whiskered blond clenched his fists as a steady wave of wind started to cover his hands.

      Jellal just stared at the blond man before his felt his anger start to rise. He was still fighting. He was still going this far to defy him.

      He was willing to put himself through this pain and suffering… to stop this new world from being made.

      Why?

      Why?

      Why? Why? Why?! Why?! WHY?!

      “WHY?!” Jellal roared out as his body shined with Meteor and he dashed forward at blinding speeds. Naruto grit his teeth through the pain as he yelled and started throwing punches and blasts of wind as quickly as he could. The Saint’s rage was so unyielding that Jellal didn’t even bother dodging the blasts of wind, tanking the attacks as he charged forward with a scream. He struck Naruto with a full-body charge that blew the blond and Erza off their feet from the sheer force. The Fairy Mage somehow landed on his feet before swiping his hands out and releasing a wave of sharp wind to catch Jellal.

      The blue-haired Mage paid them no mind as he barreled through them to reach the blond once again. Naruto saw the charge and raised his guard as Jellal started landing powerful punches against his form, “WHY?! WHY DO YOU KEEP PERSISTING?!” He struck Naruto’s arms, ‘WHY DO YOU KEEP FIGHTING?!’ He grazed Naruto’s ribs, “WHY DO YOU WANT TO KEEP THIS WORLD?!”

      He struck Naruto’s head and sent the blond tumbling back again as Jellal went to finish him, “THE WORLD YOU WERE TORTURED IN! THE WORLD WE SUFFERED IN! THE WORLD WE LOST EVERYTHING IN! WHY DO YOU WANT TO SAVE IT?!”

      Naruto’s eyes opened and he lurched forward, landing a devastating punch in Jellal’s sternum and yelled, “BECAUSE I LOVE THIS WORLD!”

      Jellal was blown back as Naruto dashed forward and leapt up to release a quick side and spin kick that caught Jellal in the head. The blond pushed through his pain as he yelled, “THIS IS THE WORLD I FOUND A HOME IN!” He swung his leg out and released a blade of wind that Jellal quickly leapt over, ‘THE WORLD I FOUND LOVE IN!’ He jumped forward and landed an high kick into Jellal’s chin, knocking the Wizard Saint high up into the air, “THE WOLRD I FOUND A FAMILY! A WORLD WHERE I FOUND EVERYONE! WHERE I FOUND YOU!” Naruto ran up the wall and blew out a massive gust of wind, “AND I WON’T LET IT VANISH WITHOUT GIVING ALL I HAVE TO PROTECT IT!”

      Jellal guarded and felt small but numerous cuts litter over his body. His eyes focused in contempt as he held out his hands and created another magic circle over himself and beneath Naruto. The blond braced against the wall and leapt high into the air as the attack obliterated the spot he once stood.

      Naruto hit the apex of his jump, hovering high above the remains of the broken structure as he yelled, “YOU’RE THE ONE WHOSE BEEN FANTASIZING, JELLAL! YOU’VE BEEN TRYING TO MAKE THE PERFECT WORLD, AND YOU’RE WILLING TO DESTROY THIS ONE TO DO IT! BUT I WON’T LET YOU!”

      Jellal was seething with rage as he looked up with livid fury in his eyes. Naruto started descending and propelled himself down faster with the help of his Wind. A rapid vortex formed around his fist and pulled it back, “JUST WAKE UP! AND COME BACK TO THE WORLD, JELLAAAALLLL!”

      Jellal flared his magic and launched himself upward to meet his foe as he pulled back his fist as well, “NARUTOOOOOOO!”

      Jellal and Naruto came soaring into each other at incredible speeds. The Wizard Saint was the first to strike, twisting his body and throwing his fist up so quickly he knew it’d break Naruto’s neck on contact. He knew he hit, feeling his knuckles hit Naruto’s nose and moving through to crush his head—

      But was left stunned when Naruto turned his head at the moment of contact and avoid the damage all together by moving with the strike. The deranged man could only watch in silence as Naruto twisted his entire body and his fist came down at his face. In the moment… before his fist struck… a small smile came over Jellal’s face…

      He remembered… just how strong Naruto really is.

      “RAAAHHHHHHHH!”

      Naruto’s fist hit and Jellal was blasted down towards the Tower, breaking through the floor and barreling through the levels beneath it like a meteor. Jellal’s screaming form ruined the remains of the Tower before finally cratering the ground many levels down.

      Naruto’s body went slack in the air, all the strength and adrenaline that had been pushing him this far suddenly fading from his body. He almost careened into the floor before making a rough landing and feelings his knees buckle underneath him from the weight. He fell to his knees, his breathing ragged and his eyes heavy from exhaustion before he started falling forward into unconsciousness.

      Erza came to his side and grabbed him before he could fall, letting him relax and settle against her as she spared a look to the hole their fight had created. She stared at it in amazement before looking down at the blond silently resting against her chest. A small smile formed as she carefully moved a strand of his hair out of his eyes before gently kissing the top of his head. She hugged him and whispered into his ear, “You did it.”

      *Crash*

      Ezra’s eyes widened and she looked around in panic as she felt the Tower of Heaven start to break on its foundation. The entire massive structure started to shift in place as the floor cracked and fell to the levels beneath it. The damage from their fight was finally starting to unsettle the magic and Etherion was coming loose. They didn’t have time to waste.

      Erza looked down at the unconscious blond in her arms and knew that he wasn’t going to be able to move without help. Her eyes hardened with resolve as she snaked an arm beneath his knees and lifted him up to carry him out of the crumbling prison.

      The redhead turned around and prepared to leave… before solemnly sparing a look back at the hole Jellal had been sent falling through.

      She didn’t want to leave him. Even after all the horrible things he’s done, she didn’t want to condemn him to being engulfed by the released Etherion. But considering how injured they all were, she could only risk making one trip to escape.

      …

      She closed her eyes, “I’m sorry.” Before she turned back around and quickly started making her way to the stairs. She descended them as quickly as she could as the walls and steps continued to crack underneath the stress of the unstable magic inside of them.

      A portion of the stairs in front of her cracked apart and collapsed into themselves before she could reach them. Suddenly, Erza found herself stranded between an empty gap into the next level of stairs and the collapsing level behind her. The redhead looked down at the blond in her arms and back up to her destination before holding him tightly.

      The Requip Mage bent down before leaping up, running along the stable wall for support as she made her way towards the next stable platform. She felt an agonizing pain shoot up her leg to her body and she grit her teeth as she pushed it down and forced herself forward to reach the next floor. One of her feet slipped along the wall as she lost her balance and leapt off the wall for good measure, crash landing on the floor before tiredly lifting herself up to her feet. Erza panted as she made sure Naruto was okay and kept trekking onward.

      The Fairy Mage was met with a dozen more gaps and falling sections to jump and dodge through to avoid death. And each one forced her to push through the pain as it all started to accumulate. But she powered through it, making her way down several levels before—

      *CRASH*

      A massive portion of the Lacrima over their heads broke apart and fell down over them, forcing Erza to quickly step back and trip over a warped portion of Lacrima by her foot. The redhead fell on her butt and looked around to see that their escape route was now blocked. And everything else around them was starting to become deformed and warped by the instability of the Etherion moving around inside it.

      Erza looked around in a frenzy for another way out, her chest heaving as she felt like her lungs burn like they were on fire. There were no more places to run through. Every path was blocked by broken rubble or the morphed Lacrima. They had no other clear options.

      The redhead looked towards one wall and considered breaking it down and jumping into the ocean. Could the Tower take any more damage before breaking like the time bomb it was? And even if she did manage to break it down, could they survive the jump? She was injured badly and Naruto was even worse. But if she aimed for the water…

      …

      It didn’t matter. Erza’s face twisted in anger as she realized that no matter what happened, they weren’t going to make it.

      They weren’t going to be able to escape the blast when the Tower of Heaven finally broke and released the magic. And considering the magic in the air and the glow of the crystal that was similar to when the attack initially happened, they didn’t have long before it exploded.

      They couldn’t escape.

      She just hoped her friends had escaped far enough away from the blast to be safe. But considering they were her friends… she doubted they were very far away.

      Erza panted before trying to calm her breathing, sparing a look down at the unconscious man in her arms as a wave of regret and sadness overtook her. She didn’t want it to end like this for all of them. The Tower of Heaven was finally destroyed. Her friends were freed from their prison. Naruto had stopped Jellal and they were finally relieved of this horrible nightmare.

      But now they were all going to die because of this place. Because this stupid place couldn’t contain the magic.

      …

      Contain the magic.

      Erza eyes slowly widened before she looked over her shoulder at a massive Lacrima wall at her back. Jellal wanted to use her body to become one with the magic and resurrect Zeref. If she could become one with the magic, could she redirect it? Control it? Make it so it doesn’t explode?

      She had no idea. But with no other available options…

      Erza looked down at her unconscious lover and gently laid a kiss on his lips. She carefully lowered him to the floor, praying that if this worked, he would at least survive. The redhead S-Class Mage pushed herself up to her feet and cautiously made her way to the wall, ignoring the deafening crashes and buzzing through the air as she set herself on her mission. She carefully raised her hand before pressing against it, letting her hand slowly slip into the Lacrima like a liquid once again.

      It was unbearably cold for just a moment, before an uncomfortable warmth filled it’s place.

      She forced herself further in, taking a sharp inhale of air at the stinging and uncomfortable sensation passing through her every cell. The horrifying mix of feelings finally came to an end as she was fully engulfed by the warped crystal, sensing the overwhelming magic that encompassed her.

      Naruto’s eyes finally peeled open as he felt an unnatural hum through the air before the ground beneath him started to shake and move. He blinked his eyes a few times to make sure he was awake before slowly pushing himself up on his hands and knees, forcing himself to take it slow as his whole body was throbbing with pain. The blond finally looked around at the unfamiliar sight around him as he tried to remember what had happened.

      Him and Jellal had fought and Erza came in. He had roared and hit Jellal with the very last of his strength. He was falling through the air before everything just went black. So what happened after that?

      As the whiskered man looked around for something familiar, his eyes finally landed on the sight of Erza being taken in by the crystal in front of her. His eyes blinked a few times before they widened in shock, “E-Erza?” His sense kicked back in and he tried to dash after her, “Er-ah!”

      Erza turned around in the Lacrima when she heard her name beinging yelled out. She saw Naruto falling over his feet from exhaustion before catching himself. He seemed to move forward in a mix of a run before coming down into a kneel and crawl. He was trying to reach her despite the pain in his body, “Naruto, you need to stop.”

      Naruto fell on his knees and desperately gasped for air before looking up at her through the crystal, “W-what are you doing?! Get out of there quick!”

      Erza sadly shook her head, “I can’t.” She motioned to their surroundings, “The Tower of Heaven is collapsing. If I don’t do anything, we’ll all die from it. But at least this way there’s a chance I can channel the magic elsewhere and protect you.”

      “Then let me do it! We can do it together” Naruto exclaimed as he finally reached the wall she was floating in and tried to force himself in to no avail. He kept pressing his hands further against the stone as he strained, “If I can just get in there a help, m-maybe-maybe we can-DAMMIT LET ME IN!”

      “Naruto stop!” Erza yelled back, her eye watering as she watched him desperately scrape and press against the wall like he was digging into it. She calmed the tremble in her voice and shook her head, ‘You can’t do everything, Naruto. You’re too injured now and you don’t have anymore magic.’ Naruto’s struggle steadily started to end before he lowered his hand and slumped down to his knees in front of the wall. Erza stayed floating in the crystal and spoke calmly to ease his pain, “You did it. You freed us, Naruto. You stopped Jellal. And you brought this horrid place crashing down. You finally did what we all have been dreaming for eight years to do. You saved us. So please… let me save all of you as well.”

      “B-but.” Naruto looked up at her through the crystal as his tears streamed down his face unbidden. He shook his head, ‘I can’t lose you. I don’t want to lose you too.’ He shook his head and pressed his palm up against the wall in one last attempt to force himself through. It was for nothing before looking up at her and pleading, “Please don’t go.”

      The redhead struggled to find the will to follow through with her duty as she wanted to go to his side and run. She didn’t want to leave. She wanted to run with him and the others back to their home. She wanted to live.

      Erza felt the sensation in her arms and legs start to fade as she could feel the magic finally start to assimilate and fuse with her.

      The redhead closed her eyes and took in a calming breath before looking down at the crying blond. A beautiful smile came over her face as a tear came down from her eye. She reassured him, “Naruto, it’s okay. It’ll all be okay. You’ve protected me for so long. Now please, let me protect you too.”

      He shook his head, “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “And I don’t want to lose you either.” She answered back immediately before smiling, “But it will all be okay. I’ll protect all of you. So please… just smile. Keep fighting. Keep living… for me.”

      Naruto’s tears overflowed as he leaned his head against the Lacrima, cursing himself for being unable to continue with his injuries. He looked up at her and Erza gave him one last smile, conveying all the love and joy he had given her after all these years before whispering loud enough for him to hear.

      “I love you.”

      The light within the Lacrima finally reached its peak as Erza slowly closed her eyes. The last thing she saw was Naruto screaming furiously as he pounded his fist against the Lacrima wall to try and breach it, screaming out her name despite it being drowned out by the hum.

      She felt the unimaginable magic consume her as she closed her eyes and moved it with her mind. She struggled, letting out a soundless scream as she aimed the magic upwards. The light consumed her… the sounded faded around her…

      And once again…

      The world just disappeared around her.
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    44. Moments in Heaven

    
      It is said that when someone finds their soulmate, their other half, the second part that completes their life, they become more than they ever did by themselves.

      They become whole.

      They become one.

      They are faced with many challenges and hardships during their time together.

      They hopefully laugh and love being with each other.

      They will undoubtedly have problems and argue with each other.

      Some see this as a step down towards the two separating. Others suggest that if they can worry and scream about the other, that just means they are that much closer.

      Whatever it means, these two must always be ready to face the good and bad together.

      That’s probably why it’s always addressed in marriage ceremonies now that I think about it.

      But there is something so puzzling about finding yourself complete with another person.

      When you find that one person that connects you to the world, you become someone different, someone better. So when that person is taken from you…

      What do you become then?

      I can’t remember where I read that line. I believe it was in one of the books Levy lent me some time ago when we were younger.

      I had never known what love felt like back then so for a brief period that subject intrigued me.

      That’s not true. I knew what love was. I loved the man that protected me and sheltered me in that terrible dungeon from those horrible monsters. I loved those friends I made that made those dark, dreary days just a little bit more bearable. I loved my guild for accepting the broken shell I was when I arrived and filling it with hope and love until I didn’t have to feel the darkness of the Tower of Heaven anymore.

      But I didn’t know this love expressed in that book. The love between people that made it unbearable to be separated. The love that apparently only two people could share together.

      I didn’t know what it was like… until I found him again.

      Something about seeing him again filled me with so much warmth and happiness. I was angry and sad that he had disappeared from my life for so long. But I was just so much happier to see him again.

      When he was taken from me, I was someone who was just afraid to face the new and strange world I found myself in alone.

      And when he was returned to me, I felt like a part of myself returned as well as so much more.

      It wasn’t the same love told in those books at the time, but over the years it steadily grew into that love.

      I thought I was wrong.

      I thought I might have been confused and just misunderstood what I felt.

      But when we lost our loved one and I nearly lost him again I knew if he disappeared, I wouldn’t be the same person I was when he was around. A part of me would be broken.

      I let that feeling simmer and build inside me, just content being at his side and staying by him along the way. For some time I thought we were growing apart and I prepared for the idea that he might not ever think of me the same way I did him…

      But then he took me out to the country. We found my home and I felt like I was finally embraced by my parents. I became angry with him. He became angry with me. We fought. I confessed. We talked. We made love…

      And he said he loved me too.

      I blanked. I couldn’t express what I felt. It was happiness and anxiety and fear and hope and joy and trepidation all in the same instant.

      It was love.

      We became one.

      I never wanted to be away from him. And I believed he never wanted to be away from me. We stay together in the guild and I had never felt so happy.

      And then I was here.

      …

      I’m… I’m not quite sure… how I got here… when did I get here?

      Where was here anyway?

    
    

    
      I finally opened my eyes and the first thing I saw was a blinding light. It actually hurt that I needed to shield them again almost instantly. But after a moment, they adjusted well and saw that I was in…

      I’m… not sure. This whole place is… strange. The area surrounding me was a completely empty space filled with nothing but changing shades of yellow and white. It was like I was in a cloud.

      I looked down and I saw I was just floating in this spot without any help from any outside source. It kind of felt like I was swimming but there wasn’t even any resistance from water.

      Air! I-I wasn’t breathing! I…

      I wasn’t breathing. I didn’t need air.

      I looked over myself and saw I was now wearing some kind of white dress instead of my normal clothes. I was no longer wearing the ripped up bandages or pants from my fighting outfit. And I tried to summon another set of armor from my inventory but nothing happened.

      How did I get here?

      The last thing I remembered was… I was in the Tower of Heaven… and—

      “Oh no!”

      I felt an overwhelming sense of dread fill my stomach as I remembered that the Tower was cracking and falling around me and Naruto. I looked around for something—

      Before remembering what I did.

      My confusion and dread was quickly replaced with sadness and despair. The last thing I remember before all that magic surrounded me was…

      I remember Naruto looking up at me… screaming my name and crying for me to get out before it was too late. But considering my surroundings and my failure to get out of the crystal when he asked…

      I’m… I’m dead.

      I died trying to divert that magic somewhere it wouldn’t hurt people.

      I turned around in my empty space and saw no other figures or objects in this nothingness. Hopefully that meant that Naruto and the others had made it out alive. Dammit, I hated not knowing.

      But where am I?

      I immediately thought this place might be Heaven, with all the beautiful lights and clouds around me, but if that were true then why was I alone?

      There were far more kind and benevolent and deserving people to go into Heaven besides me. So why was it so empty?

      My mind immediately went to another solution, like Purgatory or Limbo. Or Nirvana? A personal Heaven? But even with all my speculation, the truth was that nothing was going to change my current situation.

      I was here now.

      I was dead.

      And I was alone now.

      For some reason a small smile came over my face. It wasn’t me smirking at my situation or deriding my circumstance. It was just…

      All things considered… this was peaceful.

      It was warm. Calming. I closed my eyes and leaned back to feel like… like I was floating in warm water. Like a bath.

      No wonder people always seemed so interested in speculating what the afterlife would be like. It was beautiful.

      But nothing could get rid of this longing and regret turning in my stomach.

      I would never be able to go home to Fairy Tail. I would never get to go back and see Fairy Hills. I wouldn’t get to fall asleep in our bed in Naruto’s house.

      I still had that book Levy had lent me to read. It was past the climax and I was getting into the final act and now I’ll never know how it ends. There was that new style cake at the shop they were going to introduce that had the new frosting and filling in it. I was really looking forward to that. There were so many new weapons and armor ideas I had that I wanted to introduce to the blacksmith but those were useless now.

      …

      I’ll never see anyone again.

      I’ll miss the guild. I’ll miss sitting down with everyone and laughing at their stories. I’ll miss seeing Natsu and Gray have their friendly little spats. I’ll miss helping everybody out by telling them how I think they could improve themselves and their technique.

      I’ll miss Natsu and Gray and Lucy and Happy and going on missions with them. I’ll miss sitting at the counter and chatting with Mira as Elfman proudly states how he will continue to get stronger and Lisanna supports him as readily as she always did. I’ll miss Levy’s quiet moments of reading while Jet and Droy argue and boast about who did the most work in the last mission. I’ll miss the scent of Wakaba’s pipe mixing in the air while Macao teaches Romeo how the Mage world worked. I’ll even miss Master and Cana’s constant drinking.

      I’ll miss tucking Koyuki in at night and reading her stories. I’ll miss taking a bath with her as she splashes around in the water before we sit together as I brush her hair. I’ll miss the way she cuddles up to me and takes a nap once we’re finished cleaning up her toys. I’ll miss seeing her and Mahiro hug and laugh with each other when they see each other again. I’ll miss Mahiro hugging me tightly and telling me how proud she is of my work like how a mother always does for a child.

      I’ll miss Naruto. I’ll miss our kisses. I’ll miss the times we fell asleep together. I’ll miss the times we didn’t sleep. I’ll miss the special pastry treats he bought and gave me when he knows I’m mad he didn’t do the laundry. I’ll miss surprising him with ramen when I wanted to convince him to go shopping with me for new armors. I’ll miss his laugh. His smile. His warmth. His love.

      I just… I want to see that all again. Just once.

      “Oh, for fuck sake.”

      Naruto!

      I opened my eyes when I heard Naruto’s voice and I twisted in the air so I was floating upright. The blank space around me had changed into a familiar bathroom as Naruto stood in front of the mirror… dressed up in a suit? He was alive?! What—

      I suddenly realized that I was in the bathroom of Naruto’s home on the edge of town. And he was getting dressed in a formal suit and struggling to tie his tie around his neck. He always had trouble with that and needed my help to do it. I floated there for a moment and tried to think why—

      …

      Was… was he going to my funeral?

      Did I even have a body to bury?

      “Okay, i-it’s over and around, then you-you twist it over like that and—”

      I looked back over and saw he had wrapped part of the knot around his finger. I stifled a laugh and covered my mouth at the sheer annoyance and peeved expression he showed at his failure to do so. He started jerking his hand out of the knot and pulled the whole thing over his head before he turned around and—

      Walked through me and out the door.

      My laughter immediately died out as I looked over myself in horror. I quickly touched myself all over to see I could still feel myself like I was physical. I quickly looked to the frame of the door and swung my arm out, watching in shock as it just passed through the wall and wood like air.

      I’m… a ghost.

      Well… that was unnerving. It was certainly interesting to be able to move through solid object and phase through things but—

      But I’m invisible. Naruto turned, looked at me, and walked right through me.

      …

      Oh god… I’m really gone.

      As that revelation started to sink in and I was still amazed I wasn’t having a more severe panic attack, I turned around and floated across the hall into the bedroom Naruto had walked into in a huff.

      I entered and floated in wait as I saw Naruto pace around our bedroom and grumble to himself. He looked down at the tie in his hand and groaned before tossing it to the end of the bed before he sat down on it. I watched him sigh and fall back on the bed before he just seemed to drone out like he did when he thought no one was listening-which was technically true in this sense.

      “I hate ties. Ties are the worst. They always get too tight and I feel like someone’s got their stupid hands around my neck like they’re trying to choke me.” I watched him rub his neck and grumble, “Why don’t I ever remember how to tie that stupid thing.”

      I rolled my eyes and shook my head in confusion as well. We had so many jobs where we had to dress up fancy and he needed to wear a tie. And despite all my guidance and help and showing him each step to do it, he still always forgot. I’m not even sure where I learned to tie a tie but I knew it better than him. I floated down and over the other side of the bed to mimic like I was sitting on it, even if it was only for myself. I shook my head, “I always had to help you finish your tie.”

      “You always helped me do it! Because I sucked at it!”

      Did-did he just respond to me? I looked over my shoulder to see him cover his face and moan into his hands. The shred of hope that grew in my chest left when I realized he was probably just talking to himself. I did that sometimes too. But even so…

      I turned a little more to talk to him, “I wish I could have taught you to do it better. That was my fault for not being stricter with you.”

      “I mean what’s the point of ties! They’re so useless and stupid!”

      “I always thought you looked kind of charming while wearing one.”

      “I look like a dumbass wearing one!”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Maybe I should just skip wearing one?” I watched him fall back and relax into his side of the bed before questioning, “Would you be mad if I went without wearing a tie?”

      I just stared at him for a moment in silence before I looked back at the bed. I positioned myself onto my side of the bed and turned over so it was like I was facing him while lying on my pillow. It felt like old times. When we would just lay in bed and talk. I spoke softly, “I think you know how I’d be if you did that.”

      Naruto just seemed to think in silence before he turned as well to lay on his side and face me directly. He shrugged while looking directly into my eyes, “You’d probably get real upset, chew my ear off, give that little expression that’s a mix of a glare and a cute pout, and then I’d fold and do it anyway.”

      I could feel myself smiling, “You know me so well.”

      …

      …

      …

      “I miss you.”

      When he said that, I noticed a underlining tremble and hitch in his voice. I could hear something in his tone and I could tell he looked so sad staring at me. I felt like tears were going to come to my eye as I raised my hand to reach out to him. I just… for a moment—

      “Onii-chan.”

      I phased through the bed and quickly turned around to see Koyuki standing in the doorway with a sad look on her face, she was wearing a little black dress with a black hat on top as well. She looked so beautiful but I couldn’t appreciate it at all with that melancholic expression on her face. I had never seen her look like that before. Not even when Mahiro had to leave.

      Naruto kneeled down right in front of her and looked her over before smiling, “You look perfect, Koyuki. Absolutely perfect.” He looked around for a clock before nodding, “Okay, we’ll need to leave soon. Just sit in the living room while I finish getting ready, okay?”

      She pulled on his sleeve and kept holding it tight in her little fingers, “Onii-chan.”

      Naruto turned back to look at her and I felt a wretched cold fill my chest as tears started coming down from her eyes. She whimpered out and tried to stop sobbing as her tiny voice broke, “O-Onii-chan, t-tell me again. W-why did Onee-chan have to go? Why can’t she come back?”

      Oh… oh no.

      Naruto seems just as horrified as I did before he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He bent down a little further to look Koyuki in the eyes as she hiccuped and couldn’t stop her crying. He held her little shoulders gently and spoke to her in a calming tone, “Koyuki… you know what kind of person she was. Erza… she protected people. She was a hero and always did what she could to save them. This time she saved us and…”

      He stopped, struggling to find a way to explain my death to Koyuki before he smiled, “And we couldn’t save her before it was too late.” I saw Koyuki tear up again before Naruto gently lifted her chin and smiled at her, “C’mon, I know this is scary, but it gets better sweetie. I promise.”

      Koyuki gave a sniffle and let out a little cry before nodding.

      Naruto looked at her sadly, “Erza wouldn’t want us to keep crying and be sad. She’d want us to be happy. It hurts Koyuki… but we owe it to Erza to be happy, okay?”

      She nodded, “Okay.”

      I saw Naruto smile and move her hat out of the way before kissing her on her forehead, “I love you.”

      She gave a sad nod, “I love you too.”

      Koyuki walked out of the bedroom and out of my sight as Naruto let out a heavy sigh and pushed himself up to his feet. His shoulders seemed to slump and he was slow before he turned around and grabbed his tie. He wrapped it around his neck and prepared to try and fix it again.

      I came floating over in front of him and overlapped my hands with his, noticing that he seemed to stop and think for a moment when I did. I blinked in surprise and looked up at him before I slowly started to move my hands, Naruto’s hands moving in perfect sync with mine as we tied his tie.

      After a moment, he tightened it around his collar and it was perfect. I floated backwards and looked him over as he held the longest end of his tie and stood silently. He finally came out of his thoughts and walked right past me before turning off the lights.

      I looked back to see him stand in the doorway for a moment before saying over his shoulder, “I’ll be back.”

      And the room went pitch black as he closed the door.

      *CRASH*

    
    

    
      I was startled by the sudden thunderclap before I heard the deafening roar and torrential rain coming down around me. The rain did nothing to me and merely moved through me but I was so shocked by the sudden change of my surroundings that I didn’t realize where I was for a moment. Until I finally noticed…

      This was the graveyard… behind Kardia Cathedral.

      Except there were so many people filling up the usually empty graveyard.

      I immediately recognized the members of Fairy Tail standing in the front rows with funeral wear adorned for my service. After that there were many familiar and friendly faces from around the town I knew that I talked with regularly. Beyond that there were other individuals and people that had known of me or I had met on some occasion enough to be referred to as an acquaintance.

      Members of Blue Pegasus and Quatro Cerberus were attending as well. I spotted Bob-San and Goldmine-San standing in the crowd with solemn expressions, Bob-San dabbing his eyes to clear the tears out before they ruined his makeup.

      I floated over the back of the crowd some more and spotted someone I really didn’t expect to see.

      Mystogan was standing just at the entrance to the church, far behind the last row of people that had come to my funeral. I knew it was him because Master and Naruto had described him to me. I had never shared a word with him, and I wished I could have met him directly to thank him for helping out with Phantom… but I was honored that he came to say goodbye.

      Even further back and hiding in the alley between two buildings I saw Laxus leaning against a wall and looking towards the graveyard. He seemed to furrow his eyes before turning around and walking down the alley and away from here entirely. It was hard talking to him. And he had become increasingly difficult to talk to over the years… but I’m glad he came. For whatever reason he had.

      I quickly turned around and floated back over the ground before reaching the front rows of my service. I spotted Lisanna silently sobbing and being comforted by Elfman as Mira had her head hung with a sad expression on her face. Cana, Macao, and Wakaba’s were giving a silent prayer as Levy seemed to keep back her tears with Jet and Droy at her side. I finally reached the first row and saw Gray and Lucy stand beside each other in black outfits while Naruto stood beside Koyuki as she gripped the seam of his pants for support.

      I heard the priest finish his prayer and step aside to give room for another speaker. I looked down in confusion…

      Before I saw Master Makarov take a few steps forward to stand directly in front of my gravestone.

      Here Lies Erza Scarlet

      Friend

      Love

      Hero

      They… they placed me right beside Hashirama-San.

      “Erza Scarlet… was certainly a difficult young woman to know.” Master spoke as his voice carried over the rain and reached the ears of everyone who was listening, “At times she was our only voice of reason in a crowd of loonies. Others, she was the loudest voice in that crowd. She could be as kind as a saint. Or as scary as a tyrant. Sometimes you couldn’t tell when she was either. Erza… was capable of boundless love for her friends and dearest people. Her honor has inspired and led us through many hard times. And her compassion shall never be forgotten as long as Fairy Tail continues to stand. Her love… will stay with us for the rest of our lives. And may we hope our love, in return, can help her find peace.”

      …

      It did Master. I wanted to say that-I wanted to say those words even though no one would be able to hear me-but the words stayed on my tongue because I noticed him lower his head after saying those words. His face blocked from my sight as his shoulders seemed to tremble.

      “Erza—” I heard him say in a shaky voice, “No parent ever thinks of experiencing the horror of burying their own child. But I must do that now. I wish I could be strong, and stand here while singing of your beauty and your courage and telling people just how wonderful you are. And I know you think I should stay as the old man that always seemed so strong to you. But please understand, at this moment, I just want to be the parent that mourns the loss of his child. I’m sorry.”

      Master. I—

      I heard a shuffle of feet and the clanking of metal and looked aside with some others to see a group of Rune Knights standing at attention. They were escorting the Magic Council with black garments to protect them from the rain and somber expressions on their faces. Standing beside them was Mahiro, dressed in her Rune Knight uniform and carrying a bouquet of different flowers in her arms. Her head was hung slightly as I couldn’t see her eyes in the rain and she didn’t seem to pay any mind to the fact she was getting soaked.

      I saw Org-Sama step forward and bow his head politely before announcing to the crowd, “Erza Scarlet… her bravery and sacrifice have done so much to benefit our country and our world. Without her help, the damages and pain-the sheer amount of peoples’ lives that may have been destroyed or affected by what happened out there in the ocean is incalculable. The lives of the people of Fiore are indebted to her for her sacrifice.”

      No. I don’t deserve their thanks like that. I wasn’t even thinking of those people when I did it. I’m happy no one else was hurt but I was merely thinking of my friends at that moment.

      “So, we wish to honor her forever for her sacrifice and commemorate this hero who risked her life for the salvation of so many. Erza Scarlet… we hereby wish to honor you with a permanent position upon the Ten Wizard Saints. And we give you a bouquet of flowers… a flower picked from every town and city in the country… as a thanks from every person in Fiore for your sacrifice. Captain.”

      Mahiro slowly marched forward and stood silently in front of my gravestone. She quietly kneeled down and placed the varied bouquet on the other beds of flowers placed around it. I saw Mahiro linger and stay crouched in front of my grave before gently running a hand over the top of it. I saw her stand up and shake a little with tears in her eyes as she took a sharp breath in, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t get to say goodbye.”

      “M-Mama.”

      Mahiro turned around and saw Koyuki shivering and failing to hold back her tears. She turned around and moved to her side before kneeling down and hugging Koyuki tightly, comforting her while she cried out into her armor.

      There were a few more moments before the many back rows and gathered people started to file out through the exits and entrances after attending the ceremony. A few people gave their apologies to my friends before the only people left in the cemetery were those from Fairy Tail and the dead that were already here.

      It was deadly silent as I looked over the crowd and saw everyone just standing in silence, some teetering on the edge of tears and others just stone-faced as they didn’t want to weep sadly. I just hovered and looked out to all the people that had come to say goodbye. But I noticed that nowhere in the crowd could I see—

      “Natsu wait!”

      Many of the others in the crowd and I looked over and saw Natsu making his way through the cemetery with an intense glare on his face. I saw him snarl in anger and shake his head, “This is bullshit! It can’t be true! It can’t! She can’t be gone!”

      “Natsu!”

      “What are you doing?!”

      “Lower your voice!”

      Several of our guildmates yelled out to him at his sudden appearance and his anger for whatever reason. I saw Natsu grit his teeth and look over at my gravestone before he started making his way towards it. If there was anything I knew about Natsu, it was that I could tell the look he made when he spotted something he wanted to break.

      “No!”

      Natsu’s arms, legs, and chest were grabbed and bound by our friends as they tried to stop him from doing anything. He thrashed around in their hold and yelled, “Fucking let go of me! She isn’t dead! She can’t just be dead!” He leaned through their pulling and roared, “Wake up Erza! Wake up god dammit!”

      “N-Natsu, please stop.”

      I heard Lisanna sob out as Mira also started to cry into her hands.

      Lucy’s composure cracked and Gray wrapped an arm around her shoulder to comfort her.

      Natsu forced his arms out and knocked the others to the ground as he marched over to attack my grave, “You can’t die! You were always the strongest! The scariest! You were always the one that could do anything! So I’m not gonna believe you could just die!” I heard his voice crack and tears fill his eyes as he yelled, “I won’t—”

      *THWACK*

      Naruto came running in and punched Natsu’s cheek hard enough that he fell to the floor. I just watched in silence as Natsu pushed himself up in the dirt and mud as Naruto grabbed his collar and yelled, “Stop it! It’s over Natsu! She’s gone!”

      “She can’t be!” Natsu yelled back and shook his head, “There has to be something! She-she can’t be dead Naruto.”

      “She is.” I heard him quietly respond as his arms lost their tension and he lowered the hold on Natsu’s collar. I saw Naruto’s head dip and he shook his head, “She’s gone Natsu. And we can’t bring her back. She’s gone, and we’re still here. She did what she did… to save our lives. So we have to smile. We have to be happy and live every day to the fullest. We have to be strong… because… because otherwise—”

      I floated down to see his face, and my body went cold when I saw the tears going down his cheeks.

      “Otherwise all she’ll see are the people she sacrificed her life for crying and wasting her death.”

      W-what?

      I heard more people around me start to break into sobs and crying.

      Naruto let go of Natsu all together and he fell to his knees as Natsu cried on the ground.

      N-no. Not this. T-this wasn’t supposed to happen.

      Naruto, h-he was struggling with his voice and huffing for air.

      This isn’t right.

      Their cries start to overwhelm the sound of pouring rain.

      I-I wasn’t—

      “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Naruto threw back his head and cried, “AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Please. P-please stop. This wasn’t what I wanted. I-I knew it was going to be hard, b-but I just wanted to protect all of you.

      Please don’t cry. Don’t cry for me.

      My eyes watered and I covered my mouth while shaking my head. Not this. I didn’t want this. I wanted them to be happy. I wanted them to live their lives. I-I—

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “You shouldn’t have to be.”

    
    

    
      I opened my eyes and realized I was in the white space again. Naruto nor anyone else I knew was visible in my sights, and I just arrived here again like when I arrived in the bedroom and the graveyard. But this time was different.

      There was a new voice that had spoken to me. I turned around and tried to spot the new arrival before my eyes landed on two people floating far enough away that I couldn’t quite see their faces. There were people here? I just focused on getting answers and yelled, “Who are you?! Show yourselves!”

      One was a male that sounded unsure, “I guess she doesn’t recognize us.”

      The other was female and seemed doubtful of his speculation, “No! Give it a sec! It’ll totally click!”

      The two strangers floated into my sight and I kept vigilant of what they may do. They came up in front of me and I… I-I just… they…

      …

      I… I knew them.

      The woman was a lovely lady with long hair as bright red as mine with beautiful lilac eyes. She was wearing a dress similar to mine and she looked so young and youthful as she smiled and nodded towards me with a big grin.

      The taller man beside her was wearing a white suit instead. He had shorter black hair and brown eyes with a more reserved smile than the woman. But even though he wasn’t grinning as wide as her, he still looked at me with sheer happiness.

      I recognized them. Almost immediately. I had seen them before.

      I had looked at their pictures so much that their faces were burned into my mind.

      The woman was Erika Sotō and the man was Kazuya Sakumina.

      They… t-they were—

      “Mother? Father?”

      I didn’t even realize that I had said that before Erika-I-I mean my mother collided into me and hugged me tightly. H-her hug was really, really tight as I felt an unusual pressure around my arms and chest. I was really happy that I wasn’t breathing in his place, “Kyaa~! She recognizes us~! See! See Kazu! I told you she would! Awwww~, my baby girl knows who I am!”

      I wheezed out through the powerful hug, “O-of course I do.”

      “Okay Erika, you were right.” My… my father came up to her side and rubbed her shoulders as the grip quickly loosened, ‘Now you might wanna let her go before she pops.’ My mother shrugged and released me so I was facing my father directly. He was taller than me by maybe a head, about the size of Naruto as he quickly hugged me too and whispered by my ear, “I’m really happy you do know who we are. We were… very scared that we would have to explain that to you.”

      I was startled by their arrival and their sudden affectionate displays but…

      But this hug…

      It felt as-no, it was even better than I thought it would be. I returned the hug and leaned further into it so I could feel my father’s affection. After a moment the hug ended and we separated. I was sad that it had to stop but I had so many questions to ask. I tried to compose myself and looked between them, “I-um-I recognize you both because I found the pictures in your journal and our old home.”

      “See, I told you she would read them.” My mother jabbed my father in his side as he looked aside with a strange expression, “And you were worried that she wouldn’t.”

      “It was a legitimate worry. I thought she would be worried about reading the stories of the people she never knew.”

      “Well she did. Are you happy?”

      My father seemed embarrassed and looked away as my mother smiled and poked him with her elbow. They seemed so young… so energetic… this must have been what they were like before they died.

      “I… I loved reading about your adventures and what you did. The both of you.” I spoke up, a little hesitant and flustered to be saying that to them, “They inspired me to become a better Mage and a better help to people in need.”

      They both looked at me in surprise but my mother smiled and got up close enough to my face that our noses almost touched, “Really? You really liked them?” I nodded, “Hehe. Yeah, Kazu did a pretty good job writing down all our stories and stuff. I mean it only really got interesting when I popped in and we teamed up but every story needs some build up.”

      Father looked nonplussed at the idea that the rest of his journal was just a prologue. But he seemed to smile again and looked at me, “I saw near the end there that it wasn’t just my journal you’ve picked up.”

      I didn’t know what he—

      “Oh. You mean Kusanagi and Excalibur, correct?” They nodded and I nodded in return, “They are both magnificent blades. Sturdy and sharp and the way you both could channel your magics into them to create a nullifying effect for them was amazing. I read that you made them so that only you both could use them to their full potential. I didn’t realize that if I tried—”

      “We always wanted to pass them onto you when you got older.” My father stated.

      My mother continued, “We had a specialist modify them so that it wasn’t just our magics that activated them. When you touch them, and if your magic ever activated one day, they would pass on to you and you could use them to their best ability.” She smiled and shrugged, “I just didn’t think it’d take you this long to use them.”

      “I never used them before because I wished to keep them pristine and perfect. As mementos to you both. But now I realize that was wrong. They weren’t prizes. They were blades that needed to be used for the greater good. If I knew they felt so perfect when I fought with them I would have used them much sooner.” I then blinked and looked between them both, “What do you mean when you say ‘near the end’?”

      “We were buried on that island. We died on it. We hovered there and could keep watch on it even when we moved on.” My father answered with a pensive gaze as he looked down sadly, “We saw what happened after we died. The years you were stuck there. The way you were brought back. When you had to fight and give yourself up. We could see that.”

      He sounded so sad saying that and even my mother looked despondent as she looked at me apologetically, “I’m sorry we couldn’t protect you from that place. We’re sorry we left you in that place alone. We were trying to find a way to get out and we did what we could but—”

      “I know.” I grabbed both of their hands and squeezed them gently to convey my understanding. I looked between them both as they looked back at me, ‘I understand why you both did it. It was for my sake you tried to break out of the Tower.’ I-um-I started welling up talking about their sacrifice with them as my eye started watering. I had thought this situation through in my dreams so many times but actually doing it, “I’m sorry you died because of that. I—”

      “Don’t apologize.” My mother said as she quickly grabbed me in another, less constricting hug and held me tightly. I found myself hugging her in return without thought, “We did what we did because we didn’t want you to be stuck in a world like that. But because we did that you had to go through the rest of your life without parents. We’re sorry we abandoned you.”

      “Please don’t say that.”

      I hugged my mother back as much as I could as I heard her sniffle on my shoulder to hide her tears. I could see father at the other side looking off and trying to keep his composure.

      It was true that when I was growing up, I was angry that they had left me alone in that place. I didn’t know how I would react when I would see them again but I knew I would be angry. But when I grew up and realized that they had died trying to find a way for us to escape from the Tower of Heaven and in their last moments were thinking of me… I was still angry. Not for as long as I was before but for a moment I was filled with so many emotions I couldn’t discern what was what. In the end… I understood what they did and… and I was happy to have such parents that would be brave enough to do that. I always imagined them as heroes. They were, in every sense of the word.

      But there was just something wrong with this.

      It wasn’t just me. I wasn’t just the one having these feelings. My parents too regretted not being able to go back and see me. Those feelings I had when I thought I would never be able to see them again… I just saw Naruto and the others go through that as well. W-was that real? Did I leave them to go through the same feelings I went through?

      Did I… was I right to do what I did?

      “It wasn’t all bad.” My mother said over my shoulder before pulling back into my sight with a smile on her face. She grinned, “You have made some truly amazing friends. Haven’t you?”

      …

      I smiled in return, “Yes. Fairy Tail. There were so many amazing and kind people there.” I didn’t even realize I had reached up to hold my bicep with my tattoo over it before looking down to see it wasn’t there anymore. Of course it wouldn’t be. What was I expecting?

      My father nodded his head in agreement, “Your friends were very brave. And they cared for you so much that they were willing to brave that hellhole to bring you home. Most people can’t find companions like that in their entire lives. You were very fortunate.”

      I nodded. Yes. I was very lucky to have met them.

      “Not just them.” My mother said in a different tone of voice as she seemed to chuckle and raise her eyebrows in expectation, “That was quite the guy to fall in love with, huh?”

      I smiled, “Yeah. He was a great person too.”

      “Hmm.” Father had a strange frown on his face and gave a grumbled hum, “I wonder about that.”

      I was confused but mother turned to him and frowned, “Are you serious? That kid gave you a proper burial, got our swords back to our daughter, and delivered your journal to her. You watched him fight in that Tower too! I was right beside you! And you still have a problem with him?”

      My father just seemed to narrow his eyes and look aside indignantly while my mother pushed on. Did my father have a problem with Naruto?

      “Look, all girls grow up and they reach that age. You should at least be happy Erza found a guy that cared that much.” Oh. I think I realized what father was so cross about. Mother nudged him slightly, “Are you just mad because you never got the chance to make threats with him?”

      “Father, Naruto was a really great person. He was strong and kind and sweet.” I explained to him.

      Father seemed to keep his frown before it lessened and he smiled, “The kind of person you knew was only looking at you.”

      My mother leaned into his side, “The kind of person you couldn’t help but smile when you see. The person that you finally meet and feel… complete with.”

      I felt a mix of joy and sadness reminiscing about Naruto as I smiled, “One day, I wanted us to get married and have a family together.”

      The grimace returned to my father’s face as he grumbled, “I heard adoption is always a good idea.”

      Adoption? Was… was my farther not familiar with how babies are born? I shook my head, “N-no, I was going to have them—”

      “Sweetie.” Mother interrupted me and shook her head, “Trust me, you should just let that one slide. Daddy was really hoping to handle this all himself when you grew up, so hearing you already getting to that point probably isn’t doing him any good.”

      Oh, well all right. I suppose that’s something to talk about at a different time.

      Except… my thought about Naruto… my memories of Fairy Tail and my friends…

      “What’s going to happen?” I hesitated to ask them both. They looked at me pensively, no doubt because I had a strange expression on my face. I didn’t know if I looked scared or angry or worried or… confused.

      Father answered, “When you come to this side, you can have what you want. If you choose you can go and watch out for them-look over them every now and then to see how they’re doing-but you can rest easy here.”

      “…” I looked down at nothing, “And what happens to them?”

      “They keep going. They keep living and it might take some time but… they’ll stop crying.” My mother said to me. I must not have liked that answer because she followed up, “What do you want to happen?”

      …

      “I… I don’t want to leave them.”

      I answered truthfully. It was selfish and stupid and there wasn’t a single person in the world that probably didn’t want more time but I still told them the truth. I lifted my head to look between them, “I want to help them and watch them and live with them longer. I don’t want to stop. I want to keep loving Naruto and live with Koyuki and Mahiro and fight with Natsu and Gray and talk with Mirajane and Cana and Lucy and help Master and wait for Gildarts. I want to keep staying by their sides.” I felt my eye water and I cried, “I don’t want to make them cry because of me.”

      My mother and father looked at each other silently like they were thinking about something.

      Father came closer to me and wrapped his arms around me tightly. I stayed silent as I heard him speak, “When you’re here, we’ll be able to spend every day together. We can talk about all the adventures we had. You can tell us what you did and I can tell you about all the stuff I didn’t keep written between those pages.”

      My mother joined our hug and whispered as well, “And when you’re here, we can have all new adventures too. Hehe, you’d be surprised what kind of landscapes and locations we can visit and move through when we are there.”

      “When you come here… we can be together again. We can be a family again.”

      I leaned my head into their shoulders and wrapped my arms around them in return. That’s right. I can have my parents back. I have everything I ever wanted as a child right here in my arms. At least… I can have my family again.

      “Just… not yet.”

      My parents let me go and my mother held me out at arm’s length away from her. I blinked, startled and wordless at their behavior before my mother looked at me with watery eyes, “Erza, I want you to listen to me carefully. We… we don’t ever want to see you again.”

      …

      “W-wha—”

      “Or at least not for a very long time.” Father added.

      “Yeah!” My mother nodded enthusiastically, “Not for a very, very long time! At least until you’re a hundred!”

      “We want you to live your life to the fullest, and however you’d like to be happy.”

      “And eat lots and be healthy!”

      What are they—

      “And have a big family.”

      “With a ton of little kids!”

      “Preferably adopted.”

      I don’t—

      “Keep gathering more of those weapons and become strong enough to protect everyone you care about!”

      “Keep training with our swords. They’re yours now and you could need them in the future.”

      “A-and just-just—”

      M-my mother started to cry and tears were running down my father’s face as well. My mother struggled but finally spoke, “And remember that we love you.”

      My father nodded, “We are so proud of you for what you’ve done. And so proud of what you’ve become.”

      “We will always love you. Alive or dead… you will always be our daughter. And we could not be happier to have someone like you be who you are… Erza Scarlet.”

      I-I don’t understand what they’re saying. I started crying too, so happy to hear them say that to me and fill me with so much joy and love. But still I didn’t understand why they were saying that now.

      I then realized… they were getting farther away. What was happening? I-I tried floating toward them but it didn’t work. I reached out and cried to them, “Wait! M-mother! Father! What’s—”

      “We love Erza!”

      “We’ll always love you!”

      “Mother! Father!”

      I yelled out to them but they started to disappear from my sight.

      And then… the whole world went white.

    
    

    
      And then it went dark.

      …

      What… what happened?

      That white world I was surrounded by just suddenly disappeared and then it was dark.

      No wait. It’s not all dark. There were… bits of light scattered around in the darkness. They melded and turned the bleak black into a wonder of purple and white.

      And the moon.

      I saw the moon, brighter and more clearly than I had in a very long time.

      This was the sky.

      I was looking up at the sky. The sound of rustling waves were in my ears. I felt tired and pained and every part of my body was aching.

      What—

      “Erza!”

      “Erza!”

      “Nee-San!”

      “Er-chan!”

      “Erza-San!”

      “You’re alive!”

      “Thank god!”

      I slowly turned my head to the side and saw a beach with a boat pulled up onto it. From the boat I saw Lucy, Happy, Juvia, Milliana, Shō, Simon, Gray, Wally, and Natsu all coming out of it. Some of them were even running through the shallow water towards me.

      I’m… alive?

      How—

      “Ah!”

      I yelped as I was suddenly dropped into the sea and felt water wash all over me, stinging my wounds but I was too confused to even notice. I looked back—

      N-Naruto.

      He was crouched over and gasping for air as a massive cloud of smoke was in the background. He-he rescued me? Did he carry me here to land? How—

      “Gah!”

      He coughed and blood covered his chin! I-I went to his side in a panic and looked him over, “Naruto!” I tried to help him relax but he was too tense and stayed crouched over. How did he get me? How did I survive? I was surrounded by the magic. I thought I was being absorbed by it. How—

      “Y-you can’t.”

      I barely heard him grumble out through his coughs and wheezing. I leaned down—

      He grabbed my shoulder and lifted himself up as best he could while I steadied his arms. He only got so far as on his knees but we were at the same level now as he pressed his forehead against mine, the salt water on his face and the tears in his eye now clear to me.

      “I-I understand how you wanted to protect us. At that moment, t-there wasn’t anything else we could do.” He panted heavily as his eyes closed and he grit his teeth, “B-but asking us to smile? Asking us to be happy and keep living? How? H-HOW COULD YOU THINK WE COULD DO THAT AFTER LOSING YOU?!”

      …

      Naruto shoulders slumped and he rested his head between my sternum and chin. I could feel the weight he put against me as he lost his strength and needed to rest.

      “Please don’t leave. I… I can’t lose you.”

      …

      I gently hugged him, cradling his head under my chin before I kissed his forehead. And rubbed his blond hair as I started welling up and cried. I smiled and softly spoke, “You won’t. Ever again. I promise.”

      It might have been a second chance. It may have been a dream. I’m not quite sure how I survived. Or if I really met my parents.

      But what happened was real enough.

      I won’t surrender my life like that again. And as long as I have the strength I will fight to protect this life I’ve been given. I’ll never forget the sacrifices up to this point. And I’ll never forget the ones that are by my side.

      Everyone finally reached our sides and covered us. There were so many questions about our wellbeing and what happened and even more smiles and laughs as they cheered that we had made it. I too smiled, laughed, and cried with everyone as the smoke from the Tower of Heaven continued to rise.

      I didn’t realize at that moment that I was crying from both eyes. By some miracle, I was no longer hindered by the consequence of my sacrifice all those years ago. And I could openly weep again like I once could before I was captive.

      But I didn’t notice. And I didn’t care at that moment.

      Many years ago I washed up on a beach and cried out to the heavens because I had lost so much.

      But now…

      I’m truly free.

      And I am alive.

    
    

    
      Chapter 44: Moments in Heaven

    
    

    
      Done

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    45. Goodbye to Nirvana

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 45: Goodbye to Nirvana

      Taken a very, very, very, very long time to finally reach this point. Longer than I wanted. But I’m glad I did.

    
    

    
      “Zzzzzzzzzz.”

      Naruto’s snore reverberated and rumbled through the hotel room as the bandaged blond turned and rolled around in the bed.

      “Geez, Naruto is really loud.” Lucy, dressed in a simple shirt and sweatpants with bandages over the exposed areas of her body, bemoaned as she watched the sleeping blond snore from a chair at the room’s side. She turned in her lounge chair and looked over at the redhead looking over him diligently, “Does he always snore like this?”

      “Not as much as he used to.” Erza pointed out, her simple blouse and skirt joined by wrappings and gauze over her arms and legs with bandages over her cheeks and nose as well. She flinched from the soreness before leaning back in her chair for comfort, “He usually only gets like this now when he’s so tired he can only focus on sleep.”

      “Well, I get why he’s tired. But he’s been sleeping for days now.” Lucy tried to move her shoulders and tensed immediately when she felt a wave of pain and fatigue and soreness course through every muscle in her body. She froze and shivered a little before plopping down in her seat again and sighing, “Then again I can’t really blame him. We’ve all been napping basically this whole time as well.”

      “Some more than others.” Gray said from the other side of the bed as he looked over with contempt at the equally obnoxious snoring of the pink-haired man and his cat on the floor. He shook his head, “How the hell can they not hear each other? I feel these snores shaking through my sternum for god’s sake.”

      Erza gave a faint smile while looking between the snoring trio, “They’re remarkably heavy sleepers.”

      “Are you okay?” Erza turned back to address Lucy when she realized she had asked the question, “I mean you slept all last night in that chair watching over him, right? You’re injured too. You need to rest just as much as him. If you want a bed to yourself then you can come to my room and stay in my bed if you want—”

      “Thank you for the offer Lucy, but I’m fine. And I promise I’m not neglecting my own treatment or injuries.” Erza reassured her blonde friend with an easy smile before her gaze moved back to her resting lover, “But I want to make sure his wounds don’t act up or reopen while he’s asleep. Also… I just want to make sure he’s okay.”

      “Well you better be makin’ sure you’re okay too.” Gray grumbled as he leaned on his fist and looked off through the balcony and out into the ocean, “We went though all that trouble to get you back. It’d suck if we got you here and we had to panic again some more.”

      “I’m sure you would worry about me.” Erza gave a sweet smile and looked over to the raven-haired man, “Lucy told me about what you said in the boat on the way to the island. Gray… thank you for worrying about me that much.”

      Gray immediately realized what he had said so earnestly to Naruto and the others on the boat when they were rowing to the Tower of Heaven. His cheeks turned red with embarrassment as he groaned into hand and rolled his head back, “Ughhhhhh… you just had to find out about that.”

      “Awwwww, c’mon Gray, it was really sweet.” Lucy cooed with a grin, “I knew behind that icy, constantly stripping exterior was a warm, gooey little interior.”

      “Hey behind the icy exterior is an icy interior! And don’t ever think otherwise!” Gray growled out before his shoulders slumped in disappointment, “I shoulda know saying something like that was gonna bite me in the ass down the road.”

      “I’m still very touched you would say something like that.” Erza assured her friend before she blinked and looked between them inquisitively, “By the way, what happened to that Water Mage that accompanied you? Juvia, was it?”

      “Juvia?” Gray scratched his head, ‘She already left.’ The two ladies looked at him in surprise and he just shrugged in response, “I told her it’d probably do her some good to rest and recover from the fight but she said she didn’t really get hurt at all so I couldn’t argue with her. And I said if she waited we could bring her to Fairy Tail ourselves and introduce her to everyone. But she said that she wanted to do it herself. Something about facing up to her mistakes and seeing if she deserves to join the guild on her own. I don’t see why she’s so nervous. I bet Jii-San would let her in without a second thought.”

      “I think so too.” Lucy agreed with his statement and grinned widely at the thought of seeing the former Phantom Mage again, “I hope she likes being at the guild as much as she hoped she would.”

      Erza nodded as well, “I think she would make a great ally and friend. This experience has definitely proven to me that we can trust her.”

      “I guess we’ll find out when we get back to the guild.” Lucy stretched out her arms and then looked around at her friends before asking, “When do you guys think we should head back? I mean Loke’s tickets gave us a few days here for free but I’m actually feeling kinda homesick.”

      Gray nodded, “Second.”

      “I wouldn’t mind heading home soon as well.” Erza agreed before looking between the napping members of the group, “I suppose we can leave whenever these two finally wake up and don’t exasperate their wounds.”

      “Well I’m fine but Naruto’s the problem.” They all looked over and saw Natsu had woken up and was shaking his head in pity for the blond. The blue cat in his lap grumbled tiredly before rolling off and slamming into the floor. Natsu crossed his arms and clicked his teeth, ‘I mean some guys just can’t take their punishment I guess, huh?’ He sighed with a smug laugh, “This is what he shoulda expected from stealin’ my figh-GUH!”

      Natsu’s voice hitched and whimpered out when he felt the bandaged hand clamp around his neck. He looked up to see the recovering blond giving him a pointed glare and dangerous smirk. Naruto chuckled menacingly, “I heard you talking shit, Natsu~. Something you wanna say to my face?”

      “Yep.” Natsu returned with a smirk of his own as his hands shot up and squeezed tightly on Naruto’s scalp. The Dragon Slayer bared his teeth and growled at the whiskered man, both men ignoring the state of their wounds as they wrestled each other, “I was talking about how you got your ass handed to you for taking my fight. I bet I would’ve handled it way better than you if I kept fighting.”

      “You’d be dead! A freakin’ smudge on the floor!”

      “Bullshit!”

      Gray looked past the arguing duo and saw the same skeptical look he believed he had on Lucy and Erza’s faces as well. He sighed and stood up, standing beside Naruto and Natsu as they kept struggling and ignored him. He slowly raised his hands by both of their ribs…

      And gently flicked his forefingers out to poke them slightly.

      “AHHH!”

      “GAHH!”

      Naruto fell back on the bed clutching his side while Natsu tumbled over and fell on top of Happy. There was yelling and groaning in pain before both men leveled a murderous glare at the Maker Mage, “Dick move Gray!”

      “What the hell asshole?!”

      “You two are asking me?” He questioned incredulously with a shake of his head, ‘You two fuckers are covered in bandages trying to keep your bodies together and make sure the things inside stay inside. Seriously! It was easier making a list of shit that wasn’t broken between the two of you. And the first thing you do after waking up is start slinging shit. Are you serious?’ He looked at Natsu critically, “You’re squishing Happy.”

      “AH!” Natsu yelped as he quickly shuffled off the downed cat and cradled the unconscious feline. He shook him furiously, “Happy! Happy! Wake up buddy! Say something to me pal!”

      “Natsu~.” The cat moaned out before his eyes closed and his head fell back, “I wanted to have fish just one… last… time.”

      “NOOOOO!”

      Gray looked back over at the blond and motioned to behind him, “And you know you should be saying something to the person behind you, right?”

      …

      Naruto stayed quiet and still for a moment… before turning in the bed to finally face the woman who had been by his side during his entire sleep. Naruto and Erza just stared at each other in silence, blue and brown eyes peering into each other again as the rest of the room just went quiet. The first to say anything was Naruto as a soft smile came over his face at seeing the redhead look so peaceful again, “Good morning.”

      Erza smiled back, “Morning.”

      “How’d you sleep?”

      “Not as well as you I bet.” Erza slowly got out of her chair and stepped up to the bed as she leaned down and quickly claimed his lips with hers. Their kiss only lasted a few seconds before she stood back up and cradled his head into her chest with a quick laugh, “I’m glad you woke up.”

      He closed his eyes and embraced Erza’s warmth as he nodded, “I’m glad you were here when I did.”

      “Awwwwwww~.” Lucy giggled at the affection between the two and swooned, “So cuuuuuuute~.”

      Erza and Naruto separated and looked between each other, light blushes on their faces before Naruto looked around the room. He felt his movement and body being restricted by tight wrappings and looked down to see bandages covering him almost head-to-toe. His body still hurt but considering the last thing he remembered was blinding pain, it was a definite improvement. He scratched his cheek in confusion, “So, how long was I out?”

      “A little more than three days.” Lucy answered, “You’ve been out like a light this whole time. We were really worried.”

      Natsu stood back up with Happy in his arms and shrugged his shoulders, “I wanted to keep drawing stuff on your face until you woke up but Erza got super pissed when I walked in with a marker. So I basically had no fun waiting for you to finally wake up.”

      Happy sadly shook his head, “I couldn’t even feed you fish.”

      Gray put his hands in his pockets and relaxed into his seat, “So what was the last thing you remember before taking the long nap?”

      “Ummm…” Naruto tilted his head and cupped his chin in thought. He racked his brain before recalling the last few things that happened before he blacked out, “I woke up after hitting Jellal and I saw…” He looked up and his eyes met Erza’s as hers took on a tinge of guilt for the effect her last actions had caused. He crossed his arms and continued, “Everything went bright and I thought I lost you… but then the light just sorta started to fade again. And I saw you floating in the Lacrima unconscious.”

      Erza blinked, befuddled by his recollection, “The light… faded away?”

      “Yeah. And I don’t know how.” Naruto shrugged his shoulder as his hands lowered to rub his achy leg, ‘The whole place started to shine and I thought I was going blind. But then the light disappeared for a moment and the Lacrima that you were stuck in just became a liquid again. I was able to reach in and pull you out before the light came back and the Tower just… disappeared around us.’ He looked up at Erza, “I then just started walking over the water with the last of my chakra and we reached the beach… and that’s it.”

      The others looked between each other in confusion at the lack of answers to what happened. Lucy asked again, “So… you have no idea how the Tower didn’t explode? Or how Erza survived in there?”

      “Nope.” Naruto shook his head, “But we survived. That’s all that matters to me.”

      “I thought I died.” Erza followed up as she crossed her arms under her breasts and recalled her experience in the magic vortex, “I found myself in a field of white light, warm and feeling like I was floating in the air. I saw my own funeral and how all of you would have handled my death.”

      Naruto looked up at her in surprise before looking around for confirmation from someone else about what she said. Gray nodded, “Yep. We thought she was in Heaven too. A pretty fucked up version of Heaven if you gotta watch your own funeral but probably Heaven.”

      “I don’t know if it was Heaven, or a near-death experience, or if I was just hallucinating, but it seemed real at the time.” Erza looked up from the ground before a confident smile came to her face, “But I’m here. And that’s all that matters to me too.”

      The others smiled in glee at the redhead’s statement as they knew they had won the hard battle. They were together again. They could go home.

      Natsu cheered out loud, “Wooooo! The team’s back together! I’m hungry guys! Let’s go and destroy that all-you-can-eat buffet!” He started to the door, “Who’s with me!”

      “Aye sir!” Happy followed after him with a big grin on his face at the prospect of eating after a nice nap.

      Gray followed behind with his hands in his pockets and Lucy stretched out one last time before joining after them. Naruto steadily dragged himself off the bed before flinching at the pain and stopping to take a breath. Erza stepped around the bed to his side and lowered herself to talk, “Are you okay? Do you need help?”

      He shook his head and gently rubbed his ribs, “Nah, just hurt a little more than I realized. I’ll be fine.” He looked himself over once, fully taking note of the wrapping that covered him and the state he was in. He shook his head in disbelief, ‘And Kurama’s chakra is healing me a little too. Holy shit.’ He slowly stood off the bed, taking his time to make sure he didn’t strain himself as he looked at his girlfriend, “I must’ve been really messed up, huh?”

      Erza nodded, “It was touch and go for awhile. We were all worried. Actually, we were all in pretty bad shape.”

      Naruto looked down at the redhead with worry, “But are you okay? I mean when you were in the magic did you get hurt or did anything else happen that—”

      “I saw my parents.”

      The blond immediately went silent when Erza said something impossible. He looked at the warm smile and total serenity she was exuding as he asked, “W-what? What do you mean?”

      “I mean I saw my mother and father on the other side.” Erza’s eyes wandered around as she recalled the meeting in that strange place, ‘They were there to greet me. To calm me down and tell me where I was. They… wanted to tell me how proud they are of everything I’ve done. And how sorry they were that they couldn’t be there when I was growing up.’ She looked up at him and smiled, “My mother is very fond of you.”

      Naruto was still blindsided by this revelation but he couldn’t help the smile that came over his face to hear that, “She is?”

      “Yes. And my father… thought about you a lot.” Erza carefully moved a strand of hair out of her eyes as she looked aside with fondness at the brief encounter with her parents, “I was ready to give up… I… I thought it was the end. But they… they pushed me back. They encouraged me to live as long as I can. To live doing what I love to do with the people I love. And promised that if we ever met again…” Tears filled the sides of her eyes and spilled down her face before she wiped them away and smiled, “That we could make up for lost time then. But only after I live my life to the fullest.”

      …

      She felt something brush against her cheek softly and looked up to see Naruto wiping away another tear going down her cheek. His hand rested against her cheek and he gave her a warm smile before a big grin took its place, “They sound just as awesome as I thought they would.”

      Erza smiled and squeezed the hand holding her, “I thought so too.”

      The two lovers stood together in a comfortable silence before the redhead’s eyes opened again. She lowered his hand and looked up at him with a tinge of something in her eyes. He waited in silence before she finally asked, “Naruto… what should we do about the others?”

    
    

    
      “WOOOOOOOOOOW!” Milliana’s eyes widened and sparkled in amazement as she looked around at the boardwalk that was filled with people and special booths to play at. The cat fanatic had changed out of her usual outfit into a pink tank top and short pants to better enjoy the new breezy surrounding. She gasped and brimmed with joy, “I’ve never seen so many people just walking around doing nothing! This is so cool! Guys, lets keep looking around!”

      “Milliana, you have to slow down. Shō has to keep up.”

      Milliana turned around and smiled apologetically before scratching cheek, “Oops. Sorry Shō.”

      “It’s all right.” The blond teen responded as he slowly followed after her with crutches under each armpit to keep him up. His right pant leg had been tied up and knotted to where his leg had been cut off. The dark-skinned boy stepped up to his friend’s side and gave a small chuckle, “I might be a little slower but I can keep up at my own pace. You guys can go ahead if you want.”

      Wally and Simon came strolling up to his side as the former gunner shook his head, “Nah man, doesn’t work like that.”

      Simon’s large hand rested on his shoulder, conveying a smile though his eyes, “We’ll stay by your side, no matter what.”

      Shō gave a grateful smile to his friends that stayed beside him and helped him through the effort. It… felt strange not having a leg anymore. It didn’t feel real. Like he could still feel it even now. Moving his toes. Turning his foot. Like the sensation was still there. But the flesh wasn’t.

      The doctor that treated him said it was called phantom limb. And that the sensation would linger for a while as he grew accustomed to the realization that it was gone. But hopefully with Simon and the others around, it’ll be easier.

      A strange, alluring aroma filled his nostrils and immediately got his attention as he sniffed around for it. He felt his stomach rumble and turn in hunger, “Do you guys smell that?”

      The others sniffed the air and quickly noticed the delicious scent that started to run over them. The corners of Milliana’s mouth started to tremble with desire before her eyes immediately focused on a stand where delicious food was being made and other patrons were picking them up happily. The cat girl’s eyes focused before she quickly made off to grab some, “Over there!”

      “Milliana, wait up!”

      The former slave didn’t wait at all as her curiosity took control and guided her movements on instinct. She arrived at the stall and found several little plastic containers with yellow sticks coming out of them. She looked at them curiously but the smell was so enticing that she quickly picked a few up and ate them. Her eyes became stars and she moaned in delight, “Mmmmmmm! So good~!”

      The others came up behind her to try and stop the excited girl from doing anything that might cause trouble, “Milliana, we told you to slow down. We all can’t keep up with your speed.”

      “Guys! Guys! You have to try these weird little sticks!” She offered them up to her friends, “They’re the tastiest thing I’ve ever eaten!”

      Wally looked at the food with intrigue as he also felt compelled to try them, “R-really?”

      “Hey!”

      The group of former slaves flinched and looked over to see the owner of the stand glaring and calling out to them, “You can’t just take my fries, kid!”

      “I can’t?” The young teen looked at the snack she had grabbed and tilted her head, “Then why were they just lying out there to take?”

      “They’re for sale, not just to take!” He waved them back over, “If you want them, you need to pay for them! Hand over the cash!”

      “Cash?” The quartet looked between each other in confusion at the unfamiliar term.

      “Oh!” Shō gasped in realization as he nodded between them, “I think ‘cash’ is that stuff Nee-San used when we were finished getting helped by that doctor.”

      “Oooooooooooh~.”

      …

      Yeah they didn’t have any of that.

      Wally stood back up and laughed nervously while facing the glaring stand owner, “Uhhhh, listen man… we… don’t have any ‘cash’ with us right now, buuuuut we’re really grateful about the tasty food! I bet it’s delicious!”

      “I’m calling the authorities.”

      “Wait don’t!”

      Milliana furrowed her eyes in annoyance and prepared to ensnare the rude man in her magic tube before Simon’s hand grabbed her arm and shook his head.

      Things were about to go pear-shaped—

      “Here you go. And three more please.”

      The former slaves and stand owner looked aside to see Erza, Naruto, Lucy, Natsu, Gray, and Happy all standing together and watching the scene play out. Erza had offered the cook some jewels and the man grumpily snatched it from her hand before handing her three more pouches with fries. She turned back to her oldest friends and handed the boys each one of the pouches of fries, “You guys really seem to be enjoying the new surroundings, huh?”

      “Er-chan!” Milliana cheered happily when she saw the redhead again and helped her keep the delicious new treat. Except her attention immediately moved to the upright blond and she quickly dove into him and hugged him tightly, “Na-chan! You’re awake! I’m so glad you’re okay!”

      “Yeah my insides are kinda gooey but all’s well.” He returned the girl’s enthusiastic hug with a big grin on his face, “I’m glad to see you too.”

      The young brunette nuzzled into the blond’s chest and treasured the warmth again after such a long time apart. She never wanted to let him go…

      Until something else got her attention.

      “Ah! Kitty!” The cat girl released herself from her oldest friend as her short attention span immediately focused on the floating blue cat she only got to cuddle with for several hours. She rubbed cheeks with Happy with a big smile, “I missed you most of all! Be mine forever!”

      “Noooo!” Happy struggled in the girl’s arms and waved his paws around wildly, “I’ll never be yours, crazy lady! I’m a free cat!”

      Milliana smiled and offered the cat some fries, “Want a snack?”

      “Aye!” He grabbed a few fries and started feeding on them as he let Milliana snuggle and hug him as much as she wanted. He was a free cat but he could easily be bought with delicious food.

      Natsu waved to the former gunner with a grin on his face, “Hey block guy, you aren’t still feeling sore from me whoopin’ your ass, right?”

      “Nah, I’m good kid.” Wally responded with a pound of his chest, “I’d be more worried about you, considering that shot in your mouth was supposed to actually put you down. Um… sorry about that, by the way.”

      “It’s cool.” Natsu pulled the corners of his mouth and showed off his sharp teeth, “I breathe and eat fire. It’s gonna take way more than a point-blank shot to put a hole through it.”

      “Never thought I’d hear that said to me so seriously.”

      “You both look like you’re healing up very well.” Gray and Lucy greeted Simon as the Darkness user took note of the fewer bandages that covered their bodies since he had last seen them. The scarred man bowed his head towards the both of them, “I’m sorry to involve you all in this fight, but I am extremely thankful that you could help my friends when they needed it.”

      “No problem.” Lucy responded with a smile to try and relieve the larger man of some of his guilt, “But if you ever want our help again, you can totally just come up to us and ask.”

      “Yeah. We would like to avoid anymore kidnappings and chases.” The Maker Mage joked before looking at the bandages the former slave sported, “What about you, man? Gonna be expecting any more scars to add to the collection?”

      “Gray!”

      “No, it’s all right.” Simon looked himself over and seemed unsure about the idea himself, ‘I won’t know until the gauze comes off. But if I do then I don’t mind.’ The corners of a smile came up from the remnants of the metal jaw that still stuck around his chin, “A few scars are a much better alternative to being stuck in that hellhole any longer. If I got scars from a battle to bring the Tower of Heaven tumbling down, I will happily wear them like a badge.”

      “Well said.”

      “Shō, how are you doing?” Erza asked as she spared a look down at the severed leg her little brother was supporting now. The guilt and worry in her voice was obvious as she panicked that her friend might be in pain because of her.

      “It’s very strange.” Shō answered while looking down and moving his leg a little to show off his stump. He gave a small shrug, “It… stings a little. I don’t know quite how to explain it properly.”

      “Shō, I’m so sorry.” Erza apologized with a sad look in her eyes directed to her friend, “If I was stronger and could have held myself against that assassin woman sooner, you wouldn’t have had to pay such a steep cost. And I couldn’t even do anything to help you at the time beside… hurting you again.”

      “No way!” The younger man denied with a furious shake of his head as he reassured the redhead, ‘Nee-San, the doctor said that if you didn’t seal the wound when you did, I would have died within moments.’ He reached out and grabbed one of her hands and gave it a little squeeze to convey his thanks to her, “You saved my life again, Nee-San. It’s thanks to you that we’re all able to walk out here now. You saved all of us.”

      Erza felt a smile come over her face before she felt an arm circle around her shoulder and give her a quick hug. She looked up to see Naruto smiling and nodding to her that it was okay. She looked around and noticed the others were all looking towards them with content smiles on their faces as well. She smiled before she looked back to Shō, “I’m glad you’re all here now.”

      The other former slaves smiled and the Fairies agreed with huge grins on their faces.

      Naruto looked between all of them, “So, what have you guys been doing since we got back?”

      “We’ve been getting more accustomed to our surroundings.” Simon answered, “We’ve seen films and documents about the outside world, but this is so much more amazing now that we’re in it.”

      “There is so much tasty food.” Milliana stated as she held up her pouch of fries, “This is some of the best food I’ve had in forever!”

      “Yoink.”

      “Ah! Na-chan!” The young girl whined out as the blond nicked some of her snack and started eating without hesitation. She ran up and started waving her arm around to try and stop him from eating, “Stop it! Those are mine!”

      “Which we paid for. Meaning they’re ours too.”

      “Noooooo~.”

      Wally looked around in intrigue at their surroundings, “There are so many people and colors to this place. It’s a little overwhelming.”

      “You should see some of the towns. They have massive buildings and the streets are filled with people.”

      “We were thinking about that.” Shō said as he settled in his spot with his crutches, “We wanted to see more of the outside world but we didn’t know where to go. Or how’d we do it without this ‘cash’ stuff. We don’t know what we should do next.”

      “Why don’t you guys join Fairy Tail?”

      The former slaves all looked towards Natsu as the Dragon Slayer hooked his hands behind his neck and grinned, “You guys seem like fun. And if you wanna get paid and go places then Fairy Tail is perfect for that.”

      “We’ve been thinking about that too.” Erza stated as she looked between her friends with a kind smile, “Shō. Simon. Wally. Milliana. Do you want to come back with us? And join the Fairy Tail guild as well?”

      The group of four were startled by the sudden offer, and looked between each other like they were expecting one of them to have an answer. Shō and Milliana’s eyes immediately seemed heavy and shamed, getting the attention of Naruto and Erza almost immediately.

      “Thank you for the offer.” Simon stepped forward and got all of their attention, “And we are grateful. But… we are still trying to grow accustomed to this world. Can you give us some time to think about that offer?”

      “Of course.” Naruto said with a smile, “It’s open as long as you want. You guys can take your time.”

      Simon nodded gratefully, “Thank you.”

      “Okay! I say we all go play around at the booths and get something to eat!” Natsu exclaimed as he grabbed Lucy and Wally by the wrists and ran towards the booths, “C’mon! We’re going to the shooting booths! C’mon Happy!”

      “Aye sir!”

      “W-wait, Natsu! Let go!”

      “Shooting booths?”

      “Yeah! They’re a ton of fun! Let’s check ’em out!”

      Gray wrapped an arm around Shō and Milliana’s shoulders before walking them towards the booths, “C’mon you two. I’ll show you how to play the games where we catch balloons and goldfish. I’ll even by you two a cat mask.”

      “Really! Thanks weird shirtless guy!”

      “Where’d your clothes go?!”

      Simon watched as the group of Fairies led his friends off to play at the fair grounds. He stumbled when a firm palm hit his back and looked over to see Naruto giving him a huge grin. He chuckled, “Simon, I’m gonna introduce you to a wonderful little treat called ramen.”

      The larger man looked down in confusion, “Ramen?”

      “Food of the gods, buddy.”

      Erza stepped forward with an ambitious glint in her eyes, “I wonder what kind of pastries and desserts they sell here~.” A joyful smile came over her face at the prospect of new treats to look for, ‘As members of Fairy Tail it’s a privilege of ours to travel to new places and experience the delicacies they have to offer. So we can not let a chance like this pass us by!’ Her mismatched eyes focused with intent before she quickly ran down the pathway, “To glory!”

      Simon was surprised by the redhead’s eagerness as he looked back down at Naruto toothy grin. The blond laughed a little more before motioning after them, “C’mon man… time to see the world for yourself.”

    
    

    
      “Mmmmmmmmmm~.”

      The beautiful woman moaned as she stretched out her arms and enjoyed the sensation of the hot bath water soaking away all of her stress. Any tension or soreness was completely washed away and she found bliss in the moment of tranquility as the suds washed her naked form. She slid down in the tub and let her long curtain of ebony hair float on the surface of the water for a moment.

      Her head emerged and she felt the warm water drip down to her chin as she relaxed into her peaceful bath, “I haven’t felt this relaxed in ages~. Now that all that silly responsibility and work you forced me into is gone, I feel more at peace than ever before.”

      “That may just be the feeling of doing a good job.”

      “You think?” She mused with a crooked smile before rolling her head back on the edge of the bathtub, “Then maybe I should think about toppling government buildings and political operations more often, hmm?”

      “Possibly. Although considering we are so close to achieving our goal, we can not afford to waste out time clearing up the rest of the worthless garbage that is not even in our way. So I would suggest against any such actions for now, Ultear.”

      “If you say so.” The traitorous Council member abandoned the half-joke as she rubbed along her arms to clean them. She sent a lazy look over to the Lacrima she was communicating through, “Tell me, Hades-sama, any more silly errands you want to send me on? Or is my assignment finally over?”

      “I would say that you’ve done your job, child. The Council is running around like chickens without heads and the royal court will be coming down on them like a plague for firing Etherion to no avail. They will be preoccupied for quite some time, keeping us out of their eye for now.”

      “Right.” Ultear raised one of her smooth legs out of the water and ran her hands along its length to wash it. Her eyes narrowed slightly before she added, ‘If the Tower of Heaven had exploded and ruined the living conditions for the coast like we had expected, the Magic Council could have been disbanded completely for the tragic loss of all those lives. Unfortunately… an intrusive third party had to rear its ugly head at the last moment.’ She whined as she pouted, “I’ve been helping make that stupid tower for eight years and I was expecting some kind of spectacle when it caved in on itself. Instead of a lasting blast that damaged the world, we got a pretty light show and a small scar in the ocean.”

      “Were you expecting anything less from the Fairies?”

      “Not really.” Ultear reluctantly agreed as she propped her head on her hand, ‘But I was expecting at least one of them to die. A few of them were outmatched by their opponents. And they even beat Jellal.’ She seemed disappointed by that reminder and shook her head, “I spent so much time manipulating his emotions and making him obsessed and driven by his former friends. And you had sent special teachers like Brain to train him and cultivate the perfect puppet. And in the end he didn’t even kill one of them. Don’t get me wrong it was quite entertaining seeing him smack and beat his former companions into the ground but I still feel robbed.”

      “And you are certain your connection with him has been severed?”

      “All that fluctuating magic and unstable Ethernano muddled with my control and the connection was lost. It was gone at the last moment. And I suspect that he’s the reason the Tower of Heaven didn’t go up in a blaze of glory.” Ultear’s hand rested on her chest just above her bountiful breasts as she gave an easy shrug, “He might still be alive. He’s more than likely dead. But I can positively say he’s not our problem anymore.”

      “I suppose you are right. No matter. We created him with a purpose in mind, and to a degree he completed that task to completion. In the end he helped us towards our goal.”

      “Speaking of our goal…” Ultear looked towards the Lacrima, “Do you expect Fairy Tail to intervene with our plans again when we decide to take action?”

      “I believe Fairy Tail will always be a form of opposition that stands between our goals when they are so close. But it will not matter. We shall take care of them when the time comes.”

      “Watch yourself.” Ultear warned with a wry smile, “I think Azuma and Zancrow can best attest to the fact that underestimating them always leads to pain.”

      “Zancrow was the only one underestimating. Azuma went charging into the fight, fully aware and prepared for the worst. But now they are both healed and Azuma is eager to test his replacement limb out in battle. And just so you are aware, I will not underestimate Fairy Tail. I, more than anyone, am aware of their stubbornness and how prone they are to interfering.”

      “But?”

      “But even so… we will crush them. When the time comes and we find ourselves standing across from each other on the battlefield we will crush their heads beneath our boot without mercy or regret. When the time comes… and if Fairy Tail chooses to stand between us and our goal… it will be the last thing they do.”

      Ultear stayed stoic for a moment before a delighted smile grew and she nodded, “I can’t wait.”

      “Return to us soon. Until then…”

      The Lacrima disconnected and Ultear found herself alone in the bathroom again. The Dark Mage turned in the bathtub and looked out through the window that viewed the ocean as she enjoyed the moment of silence.

      “Ultear?”

      She looked over her shoulder, “Yes?” The door opened up and her young pink-haired companion walked in with a towel draped over her arms. Ultear sat up in the bath and let her upper body emerge from the water before smiling, “Meredy, thank you for bring my towel.”

      The younger girl blushed at the sight of Ultear’s exposed body as her cheeks went pink with embarrassment. She went to place the towel by the bath’s side to make it easier for the bathing beauty as she seemed too timid to meet eyes, “Here you go. I’ll be waiting outside when you’re done—”

      “I’m done now actually. Give me a moment.” Ultear stood out of the water completely and Meredy seemed surprised by the exposure as the older woman stepped out completely. Her voluptuous hips swayed before she grabbed the towel and started drying her long hair. The beautiful woman then hung the towel around her neck and stared out at the ocean with a fond smile at the scenery, “Never got a view like this in Era.”

      Meredy hesitantly looked up from the ground and at the older woman’s back, seeing the crest of their guild tattooed to her back as her hair came over her shoulders.

      The young Dark Mage felt very nervous and anxious around her dearest friend’s presence again. She was so unbelievably happy that she could cheer if she didn’t know that was just a stupid thing to do. She had trained herself and conducted her mannerisms in a way that she could always stay focused and ready for a task. She didn’t need to constantly display emotion because at any moment she needed to kill them off to complete her job. That was the method she had created for herself so she could always be of the most use to Ul.

      But—

      “—you were screaming for someone to help you! Someone you love, right?! Would they be happy knowing you sacrificed your life like this?!”

      For some reason her mind retreated back to that encounter she had with her blond enemy not too long ago. The man that slapped her and told her that she was scared as he shed her tears. And that the person she cared most in the world for wouldn’t be happy with what she was doing to herself.

      He was wrong. She wasn’t afraid. She was prepared to give her life at any time to help Ultear. She was reminded that now more than ever. And that time may come soon with their plans coming to fruition.

      But still… after so long…

      Ultear kept staring out at the ocean before she let out a little gasp at the tight hug coming from behind her. She looked over her shoulder to see Meredy hugging her tightly with her face buried in the curve of her back. The Arc of Time Mage blinked in surprise before mentioning, “Um, Meredy, I’m still wet from my bath. If you keep hugging you’ll get soaked too.”

      “I missed you.” Meredy muttered quietly as she hugged a little tighter to get closer to the woman that meant the world to her, “I’m glad you’re home now, Ultear.”

      …

      A fond smile came over the Dark Mage’s face as she turned around in the hug and held Meredy close to her chest. She ran her hand over the pink hair and ornamental headpiece, “I missed you too. You did so much while I was busy with that job, didn’t you?” Meredy didn’t give a response but her arms did squeeze a little tighter as Ultear smiled, “Don’t worry my sweet girl… our dream world will come to life soon enough.”

    
    

    
      “Do you think we have enough supplies?”

      “Enough to last us for a while, hopefully.” Simon said as he hefted a large crate of food and supplies onto the boat. He looked back at the others as they each carried their own bag of necessities for travel, “We won’t be on the water for long. Just enough to get to another port or town.”

      Milliana slid her bag under the corner of the boat before jumping in and plopping down in her seat. She looked up at the sky dreamily and smiled, “You think we’ll find somewhere we can stay?”

      “Definitely.” Wally answered as he took off his hat and glasses and tossed them in, “I bet we could earn some of that money stuff the others were using if we use our magic to help people.”

      Shō limped up to the boat and nodded, “I think we could do a lot while we’re traveling. It’s been so long that everything feels new.”

      “It really is.”

      …

      There was a moment of silence between them before Milliana looked up with sadness in her eyes, “Do we really have to leave without saying anything?”

      The others seemed just as saddened by the idea as the feline enthusiast was before Simon spoke up, “Yes. If we saw them again I don’t think I could leave. And I’m certain I wouldn’t be able to do it without crying. None of us would.”

      They had to agree with him on that point. They’d probably break down balling and never want to leave their side again if they had to say goodbye.

      “They’re strong. They’ll understand when they wake up.” Simon reassured his friends, “We need to channel some of that strength so we can…”

      Simon went silent. The others looked back to see what was wrong and got their answer when they saw Naruto standing on the beach with his hands by his side and a stern look on his face. The group of freed slaves stood around in silence before Naruto asked, “Did you really think we wouldn’t notice?”

      Erza slowly walked down the beach from behind him and stopped in front of her friends as well, “We’ve been in the exact same situation all of you are in right now. A fork in the road before us, and trying to decide which way we will take. But it seems like you all have already made your decision.”

      “Didn’t know the offer to come join our guild was so unappealing to you.” Naruto said with a light smile, “Enough that you guys won’t even say goodbye to us.”

      “That’s not it!” Milliana jumped from the boat and shook her head adamantly, “We aren’t mad and we don’t wanna leave without seeing you again! I-it’s just—”

      “Erza. Naruto. We’re honored that you would invite us to join your guild.” Simon said, “And maybe someday we’ll take up that offer and join you all. But right now…”

      “I want to go and find my sister.”

      …

      Wally nodded, “I don’t know if my brother is still alive, but I want to try and look for him. And if he isn’t then I want to at least try and find closure with it.”

      Milliana hummed and gave a small smile, “I always wanted to see what mountains look like. And forests. And something called snow!”

      Shō stepped forward and looked between the two Fairies, “We’ve been in that place for most of our lives. And during that whole time we imagined what we would do when we got out and could see the world for ourselves. Even past what Jellal told us and the world we were allegedly trying to build, there were places we wanted to go and things we wanted to do. And now we have that freedom. It might be hard but… we want to experience it ourselves.”

      …

      Erza and Naruto silently looked between each other as content smiles came over their faces. The blond sighed and started to walk up to them, “Well whatever your reasons were or what you were trying to avoid doesn’t matter to me.”

      He walked up to Milliana first and caught her in a big hug that caught the girl by surprise. He smiled and hugged her closely, “You don’t get to leave without saying goodbye first.”

      Milliana’s eyes widened in surprise at the sudden entanglement before her they softened and started to water. She returned the hug with a sad smile as tears started coming down her cheeks, “I love you Na-chan.”

      “I love you too Milliana.” He petted her hair with a chuckle, “When you’re in the mountains and snow make sure to wear warm clothes. They get really chilly.”

      “Okay.”

      Erza walked up to Simon and Wally as the two taller men turned back to her. She hugged the scarred man first, feeling his massive arms fold over her back as he treasured her closeness for the short time he had it. They separated and she stood across from Wally, the former gunman showing her a shallow smirk before they embraced as well. They separated and she looked between both men, “I hope you both find your families. And if you want, you can stop over in Magnolia any time you wish. We’re holding a festival there in a few weeks. I’m sure it would be something you’d love to see for yourselves.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Thanks Erza.”

      Naruto and Shō separated and the whiskered man clapped his brother on the shoulder, “While you’re traveling, look to see if you can be fitted with something called Reformation Metal. It can help with the loss of your leg.”

      “Reformation?” Shō asked before giving a small nod, “The doctor said something like that when she talked about rehabilitation. Would it work?”

      He nodded with a grin, “Trust me. It’ll help. A little weird at first but you’ll get used to it.”

      Naruto stepped back and over towards Simon and Wally as Erza took his place. She stood in front of the youngest members of the group as tears started filling both their eyes. Her eyes started to water too but she put up a strong smile and brought them both in for a hug. She felt them lean further into her body as she whispered to them both, “Be safe. Both of you. Keep an eye out for each other and make sure you keep Simon and Wally in line, okay?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      “You got it, Er-chan.”

      “And when you’re traveling, make sure to stop over in a town called Viola. That’s where Rob-jisan is buried.” The two teens looked at her in surprise as she smiled, “I bet he would love to get a visit from all of you.”

      They nodded and wiped their eyes clean of tears before returning the redhead’s smile. They looked back to see Naruto finishing up with Simon and Wally as they all walked over to the boat.

      Milliana and Wally jumped in first, helping Shō store his crutches before assisting him into his seat. They sat down and prepared to move as Simon and Naruto each grabbed a side of the boat. The two started to push against the sand and slide the vessel back until it finally hit water. They pushed further along the shore before Simon jumped in as well and Naruto gave one last push before letting go. The boat drifted off the beach and the group of freed slaves sent one last look back at their friends who watched from the shore. It was silent—

      Natsu: “READY—”

      Gray: “SET—”

      Lucy: “GO!”

      Happy: “AYE SIR!”

      There was the sound of something flying high up into the air before the noise slowly disappeared…

      *BOOM*

      A beautiful explosion of lights and fire brightened the sky as fireworks above them. The traveling group looked up in surprise at the sight of them before where one had exploded, dozens more followed suit. Soon enough the sky over the shore and sea was ablaze with light and fireworks that got everyone’s’ attention for miles.

      Further up the sand Lucy set up a row of fireworks and let Happy sail under them with a match to set the up to go. Gray and Natsu stood off to the side and created their own fireworks, shooting their magic up into the sky and letting them expand in a show of beauty.

      The former slaves looked on in amazement as the various colors and sounds brightened up the night sky along with the stars. It… was so beautiful. More wonderful than anything they had seen in the confines of that place. They were speechless before looking back down to the shore.

      Erza stood on the beach with a firm stance, a mix of joy and sadness on her face as tears came from her eyes. She gave a shaky smile and wiped the tears away before sending them off with a laugh and wave.

      They spotted Naruto, still standing in the water as tears also filled his eyes too. He grinned and laughed a little before calling out to them, “GUYs! REMEMBER WHAT I TOLD YOU! WHAT TO DO WHEN YOU’RE FINALLY FREE!”

      They knew.

      Of course they remembered.

      They repeated the words he told them so many years ago over and over in there heads like it was a promise. An impossible dream they would never truly be able to achieve. But here they were… away from the clutches of slavery and set out to see the world for themselves…

      They smiled.

      They laughed.

      And they cried. Because it finally happened.

      They let the tears fall and they cried out with smiles, waving goodbye to their friends with hope they would meet again soon.

      Their hell was destroyed.

      And they were all free.

    
    

    
      Done

      Whelp… this has been a long time in the making.

      I know a few of you were maybe looking forward to some more Naruto and Erza moments considering what happened last chapter, but I was focused to finish things up here before going into that.

      I promise it will be addressed. In two chapters. Next one is just something I need to do to unwind from all the crazy tension and seriousness that has gripped the story for months now. People were all worried about me mixing any comedy during the drama and heartbreaking. Well the seriousness is done…

      And I shall dive into some lightheartedness next chapter.

      Except the next chapter won’t come out any time soon. Need a break for a little bit. Not from writing. Just gonna let this baby cool down a little. Work on other things.

      Now I want to finish up… but… there’s one last thing that needs to be addressed.

      ########Epilogue########

      “Holy fucking shit! GAHHHHH!” The man cried out in agony as he covered his ears from the horrendous, mind-numbing sound that bombarded his eardrums, “What fucking morons are shooting fireworks off now of all times?! God dammit!”

      The scantily-dressed young woman beside him looked from one side of the beach to the other trying to see what he was referring to. She looked at the man shivering in agony and shook her head, “What are you talking about? I don’t see fireworks anywhere around here.”

      “Don’t need to see it! I can hear it!” He yelled back uncomfortably before a large, scaly body raised up over his ears and a heavy weight rested on his shoulder. His eyes opened up again and he found the large purple snake head resting on his shoulder as it used part of its body to shield his ears. The effect was minimal as the blast of fireworks still rang through his eardrums like a stampede of raging bulls, but it was the thought that counted. He gently ran his hand along the snake’s head, “Thanks for the assist Cubellios.”

      The woman beside him groaned and gagged in disgust, “God, you and your fascination with that snake gets weirder and weirder every time I see it. I swear one of these days I’m afraid I’ll walk by and find you trying to do things with it or—”

      “Shut the fuck up you bitch.” He carelessly stated while still rubbing the snake’s head affectionately, “If I gave a shit about your worthless opinion I would ask you for it.”

      “Oh~, well excuse me.” She chided, ‘I guess you and her will just live happily ever after in your sick little beastiality paradise. Can’t wait to see how that plays out.’ She smirked jokingly, “I know you can’t get poisoned but I bet it’d be entertaining seeing you get a snake bite on your—”

      “That’s enough. Both of you.” A third voice interjected their worthless squabble as a tall man walked past them with his staff piercing against the sand beneath them. He spoke firmly, “I brought the both of you here because I needed assurance that this deal would go along without a fault. Yet all you’ve been able to do so far is bicker, gripe, and shorten my patience.”

      “Well what did you expect asking us out here?” The woman whined as she fiddled with her hair as it kept getting frayed by the sea air, “I would’ve like to at least come to the beach in more appropriate attire. If you wanted more quiet company why didn’t you bring Midnight? He would have loved sitting here doing nothing with you.”

      “And I just hate waiting for these people.” The younger man stated with a scowl, “You know how much I hate talking with them. I swear to god if that wannabe rocker shows up here and starts shrieking out like a banshee again, I’m gonna rip out his fucking throat and bleed him in front of his friends.”

      “Let’s keep your hypothetical exsanguination to yourself for now, Cobra.” The other man answered before looking at the woman, “And to answer your inquiry, Angel, I expected a modicum of professionalism from someone like you. And as sure as I am that Midnight, Racer, or even Hoteye would have been more suitable for this task, they all have other assignments at the moment. You two on the other hand were free of work, so I made you follow. Now stay quiet until—”

      “They’re here.”

      The older man turned back around and caught sight of a scraggly-haired assassin and his scowling pink-haired apprentice approaching from the sands. The man carried something over his shoulder before the duo arrived in front of the group of awaiting Dark Mages. He gave a quick bow, “Hello, Brain-sama. I hope we didn’t keep you all waiting.”

      “Actually—”

      “It is fine, Danzō.” The man interrupted before his younger companion could make a snarky, horrid remark. He faced the hired assassin and spared a look towards the only member of the group that followed him, “I was under the impression that the rest of your cell would be joining us tonight.”

      “Unfortunately they are not in the best condition.” The ninja said with a lazy smirk, “Fukurou is nursing a serious case of freezer burn though his elbow and Vidaldus is experiencing a crisis with the loss of his hear.”

      “Fucking hell.” The Dark Mage said from behind them as he covered his ears in shock, “I’m pretty sure if I try hard enough I can hear him crying. God, he’s a whiner.”

      “Indeed.” The Death’s Head Caucus master turned towards his only able-bodied subordinate, ‘Ikaruga was the only one physically able to make the trip here today. But she certainly isn’t in the right mood.’ The pink-haired woman sent him a dark glare before the older man shrugged, “But I digress. We all know that’s not what you came here for today.”

      “It is not.” The leader said as he motioned to the body over the ninja’s shoulder, “Is that him?”

      “Yeah. When you came to us and asked us to capture this guy to bring to you, I wasn’t exactly sure what to expect. To hear he was making a giant magic tool to resurrect Zeref was quite the surprise.”

      “Yes. And despite my efforts to acquire his assistance before, Hades continuously interfered and stated I could not make contact with him as long as this plan was in motion. I was hoping you and your team would be able to capture him before Hades was alerted to our actions.”

      “Wasn’t quite sure how we were going to handle ambushing a Wizard Saint and exfiltrating him to you. Fortunately, the same people that caused us so much trouble were also the people that put him down.” Ikaruga’s face twisted in anger at the reminder of the redhead that had countered her sword style, “Unfortunately…”

      Danzō hefted the body off his shoulder and dropped him in the sand, showing him off for all to see. Jellal still had dried blood and bruises and the deep cut on his face hadn’t healed at all. The blue-haired man’s body was covered in a strange and uneven pattern that periodically glowed before dimming during his unconsciousness.

      “Etherion poisoning.”

      “Yep.” Danzō scratched the back of his head, “Not totally sure how he remained in one piece after being in the middle of that crazy blast but he’s been glowing like that for a while now. And he won’t wake up. We have a hard time telling if his heart is even beating sometimes.”

      “It is. I can hear it. Loud as day.”

      The staff-wielding man furrowed his eyes in annoyance at the unconscious form of their target, “He tampered with the blast from Etherion. That must be why it didn’t go critical. It suits him. Even when I was teaching him magic he always tested and played with what he could barely control. It seems even after all this time he still kept that aspect.”

      “I’m sorry about the less than preferable condition we brought him back in.” Danzō apologized, “If there is anything you need of us—”

      “No. We’re done.” The leader of the Dark Mages pulled an envelope from his side and held it out for the mercenary, “Take your payment and go. If we are ever in need of your services again, we shall contact you.”

      The ninja and samurai shared a look before taking the money and walking off before anything else could be said. Considering one of the worst Dark Guilds in the world was right in front of them, they decided to leave before they changed their mind and did something nasty.

      The white-haired woman walked around the side and watched the assassins leave before pouting, “That’s it? I thought we were gonna kill them or something. Well this is even more boring than I thought.”

      The man with the snake over his shoulders nudged the unconscious body a little before looking up, “So what do we do now? We were gonna convince this guy to work with us and tell us everything we want to know, right? That or torture him until he did. But if he’s basically in a coma then there’s nothing we can do with him. I mean-like-we could still cut him up and do a ton of nasty stuff but that just seems excessive.”

      …

      “Cobra, you’re carrying him back to base. We leave at once.”

      “Seriously? But what are we gonna do with him?”

      “We’ll figure something out.” The dark-skinned man muttered as he led his compatriots back to their guild, “We are on the brink of discovering our goal. Fulfilling our dream. And the last piece we need to complete that goal is in our grasp. Whatever we have to do… whomever we have to use… we’ll find a way to fix him and get what is ours.”

      “Nirvana shall be ours. And then… there will be no one who can stand in our way.”

      ########Titania and The Hunter

      Part 3… Done

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    46. Part 4: And We're Back

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 46: And We’re Back

      500 chapters!

      So on one hand that Eileen reveal completely and utterly destroyed the Erza backstory I had spent so much time meticulously, painstakingly, hair-pullingly long working on that it could probably have a meaningful talk with Pyrrha while they blow in the wind.

      (Oh, I made myself sad.)

      But on the other hand…

      PART 4 BABY! WOOHOOO!

    
    

    
      “Wow.”

      “Oh, this is awesome!”

      “Agreed. It’s much larger and will probably accommodate more people now.”

      “Yeah but do you see how much bigger it is?!”

      “This is so cool!”

      “Aye sir!”

      The group of Mages returned to their guild after a very hectic ‘vacation’ away at Akane Resort. After having some time off enjoying sun, sand, coasters, gambling, old friends attacking and kidnapping them, going to an old slaving island, and foiling a dastardly plot to resurrect the greatest evil known to mankind while saving the world… it was nice to come home.

      And an added benefit to leaving and saving the world… they didn’t have to stick around and finish building the new place.

      But the new place was awesome! It was much bigger, filling out the larger plot of land Magnolia offered them to rebuild the guild hall. Instead of the old, worn out building it used to be, this one looked more like a mansion or some kind of official building, with the Fairy Tail insignia sewn into a massive banner hanging over the front. There was a little gate with the words Fairy Tail printed over it and even an outdoor cafe right outside the building!

      “Holy crap!” Naruto exclaimed in wonder as he walked through the gate and looked around, “I didn’t think it was possible but Mira’s shitty drawing actually turned out pretty sweet.”

      “I seriously doubt this was just off that drawing.” Lucy added in, remembering the very poor quality of Mira’s drawing in comparison to the brilliance of this new building.

      “Not just the building. When did we get benches outside to eat and drink? And a cafe to get those eats and drinks?” They noticed the little place selling the refreshments just coming off the main building. They also took notice of the young, attractive ladies wearing Fairy uniforms and delivering the meals to the people that ordered them. One of the lovely ladies sent a wink their way and Gray nodded, “And when did we get sexy waitresses wearing uniforms with the logos printing all over them?”

      “Yes, those are certainly different. And quite intriguing.” Erza noted, her eyes sparkling as they roamed over the waitresses’ outfit. A joyous smile started to stretch over her face with intrigue, “They’re so cute and alluring. Maybe if I could—”

      Naruto pulled on the back of her shirt to stop her from running off, “Stop. Let’s go look around the guild a little more before you strip these girls for their clothes.”

      “Guys!”

      The group looked over and saw a familiar face standing behind a counter with Fairy insignias on every side. “Max,” Natsu called out as he ran over, “Hey man! What are you doing out here? And what’s with all this junk?”

      “I-it’s not junk!” Max stuttered, looking around desperately with a smile, ‘These are some of our wonderful wears and purchases that fit your everyday need! Come get some!’ Max immediately grabbed Natsu by the scarf and pulled him in to growl threateningly, “We’re selling this stuff to people, you idiot! Don’t go knocking it down right at the freakin’ gates! You have any idea how flipped Master would get if he found out?!”

      Natsu played at the idea of earning Makarov’s ire and paled, “M-my bad.”

      “You’re selling Fairy Tail stuff?” Lucy tilted her head, looking around at the assortment of mugs, towels, shirts, umbrellas, books, commemorative photos, and pamphlets that littered the shelves, “Why do we need to sell stuff?”

      “Well 1) This kickass new guild hall was not cheap. We dug so far into our reserved Jewels I’m pretty sure some of the money was around before Master was even born.” Oh that was a good point, “And 2) There were so many people coming over to visit the guild hall after hearing about our war with Phantom, but they were disappointed to see there was nothing left for them to visit. We had to take photos with people so they didn’t leave sad. We thought we could let them buy some of our stuff so that they would always have a memento. The wonderful benefit of being the best guild ever!”

      “Cool.” Gray said, “So we’re selling out now, huh?”

      “Not selling out. Throwing in.”

      “I think it’s a wonderful idea.” Erza nodded while crossing her arms, “We could use some new plates and cups at our house. What better ones then from the guild, right?”

      “You just couldn’t help yourself with the outfit?”

      “How do I look?” The redhead showed off her new, stolen outfit with a bump of her hip and a flick of her ponytail. It certainly did show off the length of her legs and a fair amount of skin and cleavage, despite the fact that most of hers was still wrapped up in bandages. But… she looked good.

      Lucy snapped her fingers in front of Naruto’s eyes and got him out of his mindless staring.

      “Woah!” Happy floated up and grabbed something off the shelf. A little figure of him smiling and flying around on a pedestal, “What’s this?”

      “Oh, those are our hottest selling items! The Fairy Figurines!” Max reached up and pulled several down and handed them over to the Mages. They all stared in wonder at their miniature selves striking cool poses with their magic and weapons, “Everyone loves them!”

      “NATSU!” Happy flew up to his friend’s face waving his figurine around, “LOOK! LOOK!”

      “I KNOW!” He almost squealed happily, “WE’RE ACTION FIGURES!”

      Natsu and Happy looked down at their broken figures after they failed to bend the arms and body to fight. The blue cat slumped in the air in sadness as the Dragon Slayer protested, “Max, what the hell you asshole?!” Natsu waved his broken figure around and yelled with indignation at his fellow Fairy, “These things barely move! What a cheap ripoff!”

      “They’re not action figures! They’re figurines, they’re not supposed to move! Natsu, get out of here! You’re bad for business!”

      “These are quite well made.” Erza examined her figurine, noticing the small details in her sword and her old armor. Speaking of which, she needed to send out a request for a replacement for the armor that was destroyed back at the island. Maybe Heart Kreuz would make her something special if she made a request. She noticed the multiple figures of her along the shelves that had her in her many different armors, “Why are there so many of me?”

      “Oh, that’s because you have so many armors that we couldn’t decide which to sell. So we decide to make a ton of them! And they sell like crazy!”

      Erza eyes sparkled with wonder as she examined herself. She… she was popular~.

      Lucy looked over her own figure, noticing that she hadn’t signed any papers to fork over her likeness for merchandise. Was she going to receive any royalties for these things? If she wasn’t, she was gonna be miffed. The former heiress looked over the pedestal and noticed a tiny button by her foot, “What’s this?”

      “Oh, some of the figurines have special little actions.” Max explained, “Press yours.”

      “Okay?”

      She pressed it and her clothes popped off to reveal her in her underwear.

      “She loses her clothes.”

      “NOOOOOOOOO!” Lucy fell to her knees and grabbed the fake clothes that popped off, “GET BACK ON ME! DON’T STAY NAKED! I DO NOT APPROVE OF THIS!”

      “Oh don’t worry, you’re not the only one.” Max reassured the crying blonde, “Gray’s come off too.”

      Gray’s figure was left in his underwear as well as the Maker Mage looked down in disappointment. He shook his head, “That’s messed up man.”

      “Hey hey, what about mine?” Naruto waved his around, “Mine does something cool too, right?”

      “Of course man!” Max smiled and pointed to the figure, “Pull the left arm.”

      Naruto grabbed it and it came out of its socket, “It comes out?”

      “It’s interchangeable!” Max lifted up a little bag of other pieces, “You can change them out between the normal arm, metal arm, and fuzzy orange demon arm.”

      “…”

      “That’s fucked up man.”

      “Onee-chan! Onii-chan!” A speedy weight collided into Naruto’s leg and he looked down to see a head of chestnut brown hair. The littlest Senju looked up and smiled brightly, “I missed you!”

      “Koyuki!” Erza came in and swopped her surrogate sister up in a hug, “I’ve missed you so much!”

      “I missed you too!” Koyuki hugged Erza back and giggled at the redhead’s big smile. When she placed the young girl back on the ground, the little Senju finally noticed they were all covered in bandages and gauze. She titled her head, “Did you get in a fight?”

      “Yep!” Natsu and Happy cheered as the Dragon Slayer slapped his bicep, “And we totally kicked ass!”

      “Aye!”

      “Yay! I’m so glad you won!”

      “Natsu!” Lucy elbowed his side, getting a hiss and groan from the pink-haired Mage at poking his healing ribs as she whispered, “Don’t say stuff like that to Koyuki-chan! Girls her age don’t need to hear that kind of language!”

      Happy floated up to her and shook his head disappointedly, “C’mon Lucy, she comes to the guild almost everyday!” He cheered, “She hears way worse curses and swears than that!”

      The blonde rubbed the bridge of her nose and sighed, “You shouldn’t take pride in that fact.”

      “You can understand my worry.”

      “And I say girls like Koyuki can totally handle that kind of talk. She can grow up to be a total badass one day if she’s not so worried about swearing.”

      Mahiro and Cana came walking up to greet their returning friends. The older Senju immediately went forward and wrapped her arms around Erza and Naruto to give them a comforting hug, “I heard what happened. I’m so glad you all are okay.”

      The two young adults struggled under her smothering, powerful hug that squeezed them in so tightly. Erza stifled a flinch and noted Mahiro’s concern for them, “Thank you Mahiro. We were glad to make it back here in one piece.”

      “Most of us, anyway.” Naruto groaned from the strain of the hug, “That being said, can you let go us? I’m still healing and most of my ribs are already a fine powder.”

      “Oh right,” She quickly separated, “Sorry. But you idiots make me worry.”

      “We heard what happened.” Cana walked up with a smirk, ‘You guys go on vacation and then you come back after stopping a coup and destroying some ultimate weapon?’ The bikini-clad brunette scoffed and shook her head, “Do any of you guys know how to take an actual vacation?”

      “Don’t…” The entire group sagged with disappointment as Lucy hung her head, “Don’t remind us.”

      “Actually, that does remind me of something important.” Erza spoke up before looking at Mahiro, “Have you heard back from the Magic Council?”

      “Oh shit that’s right.” Naruto realized that with the Magic Council disbanded in the wake of Jellal’s betrayal, that meant the Rune Knights were effectively decommissioned, “What does that mean for you? Did you get laid off or—”

      “No idea.” The former Knight shrugged, ‘As much as I know the Council and all of its faculties are being overhauled with the help of the kingdom. I’m on standby until further notice.’ She stretched out her arms with a content sigh, “But as far as I’m concerned that just means I’m on extended vacation.”

      Gray smirked, “Smart.”

      “The guild finished while you were gone!” Koyuki happily announced as she grabbed Naruto and Erza by the hand, “Come see! Come see!”

      The two S-Class Mages followed the girl pulling their hands as Cana and Mahiro nodded, “Koyuki’s got the right idea.” The brunette in the bikini took a swig from her flask and motioned the group to follow, “C’mon, we’ll show you around the new place.”

      When they walked into the main building, they were met with the sight of a massive new hall filled with longer benches and tables for the members to sit across. The once old and splintered wood across the floor and banisters was switched out for a newer, cleaner finish. There was a stage at the other end of the hall and a bar that was much fancier and much more stocked.

      They obviously found Cana’s favorite part of the renovation.

      “We’ve got a stage now, for people that want to make announcements and for special shows.” Mahiro smiled, “You’ll see what that’s about in a minute.”

      “We got a proper game room too.” They looked inside the room and marveled at the sight of their friends playing darts and billiards. Someone sunk the eight ball and the room was quickly filled with swears, rants, punches, and the surprise strike of a pool cue over someone’s head. Once the darts went flying and hit areas that weren’t boards, the group of Mages quickly moved along.

      “We have a pool! We can go for a swim anytime now!” Koyuki cheered as they came outside to the sight of a giant pool filled with other members of the guild splashing around.

      “Wow!” Lucy summed up their surprise before a huge smile came to her face as she waved, “Levy-chan!”

      “Lu-chan!” The blue-haired girl was dressed in a more reserved swimsuit as she waved back to her blonde best friend, ‘You guys are finally back!’ She turned and caught a ball she was tossing around with her team before serving it up high, “Here you go!”

      Lucy raised her hands, “I got—”

      “HAHA!” Natsu jumped up, his body covered in flames that turned white hot as he spiked the inflatable toy back into the pool, “INTERCEPTION!”

      The plastic ball came down into the water like a meteor that blasted it away into steam and launched everyone inside away from the impact. The pool water fell down back down like a sudden batch of rain as the people floated on their backs and faces in what remained of the water.

      …

      “L-Levy-chan?”

      “Okay~,” Cana raised her hands up and stepped back, forcing them back into the guild in a hurry, “Let’s leave because they are gonna be pissed when/if they wake up.”

      “Yep.”

      “Good idea.”

      “I did want to see the rest of the guild!”

      “Levy-chan~!”

      “Yep, Fairy Tail’s now got one of those big, fancy guild halls all those other guilds keep showing off. We’re bound to get more jobs now that people won’t think we live in a shack.” Cana grinned and pointed up, “Plus we got new rules to go with the new place too.”

      They looked up and saw other’s walking around and waving down from the second floor, “Woah! We can go up to the second floor now!”

      “Yep.” Mahiro answered, ‘Of course S-Class Mages are still the only ones allowed to take S-Class jobs. And you can bet that they’ll be stricter with the rules since all the problems you lot caused stealing them.’ Four of the five Mages looked extremely sheepish at being called out on their misbehavior as Erza shared in the disappointed look, “But as long as no one tries to steal another job, everyone is allowed up on the second floor now.”

      “I see.” Erza’s voice was low as she stepped forward, arms crossed like a captain examining her vessel. Her eyes narrowed in contempt as a frown settled on her face, “I notice there’s no slide going down from the second to first floor?”

      “Pfft!” Cana choked on her drink as she struggled to breathe and laugh at the same time. After her little episode she wiped her mouth and shook her head, “Yeah, that didn’t go over as well as expected.”

      “We had a prototype ready while you guys were gone and tried testing it out.” Mahiro cleared up as Koyuki started to giggle uncontrollably, ‘Elfman offered to test it out first, spouting the stuff about men and being ready to do anything. But halfway down the slide it broke and he slammed headfirst into one of the new tables.’ She looked up in thought before just waving her hand around, “He broke something important but I can’t remember. We decided to scrap the idea.”

      “O-oh.” Erza looked devastated as her shoulders sagged. Lucy and Naruto were quick to console her to no avail, “I-I see.”

      “That’s the same look Mira had when the decision was made.”

      “Well well well, look who’s back.” They looked back and saw Makarov’s approach them with the same kind smile he always had when they returned, “Glad to see you all made it back in one piece.”

      “Mostly.” Naruto corrected, flinching when Erza elbowed his side.

      “Well I want to introduce you kids to someone. Apparently she knows you.”

      Someone stepped up beside Makarov to meet the group of returning Mages. The young woman was wearing a colorful, warmer dress and skirt that was predominantly white and blue. She had a Fairy Tail emblem tied around her collar and a hat on her head. Her skin was still pale and her curled up blue hair had been cut into a shorter fashion. She shuffled on her feet, a flush over her skin as she greeted them, “H-hello again.”

      “Juvia!” Lucy yelled with joy as she stepped forward and took the girl’s hands in her own. Juvia seemed happy at her gesture but still uncomfortable and unfamiliar with the closeness the blonde was greeting her with. Probably since she still felt bad after being controlled by the mercenary and forced to brutally attack Lucy. The blonde didn’t even seem to care about that reminder as she smiled, “You made it!”

      “T-that’s right.” Juvia nodded, “Juiva made it here yesterday and Master Maka — M-Master accepted me rather quickly.”

      They looked down at him and he shrugged, “She’s cute. Can’t say no to that.”

      He always used that excuse.

      “Juvia,” Erza stepped forward and embraced their new member in a hug. The blue-haired Mage blushed and went stiff at the close contact before Erza pulled back and smiled, “Thank you for your assistance in that ordeal. I am extremely grateful that you went to such lengths to help us.”

      “N-not at all, Erza-San!” Juvia blushed and shook her head, “I-it was Juvia’s honor to be fighting alongside you and everyone from Fairy Tail! And thank you for speaking on Juvia’s behalf to help Juvia enter Fairy Tail as well!”

      “We didn’t say anything.” Naruto stepped up with a smile, “I think Jiji just saw how nice a person you are and knew you were a good match.”

      “Plus you’re super strong.” Gray added with a smirk, “If it wasn’t for you we’d probably would’ve been swept away and drowned in that tsunami. You got in so be proud.”

      “R-really, Gray-sama!” Juvia exploded with energy so suddenly that a few of them leaned back as she dashed up to the half-naked man, ‘Juvia is so glad you think that way! She was worried she may make a bad impression arriving here so she spent so much time thinking about reinventing herself! A new haircut! New clothes! And it worked!’ She grabbed the hem of her skirt, “Juvia even got the tattoo to prove it! See—”

      “WOAH!” Cana came in and grabbed her hands before she could make a move. She sighed and chuckled at the blue-haired girl’s surprise, ‘I get you’re excited and everything but don’t go pulling out the quad just yet.’ She let go of her hands and eased her down, “You gotta keep some of the mystery brewing, okay? Build up suspense.”

      “Suspense?”

      “Yeah. Make them want it even more.” Cana pulled at her bikini, “Give them a generous preview, but make them work for the whole damn thing.”

      “Work?” Juvia repeated innocuously as her eyes sparkled with wonder, “Can… can you tell me more?”

      “Oh sweetheart,” Cana wrapped an arm around her shoulder and walked her to a table, “Let’s get some drinks and I can give you a crash course on teasing the pink needle with the haystack.”

      The others just stared on in silence. They… they weren’t sure what they just witnessed… but it wasn’t good.

      Mahiro patted Gray’s shoulder sympathetically, “Good luck.”

      “Why are you telling me that?”

      “Oh hey, speaking of new blood, I got another surprise for you.” Makarov shrugged his diminutive shoulders, “You might not totally appreciate this next one but hey, it’s happening.” He turned back around and they followed the old man’s line of sight.

      There were multiple different reactions at the sight of the young man sitting at a table just a yard away. His large, spiky black hair going down his back and the pierced studs along his arm and face. He noticed their looks and stood up from the table to face them. As he turned, they got a better view of the black Fairy tattoo that he now sported on his shoulder.

      Gajeel Redfox.

      “WHAT?!” Natsu roared and pointed at the fellow Dragon Slayer, “What is he doing here?!”

      “He’s our newest newbie.” Makarov clarified, “I picked him up in the gutter and thought he could use a new place to stay.”

      “Seriously?!” Natsu pointed at Gajeel and started fuming as steam came off him, “But he broke our guild hall, remember?!”

      “Yes, I remember. And that’s how we got this swanky new hall instead.” The old master pointed out before shrugging, “Plus he didn’t do what he did for himself. It was an order by Jose to antagonize us. He’s actually not that bad a kid when you get to know him.”

      There was reasonable doubt with that opinion.

      “But this ruins the whole damn thing!” Natsu whined and waved his arms around angrily, “I wanted to meet this guy and kick his ass again in a fair fight and prove Fairy Tail is still the best! I mean it’s cool he’s right here so I didn’t have to go looking but if he’s part of Fairy Tail now I’d just be kicking our own guild’s ass!”

      “You’ll get no complaints from me.” Gajeel finally spoke up and slowly marched up to them. He cut an intimidating figure as his red eyes narrowed into a glare and got up in Natsu’s face, snarling like a rabid animal as he bared his sharp teeth, “Let’s go another round, Salamander. Let’s go several. You don’t mind if I pay you back a dozen — no, a hundred times, right? As long as it’s a good fight you don’t mind me breaking a few teeth, right?”

      Natsu actually started to sweat from the pressure Gajeel was exuding at the moment before he muttered, “Y-yeah, we’ll do that. Maybe not today but… sometime soon.”

      Makarov looked up, “Hey Lucy, now that you’re officially not the newbie, do you want to show the new kiddies around and help them get accommodated?”

      Lucy had shielded herself by putting Erza and Naruto between her and the young Mage with the very violent tendencies. She peeked around their collective body and stuttered, “Um, I-I’m good, actually.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      “Master,” Erza looked down at Makarvo and showed a tinge of concern on her face, “Are you certain this was a good idea? If you are then I’ll trust your decision, but the others may still see this as a sore wound to be poking at.”

      Makarov shrugged, “Meh, he’s just a kid. It was either this or let him wander around without a purpose. And that’s never any fun.”

      Erza felt a hand on her shoulder and looked to see Naruto give her a reassuring smile, “It’s okay. I met him after the fight with Jose when Phantom’s guild was collapsing. He and Natsu argued a bit and he didn’t seem genuinely evil or vicious. I mean he’s a dick but the kind that would probably mesh with the guild pretty well.”

      Erza seemed to trust their decision and nodded while Gajeel huffed and spun around to take his seat again. The lights around the guild dimmed to barely illuminate the hall as the whole place went quiet. The group looked around in surprise before their attention was grabbed by Koyuki’s gleeful clapping, “Yeah! Mira-neechan’s show!”

      “Show?”

      ( “Hello everybody!”) The curtain pulled back on the stage to reveal Mira in a fancy new dress and a guitar in hand. A floating microphone positioned itself in front of her as she smiled, ( “Are you having fun in our brand new hall!”)

      “WOOOOO!”

      “WE LOVE YOU MIRA-CHAN!”

      “TAKE IT OFF!”

      While Mira laughed off their catcalls and Elfman tackled whoever chose to forfeit their lives like that, the retuning Fairies watched Mira strum her instrument and sing a soft melody into the mic. Lucy gushed at the sight of the model sing as her eyes went starry with admiration, “Ah! I didn’t know Mira-San could sing!”

      “She’s very talented.”

      “That looks like fun!” Natsu bounced with excitement before beelining for the stage, “I wanna try singing me — BLARGH!”

      The pink-haired Dragon Slayer was stopped in his mad dash for the stage as a giant hand came down in front of him like a brick wall. It didn’t seem to pull away from the attention Mira was getting as Makarov pulled Natsu in and dropped him on the floor. His hand shrunk to normal and he cleared his throat, “Sorry Natsu, can’t let you cause too many problems just yet. Which reminds me, I need to talk with all of you.”

      Happy floated over and tapped Natsu’s cheek in an attempt to bring him back to consciousness as Makarov spoke with them, “Tomorrow, a reporter from Sorcerer’s Magazine will come to do an interview with us about our new guild. This might be our only chance to show the other guilds that we’ve updated our drab old hall and that we’re not as violent as everyone thinks. So until they leave tomorrow, no fighting. No destruction. Don’t wreck shit until after they leave.”

      Lucy had a big smile over her face at the opportunity being presented to her, “S-Sorcerer’s Magazine! I love that series! I read it all the time!” The blonde Celestial Spirit Mage started trembling with excitement, ‘Will we get to talk with them? Will they give us each an interview?! Is this my chance to get famous too?!’ She didn’t give anyone the chance to respond as she grabbed her hair in shock, “Oh no! I have no time to waste! I’ve gotta prepare for tomorrow! See you later!”

      The blonde dashed out the guild to head back to her apartment. Some of them watched her run away in silence before Gray turned back, “Should we tell her it’s not as great as it sounds?”

      “I think it’ll be better for her to just live and learn.” Mahiro looked down at Makarov, “Do you really things will work out like that tomorrow?”

      “I’m an old man. Let me have my hopes and dreams.”

    
    

    
      The new building. The revamped hall. More people than ever before. Even merchandise! But still the same old guild everyone knows and loves. It was so—

      “Cool cool COOL!”

      The young reporter with the camera hanging off his neck pumped his fists with excitement at getting the chance to interview his favorite guild again after its recent renovation.

      By far. The best part of his job. Ever.

      The Sorcerer Magazine reporter, Jason, charged into the guild hall to see the guildmates having fun and partying like they were so famous for doing. Maybe he would be lucky enough to see one of their trademark brawls!

      “Hi~, you must be the reporter from Sorcerer Magazine, right?”

      The young reporter turned at the soft, sultry voice that tried to garner his attention. His greeter was a beautiful young blonde, with a lean face and her long blonde hair tied up in a bun on her head. Short shorts to accentuate her curvy hips and a top that gave her cleavage a lot of room to breathe.

      Jason’s eyes constricted in shock, “N-no way.”

      Lucy winked, “My name’s Lucy Heartfilia, and I’m a new member at Fairy Tail. You wanna interview me—”

      “TITANIA!”

      Jason didn’t even seem to register Lucy’s attempts to get his attention as he spotted a curtain of scarlet red hair sitting at a table. Lucy was knocked over like nothing as Jason sprinted over to reach the table with the redhead, blond, brunette, and young chestnut-haired girl, “Is that Titania?! The super cool, super real Titania?!”

      Erza calmly turned around from the drawing she was making with Koyuki to regard the young man that had slid up to them on his knees, “Yes?” She just seemed took take the presence of a wild reporter pumping his fists and muttering ‘cool’ under his breath in stride before she realized, “Oh, you must be the reporter Master told us was coming.”

      “That’s right!” He jumped up to his feet and bowed, “I’m Jason, and am I correct to assume you are the legendary Erza Scarlet-San, better known as Titania, Queen of the Fairies?”

      Erza cleared her throat for modesty at his numerous additions at the end of her name before nodding, “Yes, I suppose that would be a title some people call me by.” She fiddled with a strand of her hair as her brown and blue eyes turned to a corner of the floor, “I never understood how I got that name. There are far more elegant people in the guild that fit with the image of a queen than I do.”

      “Is she serious?” Mahiro whispered to Naruto with a big smile, “Because if she is then that has to be the cutest thing I’ve ever heard her say.”

      “In fact you should probably go interview some of the other people in the guild.” Erza offered before looking herself over, “I’m not even properly dressed as a Mage. I just haven’t gotten the chance to buy a new set of armor to wear between jobs.”

      “Mages don’t usually wear armor though, remember?” Naruto joked as he watched his lover act so flustered from the attention.

      “Oh, that reminds me!” Jason pulled out a notepad and put his pen to the page, “Is it true you have almost 100 sets of different armor to call upon when you use your Requip ability?”

      “Are you joking? I have well over 100 suits of armor! My inventory of weapons and suits is vast!” Erza huffed and crossed her arms in annoyance, “I’m not sure where you get your sources but they’re wrong.”

      “Yep, she’s a natural.”

      “Cool! Cool! COOL!” Jason was bursting with excitement, “So what’s your favorite to change into?”

      “I’m partial for the bunny outfit.”

      “BUNNY?! COOL!”

      “Yay! Bunny!” Koyuki looked up at Erza and smiled, “Onee-chan, are you gonna turn into the bunny right now?”

      “I don’t see why not.” Erza body started to glow in a bright light as Natuto and Mahiro panicked, preparing to cover Koyuki’s eyes before she saw her naughty bunny outfit. But they were relieved when the light died away and it revealed Erza’s face popping out of a crude, comically large bunny costume, “Ta-da.”

      Koyuki tackled into her side, “Yay! So fluffy!”

      “COOL!” Jason started writing down this ‘groundbreaking’ information, “So this is the immediate armor you choose to don when out on jobs?”

      Erza looked up from the game of patty cake she was engaged in with Koyuki, “Well I have another rabbit outfit I wear in more serious situations.”

      Naruto fondly remembered those more ‘serious’ situations.

      “One more question, Erza-San!” Jason leaned in to ask and whispered, “Is it true that you are in a secret, hush-hush, forbidden relationship with another member of the guild you can’t talk about?”

      “Hey.”

      Jason’s attention shifted over across the table to the other blond with eyes similar to Erza’s as he waved, “Hi. Not a secret. Not forbidden. And it’s me.”

      Jason trembled with excitement before jumping on the table and examining Naruto closely, “Blond hair! Whiskers! Mismatched eyes! A prosthetic—” He stopped and looked down at the two, completely fleshy arms he had coming out of his sleeves and titled his head, “Rumors said you have a metal arm?”

      “Don’t,” Naruto struggled to stifle the groan behind his lips before sighing, “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Okay!” Jason was still gushing at the experience, “Wow! Not only do I get to meet Titania, but I got to meet The Hunter as well! And I confirm they’re in a relationship! So cool!”

      “I still have no idea where I got that name.” Naruto rolled his eyes and shrugged helplessly, “Scare a few people while hunting a gang and the damn thing sticks like glue.”

      “Well you’ve recently started getting a new name with a much clearer background!”

      Naruto and the others looked between each other in bewilderment before the blond tilted his head, “What?”

      “Saint Slayer!” Jason announced before pumping his fist, “It’s so cool! People say you’re on a mission to beat every Wizard Saint in Fiore! You beat Jose during the guild war and Siegrain from the Council, and rumors are floating that you’re planning to take out Master Makarov in his sleep too! Care to comment?!”

      …

      They all turned to look at Naruto with fascination. They were the only ones enjoying this moment because Naruto looked pale and horrified by the unfortunate rumor. False reports going around that he was hunting and taking down the strongest people in the country! And God forbid they decided to strike first and come for him!

      Oh god, he did not need that monkey on his back.

      Koyuki looked up at him with teary eyes and whimpered, “O-Onii-chan, please don’t hurt Jii-chan! We’re all family!”

      “I-I’m not — that’s — YOU!” Naruto pulled Jason over the table and fumed in anger, ‘Write this down! I’m! Not! Hunting! Saints! Don’t get any wrong ideas and stop it before any Saints decide to kick my ass first!’ He started counting off his fingers, “I didn’t beat Jose alone! He was already in a fight with Erza and the others and he already got knocked around before I really started fighting! And Erza and Natsu hurt Jellal before I even got there! I might have finished them off but I didn’t beat them singlehandedly!”

      “Woah! Intense! And modest!” Jason cheered, “So cool!”

      “LISTEN TO ME FOR FUCK SAKE!”

      “Woah! Is that Gray Fullbuster!” The reporter somehow slipped out of Naruto’s grasp before the S-Class even noticed as they saw him running over to another table, “Fullbuster-San, can I have a moment of your time!”

      Naruto groaned and slumped back into his seat as he slammed his head into the table. Mahiro stroked his hair thoughtfully to try and cheer him up, “There there. At least you’re famous. Thats a plus, right?”

      “No. Not really.”

      He felt something extremely fuzzy nuzzle in his hair and looked up to see Erza was patting his head as well. The deserved effect was partially ruined by the fact she was still wearing that ridiculous bunny outfit but she smiled warmly anyway, “I promise if you get chased by any Wizard Saints that want to beat you before you get the chance, I’ll be by your side to run and fight the whole way.”

      “I don’t know if that makes me feel any better but thank you giant bunny rabbit.”

      “Hey!” Lucy came running up to the table, “Have you seen that reporter come — uh, what happened?”

      “Don’t ask.”

      “He’s there, Lucy-neechan!” Koyuki pointed him out and Lucy was immediately after him.

      “So do you strip as you prepare for battle, or are you just an exhibitionist?”

      “Is it you?!” Gray slammed his foot on the table and spat venom at Jason, “Are you the one that’s always calling me a pervert in the articles?! Listen up jackass, I don’t get naked for fun!”

      “Gray-sama, your clothes! Your clothes came off again!” Juvia warned him while bundling his discarded garments in her arms. Funny enough instead of offering them back to him so he could hide his shame, she seemed to linger with them still in her arms. And maybe just a quick whiff or two.

      “Oh, and a new beauty here too! Cool!” Gray snatched his clothes back and Jason attention turned to Juvia as she gasped from his intensity, “Don’t I recognize you from somewhere?”

      “U-um,” Juvia composed herself before nodding, ‘Juiva is a newcomer to Fairy Tail. She came and joined the guild after her last guild was disbanded.’ She blushed and rubbed her arm nervously before mumbling, “Fairy Tail was kind enough to allow Juvia to join even… even though she’s from Phantom Lord.”

      “I knew I recognized you! You’re Juvia Lockser-San from Phantom Lord!” Jason pumped his arms excitedly, “So even after all the crazy tension between Phatnom Lord and Fairy Tail, you guys were able to put aside your differences and allow a former member to join the team! So sweet! So cool! Definitely writing this down!”

      “It wasn’t just Juvia!” Juvia added while waving her arms around frantically, ‘Gajeel-kun was accepted into the guild as well! He,’ Juvia looked around curiously to find her black-clad companion but couldn’t spot him in the flood of people, “Where is he?”

      “And do you have some kinda special relationship with Fullbuster-San?”

      “W-what?!” Juvia’s eyes lingered on Gray as he unfortunately started to covering his rippling abs with his shirt. Her pale skin flushed as her eyes started to tremble with her thoughts spinning out of control, ‘H-h-h-how can you ask Juvia a question like that when she hasn’t even had time to prepare!’ She cupped her cheeks, “J-Juvia has spent some time thinking about it though. How she and Gray-sama would have a small house, picket fence, front and back yards, and at least ten children to call our own. Juvia’s body might go through a bit of an ordeal working with all of them but she’s willing to try.”

      “I’m sorry, I missed the last minute getting dressed,” Gray came back over with a flat, uneasy expression as he looked between the two, “What’s going on?”

      Lucy finally reached the table, “Hey, not sure if you heard—”

      “Oh my god! Shadow Gear!” Jason dashed away, “Cool!”

      …

      Juvia hid a snicker behind her hand while Gray smirked, “Things not going your way, super star?”

      The pure fury and evil emanating from Lucy’s eyes was enough to make the two stronger Mages shut their traps. The buxom blonde turned back to her pray, that goddamn reporter that was currently causing Jet and Droy to go through an existential crisis because he didn’t know which was which. Levy was trying to console them as she sprinted across the hall to reach—

      “Master Makarov! What do you say about the rumors that one of your S-Class Mages is planning to attack you in your sleep?!”

      But of course he moved at the last second and Lucy had to stop herself from impacting into the table. She bit her lip and started slamming her fist into the table out of despair, “What’s wrong, Lu-chan?”

      “Levy-chan!” The blue-haired girl was tackled as her blonde friend found comfort from her sadness by sobbing into her chest, ‘Nothing I do works! I wanna get an interview with that reporter, s-so I tried getting his attention, but it’s not working!’ She looked herself over, regretting the revealing choice that failed to do anything in her favor as she sobbed, “He’s like a monster only focused on getting his next story! Levy-chan, what do I do?!”

      “There there.” Levy affectionately rubbed her head to soothe the blonde’s distress, ‘I understand, Lu-chan, but you’re going about this the wrong way.’ Lucy’s watery eyes looked up at her as Levy smiled, “We’ve met this guy a few times when he’s come to us for an interview. He’s a reporter, and you can’t entice someone like that with sexiness or skin… no matter how much you show.” Lucy looked down at her attire and sighed, “They live for one reason and only one reason. The spectacle.”

      Lucy wiped her eyes, “Spectacle? What’s that mean?”

      “WHERE IS HE?!”

      They looked over to see Natsu jumping down from the second floor and landing in the middle of a table, shattering it from the center as fire wafted off his form. His eyes went white with anger as he roared, “IS THE REPORTER HERE?! THE ONE THAT ALWAYS GETS ME IN TROUBLE!”

      “Oh.” Lucy deadpanned, “I get it now.”

      “NATSU!” Makarov roared furiously, “WHAT DID I TELL YOU ABOUT MAKING A MESS?!”

      “Nothing Master.” Happy floated up to Natsu’s side as the pink-haired Mage looked around for his target, “He didn’t hear anything you said yesterday. You knocked him out, remember?”

      “Oh… shit.”

      “Oh my god! Oh my god! Oh my god! Natsu Dragneel-San! The real deal! The genuine article!” Jason looked like he was about to explode from excitement, “This is so cool! I can’t believe I get to meet you!”

      “You!” Natsu roared and pointed at Jason, “Was it you?! Are you the one that always writes all those articles about my jobs and the damages I caused?! They’re the reason Jii-chan and Erza are always wailing on me when I come home! You’re the reason for all the countless beatings I’ve gotten!”

      “Oh man, this is an honor! To meet the Salamander in the flesh!” Jason didn’t even seem to register the threatening growl slipping through Natsu’s teeth as the reporter held out his hands, “Can I shake your hand?!”

      “Shake my hand?!” Natsu grabbed his collar and lifted him up effortlessly as fire poured off his body, “Give me a reason I shouldn’t kick your ass this very moment!”

      “Oh, that would be so cool!”

      “Oh you’re sick, y’know that!” Before Natsu could start wailing on the guy that had brought him so much misfortune, the lights had turned off and left the whole hall in darkness. There was a confused murmur across the crowd before the lights focused on the stage.

      “Ladies and gentlemen and all you reporters out there!” Standing on the stage was Lucy, holding a microphone and spinning its cord around her finger before she snapped it like a whip, “Are you guys ready for a show!”

      “WOOHOO!”

      “LOOKIN’ GOOD LUCY!”

      “TAKE IT OFF!”

      Lucy grinned triumphantly as she started counting down to her solo, “And a one, and a two, and a — IYA!”

      The lights turned off again and Lucy went tumbling to the side before they came back on. Jaws dropped everywhere across the guild at the sight of the familiar looking delinquent Dragon Slayer with the studs over his face. But now he was dressed in a pure white show suit, sunglasses over his eyes and a guitar in his hands. He strummed a few easy notes and spoke loud enough for everyone to hear, “So, I hear you guys like songs and music. Well lucky for you… I’m a bit of a pro.” He looked over at the stunned blonde girl on the stage with him before he scoffed, “You outta get off the stage little girl, leave this game to the professionals.”

      Lucy whimpered and fell in a heap on the stage as Gajeel plucked a few more strings before leaning into the microphone, “This little song, I like to call… Best Friend.”

      It started with a beautiful melody… with a powerful score and lyrics that complimented the music wonderfully…

      But then Gajeel started to sing and it sounded like a thousand screeching birds shoved in a pillow case and being slammed into another pillow case filled with cats.

      “BOO!”

      “GET OFF THE STAGE”

      “SHUT UP!”

      “TAKE IT OFF!”

      “Dude, shut up.”

      “AHHH! MY EARS!” Natsu released Jason and covered his ears in a desperate but futile attempt to block Gajeel’s voice. He grabbed a plate and spiked it as hard as he could at the Iron Dragon Slayer’s head, “SHUT UP!”

      Gajeel simply plucked the plate out of the air and spiked it back at Natsu with merciless intent. It slammed Natsu in the bridge of his nose and sent him tumbling back to the floor. Gajeel smiled smugly at his win before looking back up and going pale at the sight of Natsu holding up a table and charging the stage.

      “TAKE THIS, BASTARD!”

      The stage went up in a cloud of smoke and splinters as plates and mugs flew across the hall and beaned other members directly in the face. A few laughs escaped their lips before they were silenced with sucker punches to the face.

      Within moments, the entire hall was overwhelmed in a vicious brawl as curses and insults flew along with their strikes. Gajeel and Natsu attacked each other on the stage as Lucy jumped off it to safety. Makarov chewed them out and called for them to stop to no avail.

      Mahiro chuckled, “Looks like it started again.”

      “Those idiots. They’re causing trouble again.” Erza stood up and slammed her fists together. Of course there was no loud impact since she was still dressed in her bunny outfit but her cuddly demeanor was juxtaposed by her serious tone, “Looks like I still need to reel them in before they cause too much trouble! Everyone! Stop this instant!”

      “Yeah!” Koyuki cheered, “Good luck, Onee-chan! Show them — huh?”

      Koyuki looked up at the bench that was flying towards them but just blinked and it was shattered to pieces in an instant. Standing over her was her mother, her fist outstretched after the bench broke against her knuckles.

      “Okay. I enjoy a brawl every now and then, but that was too far!” She gripped her fist tightly and Light started shining off her body as she dashed in to join the fight, “WHO THE HELL THREW THAT BENCH AT MY DAUGHTER?!”

      And just like that, all hell broke loose.

      Naruto lifted his head, looking up at the brawl that had started while he was still in his depressed stupor before he looked over at the smiling and laughing Koyuki. He looked back out at the crowd.

      Natsu and Gajeel were tackling into each other.

      Elfman was swinging several members around by their collars.

      Gray was unconsciously stripping while Juvia watched in fascination.

      Lucy and Levy hid behind a table for safety.

      Makarov looked like he was about to cry or bust a blood vessel.

      Erza was disciplining people in a bunny outfit while Mahiro charged them like a bull.

      All of this while someone was screaming cool over the pandemonium.

      Well… a new face and with new people…

      But still the same old Fairy Tail.

      ########Omake: For merchandising and shit########

      “Team name?”

      “Yeah, your team name!” Max grinned as he held up a notepad and pen, “What’s your official name? I mean what do you guys call yourselves when you go off on jobs?”

      The group of Lucy, Gray, Natsu, Happy, Erza, and Naruto looked up from their meals and between each other curiously. Lucy shrugged, “We — um— we really don’t have a name or anything. I don’t think it really matters.”

      “Doesn’t matter?! Are you all idiots?!” Max reprimanded the group, reeling back from the annoyed glares from Naruto, Natsu, and Gray at the insult as he raised his hands defensively, “No offense but people need some name recognition! Shadow Gear! Raijinshū! It builds morale! A reputation! Who’s gonna know the strongest team in Fairy Tail when they don’t even got a proper title?!”

      “Morale?” Erza sat up at the mention of strengthening their guild’s spirit with the assurance that their possible strongest group had a name. She cupped her chin in thought before nodding and smiling, “Okay, very well! We will come up with a name for our group!”

      “What?!”

      “Oh you can’t be serious!”

      “Of course I’m serious you fools!” Erza slammed her hand down and caused the plates and cups to shake. The armor-clad woman clutched her chest tightly and spoke with passion, “It’s our duty to bare the mark of Fairy Tail and to show just how great our guild can be! But how can we ever hope to inspire people when they would merely refer to us as ‘That group from Fairy Tail with the cat’?! We can’t! So we must find the name that best represents us! Defines us! A name that would strike fear in the hearts of our enemies, and give hope to those that believe in us! Now what do you say?!”

      …

      Lucy hesitated to raise her hand, “Can we each put in a name?”

      “Of course.”

      The group cheered and separated to different sides of the guild to brainstorm.

      “Let the best name win!”

    
    

    
      Done

      Wow. Sincerely sorry. Didn’t think I’d take a six month break from this story. That was just… wow.

      My bad.

      Anyway, next chapter’s omake will have the names each of them are registering. I’ll probably get your opinions through your reviews so stayed tuned.

      I mean read the next chapter for more than that but enjoy.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    47. Happy Birthday

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 47: Happy Birthday

    
    

    
      Lucy wrapped herself tightly in the warmth and comfort of her blanket. The sound of people walking out in the street by her apartment. The soft splashing of water along the aqueduct by her house. The Heartfilia girl slowly opened her eyes to be greeted by the bright shine of the sun illuminating through her window and drapes.

      The Fairy Tail Mage raised from her bed and stretched her arms out with a blissful moan. She pulled a little on her top to cover the peeking midriff and stifled a yawn. She smacked her lips before looking out the window and smiling, “What a beautiful day.” The busty blonde turned back to her apartment—

      “Done!” Natsu emerged from the kitchen with a plate of flaming black food. He smiled while the fire raged on, “I finished cooking! I think it looks pretty good.”

      “Nastu! That’s not how you bake!” The blue cat reprimanded him while frantically flying around the burning pastry, “It’s ruined now!”

      Natsu tilted his head, “What’s wrong with it?”

      “Move, Flame Brain.” Gray smacked the Dragon Slayer aside and quickly grabbed the tray before it clattered to the ground, ‘Why don’t you just sit back and let a professional handle this.’ He ducked into the kitchen for an instant and a powerful gust of cold air seeped out before he emerged. The flaming food on the plate had been frozen solid now as Gray smiled smugly, “What do you think? Pretty good, huh?”

      “That’s not any better at all.” Happy whined.

      “You ruined it!” Natsu roared and stomped his foot, “Its just one big ugly chunk of ice now! It was way more appetizing when it was on fire!”

      “You’re delusional.” Gray shook his head, “No one would eat a cake if it turned their mouths into a fireplace.”

      “And they’d enjoy frostbite more?! You’re the stupid one!”

      Gray dropped the platter and got up in Natsu’s face as they started growling at each other, “Say that again! Go on, I dare you to say something bad about my perfectly cooled delicacies and culinary expertise!”

      “You cook for shit!”

      “You little—”

      “HEY!” The two men flinched under the powerful booming voice and looked over to see a now wide-awake and fuming Lucy. She was red with anger, “Why are you in my apartment this early?!”

      “It’s not early.” Gray shrugged.

      “Yeah. It’s like 8 something.” Natsu nodded as the two boys’ anger quickly subsided in order to correct Lucy, “You shouldn’t be so lazy.”

      “Shut up!” She squeaked before pointing past them, “And what did you do to my kitchen?! It looks like a storm passed through!”

      Happy emerged with a trout covered in frosting as he happily started munching on it, “We were making a cake! Natsu said he was gonna cook it himself and I told him it was a bad idea and he did it anyway.”

      “Why didn’t you stop him before he burnt the whole room down?!”

      “I didn’t wanna stifle his creativity.”

      “That’s it!” Lucy slipped between them and started pushing the two boys and cat towards the door as best she could, “I don’t know why you’re cooking or how you got in but you’re leaving now!”

      “We can’t!”

      “Why not?!”

      “Because we’re supposed to plan for the party here!”

      Lucy stopped and looked between them in confusion, “What are you talking about?”

      The door to her apartment opened up and they saw Mira come walking in with a few bags of groceries. She saw them and smiled, “Oh, good morning Lucy. I see you’re finally awake.”

      “Mira-San?” Lucy pushed the boys away to address the barmaid she respected the most for answers, “W-what’s going on? Do you know why their in my apartment talking about cake? And how they even got in?!”

      “I let them in.”

      …

      Lucy respected the model too much to grab and shake her around. Her voice trembled, “Why?”

      “Because everyone else at the guild is busy doing other things, so we need to focus on the cake.” Mira lowered the bags on the table and spoke cheerfully, “Natsu said your kitchen was perfect so we came to use it. We didn’t wanna wake you because you looked so peaceful.”

      “Don’t do that. Don’t ever do that again. Please knock and I promise I’ll come to answer.”

      “Sorry, but we were just in so much of a hurry we didn’t have time to consider that.” Mira pulled out some baking tools and smiled, “We’re making a birthday cake!”

      “I already made one!”

      “I made it better!”

      Lucy sighed as the two rivals started arguing again as she turned to Mira, “Mira-San, are you really making a birthday cake?”

      “That’s right.”

      “For whom?”

    
    

    
      Naruto looked up silently from his bed and out his bedroom window at the sun and shadows making their way across his bed. He didn’t dare move for he did not want to wake the form beside him. His mind wandered aimlessly before he let out a long sigh.

      “Morning.”

      He sat up with a start and looked down to see Erza watching him, her head still lying on her pillow. She still looked like she could fall asleep at any moment before lifting her head, “You look like you’ve been up.”

      “S-sorry.” He relaxed back into their bed and laid on his side to face her, “I couldn’t go back to sleep.”

      “That’s a shame.” She closed her eyes and nearly dozed back off into slumber while melting into the pillow, ‘It’s so comfy.’ He smiled at her dreamy expression before her eyes quickly opened up to look at him, “What woke you up?”

      He rolled his eyes and looked up at the ceiling, “I just… woke up.”

      “Like you always do today.” Erza knew it wasn’t just a coincidence that he always seemed to wake up early on this day. But she didn’t doubt him about the fact he didn’t know. It didn’t have to be a conscious action that dictated how he acted on this day. She got comfortable on her side as well to face him before a sad smile took her lips, “You may be the only person I know that doesn’t jump at the chance to celebrate their birthday.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. My birthdays are extravagant.”

      Extravagant meaning that anybody who tries to treat her feels a hefty weight leave their wallet in favor of soon to disappear cakes.

      “So,” She looked at him questioningly, “Does this mean you won’t want a birthday party today?”

      “Why are you asking that?” Naruto asked before a tense moment of silence passed between them. His eyes narrowed, “Why are you asking that?”

      “So how are you feeling?” Erza quickly shifted the conversation as she smiled. Probably pleased with herself with the flawless way she deflected from his question, “You seem more awake than usual.”

      Naruto still fixed his doubtful gaze on her for a moment before it softened and he laid back into his bed. He stared up at the ceiling before taking a deep breath, “I feel different.”

      “Oh?” She sat up to see his expression, “And why might that be?”

      “I don’t know.” Usually on this day of the year he felt rather empty or indifferent to the idea that it was his birthday. But this time there was a strange stirring in his chest. He relaxed back into his side of the bed, “I don’t know what’s different.”

      “I think I do.” Erza reached across his chest and grabbed his bicep, “Everything has changed recently. You got your arm back. Our guild was destroyed and rebuilt. We returned to the Tower.”

      “I nearly lost you.”

      “But you didn’t.” She was quick to point that out before he could look anymore devastated by the idea. Even if they lived and made it out of the disaster that was the Tower of Heaven as it exploded with the full force of Etherion, they nearly died. Naruto beaten closer to death than he had ever had before in a fight. And her… she had nearly disappeared trying to channel the blast in a way that wouldn’t endanger their friends and innocent lives. Whether it was divine intervention, if she actually succeeded, or even if it was dumb luck, she was able to survive. And she couldn’t forget the look of horror and anguish on his face as she started to disappear into the light. She lifted her hand to caress his cheek and look him directly in the eye with as much apologetic concession as she could muster, “I’m sorry for ever forcing that choice on you. But I promise I will never let that happen again, and I won’t ever leave you.”

      His expression softened and he held the hand touching his cheek, giving it a small squeeze before she leaned down to give him a chaste kiss. They separated and laid in bed for a moment as Erza looked down at their position.

      “I saw this. We were just like this in my dream.”

      “What was it like?”

      “Terrifying.” She answered, ‘I felt like a ghost. Floating around the house without any real form or presence. I couldn’t touch anything. I couldn’t feel anything. No one could see me. You couldn’t see me.’ She looked into his eyes, “But you still talked to me like I was right there. Like you still knew I was beside you…”

      Or he was just so steeped in depression that he resorted to talking to himself.

      He knew that was an answer, and he was mulling over saying it but Erza leaned forward and placed a kiss on his lips. He was effectively silenced before she pulled away and smiled, “I’m never going to leave you. I’m never going to put you in that position again. I’ll be here with you through everything. I promise.”

      He couldn’t stop the smile forming after hearing her words. They tugged his lips and he pulled her in closer across the bed, getting a small squeak out of her before she quickly smiled and held his face between her hands. They kissed in a moment of passion and reveled in the warmth of each other. They shared it for a moment before Naruto quickly positioned himself over her while keeping their kiss.

      After a moment they separated and Erza gave that naughty smile he loved so much, “Well, how about a nice little gift to start the day?”

      He smirked, “Well, I can’t say no to a gift—”

      “HAPPY BIRTHDAY!”

      The door swung open with Koyuki’s gleeful cheer as she charged in to greet her older brother on his birthday. Mahiro followed behind, carrying a tray of breakfast foods and treats to help start the celebration, “Happy birthday, Onii-chan! We brought you breakfast in bed!”

      “Oh, that’s nice.” Erza sat up in bed and opened her arms as the young chestnut-haired girl jumped up on the bed and greeted her with a hug and kiss on the cheek. The scarlet-haired girl smiled at the excitement on the toddler’s face, “That was very sweet of you to bring Naruto a treat on his birthday.”

      “Erza?” Mahiro felt compelled to ask as she raised a brow at the scene she just witnessed, “Were we interrupting something?”

      “Nothing at all. Naruto was just so happy to see you he jumped right out of bed!”

      “At a sharp angle. And hard enough to bounce off the wall.” The blonde Rune Knight heard the birthday boy groan and lift himself up from the ground, “You okay?”

      “Peachy.” He sat on the bed and rubbed his head before he felt a kiss on his cheek. Koyuki had crawled over to his side and greeted him as he smiled and swept her up in a hug, “And good morning to you too!”

      “Hehehaha! Happy birthday!” She giggled in his arms before squirming her way out and pointing at the tray her mother carried, “We brought you breakfast!” He smiled and turned around as Mahiro laid the tray across the bed. He picked up a fork, cutting off a portion of the omelette before eating it up.

      …

      …

      …

      His eyes slowly panned around and saw Koyuki, Mahiro, and Erza watching him with expectations in their eyes. He steeled himself, remembered his years of training, forced the food down his throat, expertly hid the fact it tried to come back up, and swallowed it again before he could get clammy, “Delicious.”

      Oh god that sounded forced.

      “Yay!”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “Well,” Erza nodded happily, “I think this birthday is starting off on a wonderful first step.”

      If they were more attentive they would have noticed the half-hearted nod Naruto gave on his increasingly paling face, but they were just so happy it went overlooked.

      “So,” He coughed, giving himself a moment of reprieve, “What are we doing after this? We could go to the guild and see what everyone else is up—”

      “No!”

      If one of them said that it would have been means for questioning, so the fact that all three — even Koyuki — quickly denied his suggestion was room for concern. He raised an eyebrow, “Why can’t we go to the guild?”

      “…”

      His eyes narrowed sternly, “What’s happening at the guild?”

      “We were actually thinking about going around town. Peruse some shops. See what’s come in. Get some ramen?” Mahiro knew she had him hooked when his stern expression turned into one of hesitant glee, “How does that sound?”

      “And I wanna play in the park!” Koyuki exclaimed before looking up at Naruto, “Can we go to the park? Please~?”

      “And my new armor was coming in today. I thought we could go pick it up.” Erza also gave him a pleasing look, “Please~?”

      “Fine.” He relented, letting out a heavy sigh as they all cheered, “I guess we aren’t going to the guild today. For any reason. Whatsoever.”

      “Exactly.” Erza finally got out of bed and stretched out her limbs, flipping her hair back, “Now I need to go take a bath. Koyuki, do you want to join me?”

      “Uh-huh!”

      His lover and their little sister walked out of the room and towards the bathroom to leave him and Mahiro. He took another bite of his food and resisted to gag, “Did you have to let Koyuki handle cooking this?”

      “What are you talking about? We did it together.”

      “Of course you did.”

      A very, very long day ahead.

    
    

    
      “Okay, we’ve got a long day ahead of us people! Let’s go! Let’s go! Let’s go!” Cana barked atop the table, clapping her hands loud enough to echo across the guild as everyone set for the party. The bikini-clad babe pointed across the room, “Levy, you and the guys better get all those hats and streamers together!”

      “I-I’m on it!” The blue-haired girl attempted to carry as many hats as she could handle while Jet and Droy followed behind her.

      “Master!” She turned to the old man that had stretched his legs up to hang a Happy Birthday banner across the second level banisters, “You better hurry up tying that thin!”

      “Y-you’re asking a lot from me.” Makarov whined and patted his back, “This old man shouldn’t be pushing himself so hard.”

      “Not gonna work this time old man! You’re helping and there are no excuses!”

      “Urh.” Makarov groaned, “Freaking making me work. Such bullshit.”

      “Gajeel!” She pointed at the Dragon Slayer preoccupied with writing something, “We need help and you ain’t helping! You either shit or get off the pot!”

      “Chill, drunkard. Off the pot I go.” He mindlessly walked off and ignored Cana’s glower.

      “Come on people! We’re preparing a birthday party for Naruto Uzumaki! The guy who never wants to celebrate his own birthday! So this’ll be our chance to blow him away! He’s done a lot for us! Always been a friend! So it’s only fair when he walks through those doors we give him such a great party that he breaks down into a blubbering, sobbing mess of joy and starts crying like a bitch, letting the repressed birthday boy inside him break free!”

      Everyone stopped working and looked at the busty Card Mage oddly. She frowned, “What are you looking at?! Back to work, all of you!”

      “As inspirational as ever, Cana.” The brunette turned around to see Mira walking up with a bag in her hands. She jumped down from the table as Mira thanked her with a smile, “Thank you for handling the decorations while we were busy.”

      “No problem. Bigger party, more booze. More booze, more fun for me.” She looked down at her bag, “So did it work? You got to bake the cake in peace?”

      “Tada!” She held up the bag with a wide smile. She gave a giddy laugh and smiled even wider, “Oh, this is so much fun! I love when we plan parties!”

      “Yeah they’re a hoot.” Cana leaned in, “So… did you take care of the problem kids?”

      “It’s handled.” Mira nodded, “I sent Gray and Natsu off to get decorations for the party.”

      “You sent the fuck-it-up duo on a job?”

      “Don’t worry.” Mirajane waved off her concerns with a confident, proud smile, ‘I asked Lucy to watch over them.’ Cana sighed and slowly ran her hand down her face, “What?”

      “Oh… you poor, beautiful fool.”

    
    

    
      Lucy buried her face in her hands and felt her disparaged moan vibrate through her palms. Why? Why? Why did Mirajane leave this task to her? With them?

      “Why did we have to get these flowers again?” Natsu questioned while carrying the first batch of flowers from the massive order they bought from the store, “Naruto never struck me as a flower guy.”

      “And the balloons seem,” Gray looked up at them, unimpressed by the designs of the guild insignia and a fox for irony’s sake, “Kinda pointless.”

      “They’re not pointless!” Lucy sighed and looked back at the boys tiredly, “We’re celebrating a birthday here! This is par for the course! Balloons! Streamers! Cake! Everything!”

      “I love popping streamers!” Happy cheered with joy as he floated to her side, “I love flying by peoples’ ears when they’re not looking and making them go pop! Watch them freak out. I almost gave Master a heart attack last year during Lisanna’s party.”

      “That… doesn’t surprise me.” The blonde turned to the two boys, “That’s how birthdays are celebrated. How do you guys celebrate your birthdays?”

      Gray shrugged, “I don’t really celebrate my birthday. I just like to let it come and go. Not much wonder to it really.”

      Natsu nodded, “I don’t even know my birthday.”

      “Me and Natsu spend my birthday fishing the entire day out by the lake.” Happy noted, “We get tons of fish and bring it back for everybody. Almost half of it goes to everyone else while I keep the rest.”

      Lucy looked between them in mild surprise, shocked that they didn’t celebrate their birthdays but then figuring that they didn’t strike her as the birthday party types. She titled her head, “So does Naruto not usually celebrate his birthday?”

      “Nope.” Gray shook his head as they headed back to the guild, “He never makes a big deal and just comes to visit the guild normally, maybe take a job. We used to try and throw parties a few years back but he never seemed interested.”

      “So what’s different this year?”

      “Erza said to give it a shot. And Mira was totally on board with planning it.” Happy hovered along, “I don’t know if he’s gonna like it but there’s gonna be tons of treats!”

      Lucy thought back to her birthdays. They were always extravagant affairs held in huge ballrooms, with massive cakes and fountains and filled to the brim with handsome men and women from all walks of life to congratulate her on another year past.

      Of course those memories were bittersweet when she remembered the fact that she personally knew none of the people attending her birthday parties.

      They were just opportunities. Chances for her father and their business to meet fellow tycoons and extend hands for possible business ventures in the future. It took more parties than she’d like to admit for her to realize that celebrating her birthday was always second to connecting with other companies.

      But she did have a reprieve in the memory of more intimate, closed-off celebrations Spetto and the others held for her to cheer her up. That always brought a smile to her face, and a genuine one after spending the entire day forcing a fake one at the behest of her father.

      Different kinds of celebrations, and different kinds of people that celebrate them in different ways.

      Erza probably wanted to throw this party to raise their spirits after the havoc that happened at that island. She couldn’t even begin to fathom the horror and worry that had to plague those two while they returned to the darkest place in their history. But now that it was gone and they were home, they probably wanted to celebrate their return and being able to make it out… relatively intact.

      In the end all that mattered was if Naruto enjoyed his surprise party.

      She regretted that thought that because they quickly met up with the last person they wanted to meet.

      “Hey guys.” Naruto greeted them while taking his mouth off the ice cream cone. Behind him Erza, Koyuki, and Mahiro were staring at them in shock and horror. Lucy’s face froze and the others quickly hid the party decorations behind their backs, “What are you all doing?”

      Natsu attempted to hide the flower bouquet behind his back but failed miserably as a few petals were still sticking up over his shoulder, “N-nothing man! Nothing at all!”

      Gray did the same with the balloons, but it was even worse as they floated over his head, “Yeah! W-we just came out for a walk and stuff! Had to lead Natsu around. You know how he is, getting lost like a dumb child. Actually he puts dumb children to shame because at least they know not to keep running around. This moron — OW!” His head lurched back as the bouquet slapped his mouth. The petals leftover in his hair displaced as he slowly lowered his head and hardened his eyes on the glaring Dragon Slayer, “What the hell was that?”

      “You were talking so much trash I thought you could use this to freshen your mouth.”

      That apparently wasn’t enough to sway the Maker Mage as he grabbed Natsu by the scarf and pulled him in, “You think you’re being funny, prick! You’re ruining the flowers!”

      “Well maybe you shouldn’t go insulting me like that! I ain’t a kid lost in the street!” Natsu yelled back, aiming to grab Gray’s collar but realizing he had once again shed his clothes.

      “HA! I REMEMBER YOU GETTING LOST DOWN THE STREET FROM THE GUILD!”

      “ONE TIME!”

      “Why do you guys have flowers and balloons?”

      They all went still after Naruto asked the obvious question. Natsu and Gray both felt their faces sour and twist in as they turned to look at him. Happy was shaking with the fear and Lucy wasn’t doing much better. Erza and Mahiro both had eyes as white and wide as plates as Koyuki hid her face in her mother’s leg. The only one who didn’t look frightened or worried was Naruto and that was only because he was confused.

      But that confusion slowly changed to one of annoyance as he took a guess about why they had them. He hardened his eyes, “Natsu. Gray.”

      “W-what’s wrong with that?” Lucy tried to distract him even as her eyes continued to dash and avoid direct contact with his, “Natsu has a very strong sense of smell and Gray likes floaty things. A-and they decided to go shopping so w-what’s wrong with that?”

      “That’s right.” Mahiro came to for the save even while some sweat came down her brow, “They’re just doing some shopping. Nothing suspicious or anything to get worried about.”

      “Bullshit. These two are hiding something.” Naruto didn’t turn away from the two as they started sweating even harder under the terrifying gaze. Not from Naruto, but the fiery demon behind him that glared them down like she was trying to eviscerate them with her sight alone. And it felt like it was working as Naruto continued, “No way Natsu was shopping for flowers or Gray wanted to stare at balloons. You guys—”

      “Okay! Okay, you’re right.” Natsu stopped Naruto from continuing. The Dragon Slayer shook his head, “No reason to try and hide it from you.”

      The others looked at Natsu with a mix of shock, horror, and — in Ezra’s case — blinding rage.

      “I GOT THEM FOR THIS! TADA!” Natsu held out the bouquet and set the whole thing aflame. The beautiful set of flowers was now just a flaming torch in his hand before Natsu stuffed it down his threat and started chewing it whole. He spoke over his full mouth, “Chee? I mahe a mew meel! Taha!”

      Everyone just watched Natsu munch on the bouquet in silence. Some with horrified shocks. Most just looking at him with pity like he was the biggest fool in the world. Which may have been true as Natsu bit down on some thorns and did the best he could not to let tears come to his eye.

      “So?” Naruto’s harsh gaze turned to the other fool that had been caught red-handed, “Are you eating balloons?”

      “No. That’s stupid.” Gray held them and frozen them with his magic. He held them up, ‘I was practicing with making weapons out of whatever I can find. Check it out!’ He made to swing the frozen balloons around but their strings snapped and they shattered over the ground. Gray hummed and acted like he didn’t have everyone’s judging stares focused solely on him, “Well, that didn’t work as planned.”

      “No shit.”

      “Natsu! Gray! What did you do?!” Happy flew around them and looked at the mess they caused, “You ruined them! We were getting those together for the part—”

      That was about as much as Happy got out before he was slammed into the ground hard enough to leave an outline in the stone. Some steam and smoke rose from how fast he was buried into the ground as the redhead lowered her hand. Erza fixed her hair and smiled at the blond innocently, “Well, now we know what Natsu and Gray were buying. And we should leave them to go buy more. Much more. And make sure nothing happens at all. Right?”

      Her threatening tone made the two men sweat, “Y-yes ma’am.”

      “No way.” Naruto shook his head and they started fretting as his gaze turned between them all, “You guys are totally planning—”

      “W-wait!”

      All eyes turned to the very sudden arrival of Juvia as she popped out from behind a building to interrupt. The blue-haired Water Mage raised her hand, “Naruto-San, it’s not what you think! Really!”

      “Where the hell did you come from?!”

      “It’s true that Gray-sama and the others were getting things for a party, but not the one you think!” The younger woman explained to the whiskered man before she turned around, wrapping herself around Gray’s arm and composing herself through her blush long enough to explain, “Gray-sama is helping prepare for a party for Juvia’s arrival to Fairy Tail!”

      “What?!”

      “That’s right! Now he and Juvia are going to go around town and pick things for her party! Right?”

      Gray was concerned; between Juvia’s excited expression, the pleading look from Lucy, demanding glares from Erza, and the general confusion and intrigue on the rest of their faces, he didn’t know what to do. So he opted for the path of least physical pain and relented with a downtrodden sigh, “Yes. Okay. Let’s do that.”

      “YAY!”

      Juvia didn’t waste another moment as she pulled him away into the town to do god knows what. Naruto still looked confused but was turned around and led in another direction with Mahiro pushing his back, “Enough of that! C’mon, we still have things do to! Come along Erza!”

      “Coming!” The S-Class Mage stayed behind to give Natsu a sharp glare that made the man freeze in place. She pointed at her eyes and then back on him, the Dragon Slayer nervously nodding as he got the message loud and clear. The redhead followed up behind her group and they left Natsu and Lucy standing in place.

      A smoldering pile of flowers. Icy pieces of broken balloons. Happy imbedded so deeply in the ground he looked like he belonged there. And now they were down a member and being mercilessly watched by the terrifying redhead.

      “Don’t worry. It’s just going to get decorations. Just make sure nothing goes wrong, okay?”

      Lucy hid her face in embarrassment at failing the simple task Mira had entrusted her. But in her defense she blamed the idiots she had to work with.

    
    

    
      Naruto laid back in the seat he had made from a raised platform covered in clothes. Once they had picked up Erza’s new armor from the mail, she was quick to drag them to the nearest clothing store. Of course the attendants tried to warn them that they weren’t allowed to bring clothes outside to try on.

      That argument lasted all of one second as Erza barreled through them and made her way to the changing room.

      Those of weak will had no chance of stopping that red-haired train.

      He felt someone settle beside him and looked down to see Koyuki had hopped up. She leaned against his arm with a happy hum as Naruto smiled. He ruffled her hair and she giggled as they waited for Erza to emerge in her new armor. But not before he felt a something warm plop down on his crown. He looked up and saw Mahiro smiling at him warmly, “That looks good on you.”

      He pulled it off and got a good look at the beanie she put over his head. It was orange-red in color and looked similar a smiling cat, “I thought it looked cute on you. So I might get it for you as a birthday present.”

      “Seriously?”

      “It’s gonna get cold soon so you might as well start preparing. If you really don’t like it we can take it back.”

      “No.” Naruto looked down at the fuzzy, silly beanie and ran his thumb over it.

      But he was reminded of Kurama when he looked at it. Granted the demon fox never looked so goofy or cheerful, but it was still enough to bring a smile to the blond’s face. He pulled it over his head and looked down at Koyuki with a smile, “What do you think?”

      “Cute.” The young chestnut-haired girl giggled at his expense, “You look silly.”

      “Says you.”

      He pushed down on the young girl’s head and she protested but he just chuckled anyway. He looked up at the older woman, “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” She moved some clothes aside and sat down beside him as she titled her head, “So are you feeling better?”

      “I never felt bad in the first place.” He shrugged, “I was just a little distracted is all. Daydreaming.”

      “About a lot of stuff I guess. Erza told me about everything that happened.” She reached up and pulled the beanie off his head before gently rubbing his hair. He felt like he was being treated like a kid but it was oddly soothing to be comforted like this. She continued patting his head, “I can’t even begin to fathom what you all had to go through in that hellish place. I’m just glad you all made it back.”

      “Barely.”

      “But you did.” Mahiro gently moved his face to look towards her, “That’s all that matters.”

      Naruto blinked and remained silent before sparing a look down at the girl resting in his side. She seemed to doze off for a moment and hadn’t heard their conversation as he looked back to the older Senju. His eyes lowered, “When we were there, Jellal… he was our oldest friend… our best friend… but he tried to kill us. I knew he was. I recognized the intent behind his attacks. He was really trying to kill us. I couldn’t let him do that. So I fought back. And I beat him. And I left him in that Tower to disappear while I escaped with Erza.”

      “And?”

      “And… I didn’t want that to happen.” Naruto admitted, a hint of guilt in confessing that but he looked back up at Mahiro. He shook his head, “Even after everything he did I still wanted to help him. Even after he hurt Erza so badly, after he lied and manipulated our friends like that…” Naruto closed his eyes as he felt a wetness come to his eyes for a moment before shaking his head, “I still wanted to help him. But I couldn’t.”

      “That’s not your fault. You couldn’t help him with everything happening around you and you made a choice… to save Erza and escape. And it was the right choice.” Mahiro comforted him, “That’s not something you should feel sorry about.”

      “I know.” He nodded, ‘But I think about Jellal… I remember Kurama… and Hashi-Ji.’ Her face fell a little and he grimaced, “I just remember all the times I wanted to help people but I failed. And losing them… those times hurt the most.”

      “Listen to me.” She made him face her, “Don’t blame yourself for those lives. Not even for a moment. They passed on and there was nothing you could do to stop it. Even Ojii-sama wasn’t something you could have stopped from happening. I know you wanted to help them…” She pressed her forehead to his, “But just remember what you’ve gained from it. What you fight for now and what you refuse to give up because of it. Don’t think back at what you couldn’t do. Focus on what you can.”

      Naruto took a breath and nodded, wrapping his arm around Koyuki and waking the girl up as he hugged her.

      “I’m done.”

      He looked up and saw Erza emerge from the changing room in her new armor set. It was larger and more detailed than her previous set. It looked bulkier and heavier, but he doubted that would be a problem for someone like Erza. Most surprisingly under the Heart Kreuz label was a Fairy insignia branded into the chest. She stepped forward and fixed her gauntlets but paused when she saw the redness of his eyes, “What happened?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Don’t lie.” She stepped up as he stood from his seat, “If something happened—”

      He shut her up by holding her face and planting a long kiss on her lips. Their oscillation lasted for a few moments before he finally pulled back and opened his eyes. Erza slowly realized he wasn’t kissing her anymore and opened her eyes as well. He smiled and pressed his forehead to hers, “I’m fine. I swear.” Erza still looked worried but her boyfriend stepped back and smiled, “I really like the armor by the way.”

      She scrunched up her face in the way that said she noticed him leading the conversation elsewhere. She reminded herself not to forget as she fixed her hair and looked down at herself, “It fits well so I’m glad they got everything right. Fortunately I sent them a sheet with my measurements so they could get it right.”

      Naruto’s smile faltered and his eye twitched, “You… you sent out your measurements?”

      “Yes. I wanted it to fit perfectly and it seems like they delivered. Why?”

      “Nothing. No reason. Why do you ask?” Naruto defended in a manner that was more petulant than he’d like to admit.

      Mahiro was quick to come over and Koyuki’s eyes widened at the new armor, “How’s it feel to wear it again?”

      “It feels… different.” Erza rested her hand on her breastplate and tried to describe what she felt. The armor made her feel comfortable, but she didn’t feel the same sense of relief and security when she wore it. Maybe because that feeling of anxiety and worry when she wasn’t was no longer hanging over her head like it used to.

      Now that the Tower of Heaven was gone… so were most of her fears and terrors from her memories. They still happened of course, but now that the Tower was gone and everyone was safe…

      A warm smile came to Erza’s face as she clenched her hand, “It feels right.”

      They smiled at Erza, happy that she got the armor she had been waiting for. Koyuki looked up at them, “What now?”

      “I think we should go visit the guild.”

      Naruto had to force himself not to laugh when he saw the shock on their faces. Mahiro and Erza were quick to share a look before turning to him, “A-are you kidding? But there’s still so much left to do!”

      “We’ve done a lot. I say we go relax at the guild.” Naruto was already making his way out the store as they freaked out and tried to figure out what to do. That certainly brought a smile to his face and he chuckled as he heard them call out and chase him.

      Time to see what the big secret was they were hiding.

    
    

    
      “Okay everyone, we’re almost done!” Mira announced with joy as the tired Mages groaned and raised their fists from where they laid on the ground. It had taken the better part of the day to prepare but now the guild hall was decorated from ground to roof. She looked out over the exhausted crowd, “Thanks for the hard work everyone!”

      “God my back.” Makarov moaned as he rubbed his back and tried to straighten out. When he tried he flinched in pain and doubled over, “I pulled something! I definitely pulled something!”

      “You guys did a great job getting the decorations!” Mira congratulated the helping team and asked innocuously, “There weren’t any problems getting them I hope.”

      “A few.” Lucy muttered as she continued to prod and cradle the unconscious Happy they had pried out of the cement. Natsu was hunched over with his head on the bar counter. And Gray looked defeated after managing to come back with Juvia holding his arm and looking like she had just won the lottery, celebrated Christmas, and every birthday ever on the same day. The blonde sighed before looking up at the barmaid, “As long as we’re done now.”

      “Yep. Just the final touches.” Mirajane ducked behind the counter before rising back up with a cake. She walked out and placed it on the table as a few people came over to see it themselves. It was a chocolate cake with white frosting and strawberries around the rim, writing that said Happy Birthday and a few crude attempts of drawing Naruto in frosting, “TADA!”

      “Hmm.” Cana took a swig from her mug, “Mira, sweetie, you do realize there are way too many people here to feed off one cake,right?”

      “Oh~, don’t worry about that. I’ve got everything planned.” Mira cryptically answered with a wink, “Now we don’t know when Naruto is getting here but it’s about the time Erza said she’d be leading them here. We should leave this on the center table for him to find but… I can’t remember where I put those matches.”

      “Finally!” Natsu snapped back up and made his way towards the crowd. Flames came off his hand, “Outta way! Let the master handle this!”

      “NOOOOOOOOO!”

      Almost in sync, everyone across the guild jumped back to their feet and got between the approaching Dragon Slayer and the cake. Natsu jumped back, “Huh?”

      “Natsu! You are getting nowhere near this cake!”

      “Don’t touch it! Or anything else! This took us all day!”

      “Just — just go upstairs! Sit on your hands and wait for the party to start!”

      The Dragon Slayer narrowed his eyes and swung his hand down as the fire dissipated. He stomped off in a huff and climbed up to the second level while mumbling curses. All he wanted to do was help and they were treating him like a walking disease. Bunch of assholes. Ungrateful jerks. After he carried all those decorations back for them to use! Sure he accidentally destroyed a few more by mistake but it was the thought that counts!

      He finally came to the top level and stopped in surprise. The pink-haired man could only watch in confusion as his fellow Dragon Slayer was dressed to the nines in a fancy white suit. A hat and dark shades to cover his face and a guitar as he practiced some dance moves.

      “What are you doing?”

      Gajeel finally realized he was being watched. He sighed when he noticed it was Natsu and snarled his teeth, “What the hell, Salamander? Don’t sneak up on me like that!” Natsu just continued to stare at him in disgust and the Iron Dragon Slayer held up his arms challengingly, “What? If there’s some you like then say it.”

      “I didn’t like that. I didn’t like any of that.” Natsu shivered in disgust before glaring at his least favorite newbie, “Is this what you’ve been doin’ the whole time! We’ve been getting shit ready for Naruto’s party while you were dancing or something, you ass!”

      “I ain’t just dancing, dipshit.” Gajeel smirked and fixed his sunglasses, “I’ve been preparing the perfect song and dance number to throw for a celebration!”

      “Naruto doesn’t wanna hear your stupid music!”

      “Who gives a shit whether he wants to hear it or not?!” Gajeel spun around and grabbed his guitar before striking a pose, “This is about giving the audience everything they’ve ever wanted. And if they haven’t… they’re gonna get it anyway.”

      “Nope! No way are we gonna listen to your shitty singing again! I’ve still got a ringing in my ears from last time!” He marched over to Gajeel and made to grab his guitar before the former Phantom pulled it away, “Give me that stupid thing, I’m gonna make kindle out of it!”

      “You’ll be dead before you ever touch this thing, Salamander!” Natsu lunged but Gajeel got his foot on Natsu’s chest and kicked him back across the second floor. The pink-haired Mage cracked the railing before pulling himself up and yelling as his body released flames. Gajeel covered himself in his Scales and the Dragon Slayers started pulling on the guitar, “If you don’t let go I’m gonna break your fucking arms!”

      “It’s worth it to make sure you never sing again!”

      “You underestimate my vocal chops if you think breaking my guitar is enough to stop me!”

      “Then I’ll stomp on your throat! That’ll shut you up!”

      “Your foot would break before you even started to scratch me!”

      “Our last fight proves you wrong!”

      “If you wanna rematch then let’s go bitch! I’ve been aching to—”

      The two Dragon Slayers were so preoccupied pulling on the guitar and whipping each other around that they didn’t realize they broke through the cracked railing and fell from the second floor. They hit the ground hard, landing on one side of a table and breaking its legs. Unfortunately this caused the other half to shoot up like a seesaw and the cake on it to fly through the air like a rock.

      Everybody gaped in horror as the final piece of their day’s worth of effort went sailing through the air and towards the other side of the guild. Thankfully the cake finally came to a stop…

      Splattering against the birthday boy’s face and causing it to splatter across the people at his side.

      …

      …

      …

      “Oh my god.” Lucy whispered before she hid behind the counter for safety.

      All eyes turned to the two Dragon Slayers as the two men became uncharacteristically timid. They waited for the bomb to drop—

      “Pffffft!”

      Naruto was doubling over and trying to stop snickering. But his laughs broke through and he started cackling like crazy while looking at Erza, “Y-y-you just got that armor too! Ahahahahahaha!”

      Erza wiped some frosting off her face with an amused smile before looking him over, “You are hardly one to talk. It got all over you.”

      “I know! Hahahaha! That makes it even funnier!”

      Mahiro wiped her face of cake while Naruto cackled and sighed, “Glad to see our distraction proved so useful in getting the party ready.”

      “Mmm! Mama, this cake is tasty!” The young girl cheered and looked up at her mother while licking up the frosting and cake that had splattered over her cheeks.

      Naruto licked off some of the food hanging off his nose and moaned, “Oh, that’s good!”

      Erza smiled flattered and she looked mortified at the frosting on her fingertips, “B-but is this it? I-is this the only cake?”

      “No worries!” Mira announced and smiled, ‘I thought this might happen so I planned ahead!’ She stood up as tall as she could as if to look past the group in the doorway, “They should be here right about—”

      “UWWWOOOOOOHHHHHHHHH!” All eyes turned to the entrance as a big beast came to a stop with a carriage in its hands. The monster reverted back into Elfman and the Beast Soul Mage yelled, “A MAN SPENDS A WHOLE DAY PREPARING THE TREATS AND FOOD FOR HIS FRIEND’S BIRTHDAY PARTY!”

      “Did someone order a ton of cake?!” Lisanna smiled as she held up two platters of cake amongst a slew of other treats from the back of the carriage, “Because we’ve got enough for everyone!”

      Naruto chuckled again but this time just because of the stunned, blissful look on Erza’s face as she tried not to drool with excitement. She was so cute sometimes.

      Naruto wiped his face clean and yelled out to the guild, “WHAT ARE YOU ALL WAITING FOR?! LET’S PARTY!”

      “AAAAAYYYYYYYYEEEEEEEE!”

      Happy finally woke up, “Aye sir!”

      “And I really thought you were dead for awhile there.”

    
    

    
      It was one hell of a party. He had to admit that, even if he wasn’t usually one for celebrating his birthday. And it was somehow a step above the usual parties and celebrations Fairy Tail threw.

      The guild was cheering and smiling and celebrating like the energetic numbskulls they were. Except this time it was different because every few moments members of the guild would come up and say happy birthday or congratulate him or pat his back or hug him.

      Levy came up to him with a present, a book on some of the greatest battles and magical fights in Fiore’s history. She then hugged him and thanked him for being such a good friend over the years.

      Elfman clapped his back and pronounced him one of the manliest men he ever had the chance to meet. He took that compliment with a grain of salt — seeing as his definition of man was very broad — but still he appreciated the bulky man’s thanks. Lisanna hugged him and thanked him for all the fun over the years, and Mira just silently hugged him. She didn’t bother to say anything but the smile she had when she looked up at him told him she didn’t need to.

      Cana tried proposing a toast and gave him a few mugs of beer but Erza was quick to snatch those away. And to the relief of a lot of people.

      Yeah, he was apparently a weird drunk, but he didn’t even get to drink before someone else took it from him!

      Anyway, Makarov sat with him while some of the others tried to preform party tricks or played games that quickly devolved into beating each other up. The old man grinned and laughed between swigs of his drink, patting his head and remembering the fresh-faced little brat that came to the guild so many years ago. And how proud he was to see one of his kids come so far since then. Naruto wouldn’t admit just how warm and fuzzy that made him feel.

      Gray was the center of attention for a moment as he created a giant sculpture made of ice of everyone together in the guild hall. And was followed up with Natsu and Happy’s attempting at painting a portrait of him that ended up being globs of paint thrown together on paper. The ensuing fight was still entertaining and it was the thought that counted. Lucy tried to keep coninvce them to stop but the poor girl just couldn’t get through to them.

      Finally it looked like Gajeel was going to serenade them with a birthday song. But then everyone in the guild swarmed the stage and separated him from the mic as fast as possible.

      It was a wild party. Cake was devoured. Games were played. People were thrown. Fights ensued. Max ended up with a broom shoved up his ass.

      Not quite sure how that happened but he quickly pushed the thought out of his head.

      Now it was well past midnight and almost everyone had passed out. People were waking up and helping each other out to get back home. Mahiro had already left earlier to bring Koyuki home as the toddler had stayed up well past her bedtime to celebrate. Now it was his time to head back home with the others, except…

      “Hey~, stop shaking! This carriage ride is terrible!”

      Erza had been intercepting most of the drinks heading his way to avoid him getting drunk. But as they quickly found out it didn’t take too many cups to get the proud redhead over her limit.

      “Slow down Lucy! It’s like you have two left feet!” Erza groused as she stumbled on her feet even with an arm over his shoulder to steady her. They swayed back and forth as Naruto tried to keep his girlfriend level but she was just so squirmy that it proved futile, “Why are we even leaving the guild, Natsu?! There was still more booze to be had!”

      “Because you’ve had enough.” Naruto calmly answered while she continued to stomp angrily and try to escape his grip, “And I’m not Lucy or Natsu. It’s me.”

      “No! I’m me!”

      He sighed, “Yes. Yes you are.”

      “Unhand me! I can walk on my own two feet! Or hands! I can do that! Don’t think I can’t!” He stifled a chuckle before relinquishing his hold on her arm and letting her stand by herself. She looked like she would fall over before with almost inhuman ease she found her footing and was planted like a tree. She wiped off her breastplate before looking up at him with a scowl, the look only slightly betrayed by the fact her face was red from the alcohol, “Now we still have time. We need to go buy more beer.”

      “No. we need to go home.”

      “You fool have you gone mad!” She grabbed him by the collar and started shaking him, “The night is still young! This is the perfect time to be drinking!”

      “Erza it’s almost morning. We should go home.” He tried to reason with her even though he knew his logic would not permeate the drunken fog that clouded her mind. He also couldn’t stop smiling when he saw her scrunch up her nose and glare at him. She was just so fun, even if she was a mean drunk.

      “Bah! You’re useless, Laxus! Useless!”

      “Yes. Laxus is useless. Glad you remember that even when you’re hammered.”

      She pushed him aside rather harshly but he just took it in stride as she started stomping her way towards the merchant’s area. With how drunk she was she didn’t realize that obviously no one would be around to sell anything but still she trampled her way there, “Then I’ll just get it myself! It’s a party! We’re young and hot! Let’s drink the night away! Forever and ever and… ever… and…”

      Her legs finally turned to jelly and she slumped to the ground in the middle of the street. He smiled as he realized she had reached her limit and couldn’t function under the booze any longer. He stepped over and bent down beside her, “You okay?”

      “Uh-huh.” She answered rather groggily.

      “You tired?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Wanna go home?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Okay then.” He stood up and beckoned her to follow, “Then let’s go home.”

      She didn’t make a move to get back to her feet. Instead she looked up at him, eyes a little hazy and held out her arms, “Carry me.”

      He snickered, “I thought you could walk on your own?”

      “Carry me.”

      He gave a good-natured shake of his head before coming back to her side and bending down. She quickly climbed up his back and wrapped her arms around his neck as he lifted her legs. With a huff he stood back up with Erza piggybacking and started making his way back home. She mumbled incoherently and nestled into the back of his neck for something comfortable.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll be home soon.”

      “The party was fun~.”

      “Yeah, it really was. I gotta thank you for throwing it.”

      “Did you make sure to wish Naruto a happy birthday?”

      “Oops. Slipped my mind.”

      “Stupid.” She probably meant to slap him hard against the head but she couldn’t summon the strength, “That was his birthday party.”

      “I noticed.”

      “You think he liked it?”

      “I think he loved it.”

      “That’s good. I’m glad he’s happy.”

      “He’s glad too.”

      “Hey, wanna hear a secret?”

      “Sure.”

      “I love him.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mm-hmm. I love him a lot.”

      “I bet he feels the same way.”

      “He does. And that makes me happy.”

      “Good.”

      “I want to stay with him forever.”

      “And he wants to too.”

      “I want us to start a family together.”

      He finally stopped and stood in the street as Erza continued to mumble into his back. He looked over his shoulder at the top of red hair hovering behind him.

      That’s when he realized why today felt different.

      For the longest time he never thought to celebrate his birthday. For him… it was just a reminder of hard times and people he had lost. Kurama. Kakashi. The war. Danzō. The Tower. His slavery. For the longest time he always thought of today as a time of reflection. To remember those hardships and the people that had brought him here.

      But as the years went by there was one thing about today that made it bearable. One thing that made this day not so hard. The one thing that year after year made this day that once felt like such a burden to him… mean something special and bright.

      This was also the day he met her.

      Erza continued to rest against his back as he smiled. He leaned his head back and nuzzled against her hair, “I know he feels the same way.”

      “Yaaaaaaaaaaaaay~.”

      He laughed as he continued carrying her back home, “But you know starting a family means less booze, right?”

      “Oh noooooooooooooooo~.” Her arms tightened around his neck and she rested in his nape, “Maybe we can wait.”

      “Maybe.”

      One day soon.

      “I’m cold.”

      “Next time I’ll bring the hat Mahiro bought me. It’s warm.”

      “Yes please.”

      ########Omake: The Name Game########

      “Everyone! Listen up!” All eyes turned to Max as he stood on stage and announced across the hall, ‘Now we have a special opportunity here. Some of our mates formed together and made a team, and a pretty badass one at that. But they don’t have a name. So, they’re coming up with one! They’ve got some names and they want all of you to help choose which one works best! So you ready to help them out?’ The guild cheered and Max stepped off, “Well then here our your choices!”

      Lucy stepped up and waved at everyone, getting a few cheers and catcalls when she did. She held up her huge sign and showed it off for the crowd, “My submission is Soaring Wings! Because fairies are known to have beautiful wings, and we’re gonna fly higher than anyone else!”

      The crowd clapped and she stood off to the side as Erza walked up next. Her smile was proud and confident as she held up her sign. She waited a moment for everyone to take it in (no one having the heart or balls to tell her the writing was so ineligible they couldn’t read it) before she spoke, “Fairy Titans! Because under my name and leadership, I promise this team will climb to the top and prove just how mighty we can be!”

      Round of applause and Gray strode up next. After Juvia’s long fit of cheering and whistling he finally held up his sign, “Team Impossible. Because I have no idea how we came together and I have even less idea how we haven’t killed each other.”

      Natsu was up next and had a huge grin as he held up his sign. There was a wave of snickers and laughs, “Team Gray Likes To Eat Poop! Because we tell it like it is!”

      “You fuck!” Gray tackled him off stage and the crowd had to move aside to let them beat on each other.

      Naruto stepped up next and held up his sign, “Team Demon. Because when we scare the bad guys and the monsters, they’ll remember the name of the best team in Fairy Tail that sent them running!”

      The last round of applause echoed out and Naruto went over to stand by his team’s side sans Natsu and Gray. Max clapped and walked up to the front, “Well everyone, there are your choices! Now think carefully and—”

      “Wait!” Happy came flying up with a sign, ‘I was just finishing mine!’ He held it up and there was a round of snickers, “Happy and The Happettes! Because!”

      …

      “Alright then. And those are your choices everyone! Think carefully! Sound ’em out! Give it some thought! Because our newest team is entrusting you with their future! There’s a good chance their reputation is gonna go far so how will people remember these new forces of nature! That’s up to you!”

    
    

    
      Done

      I’m not joking people. Choose your favorite and leave it in a review. And the one with the most votes will be their new name. Seriously. For the rest of the story that’s what they’ll be called. I’m giving you all a lot of power. Use it wisely. Or don’t. Just have fun and pick.

      Special shoutout to DarkbladerX666, JohannFuchs, Riku Uzumaki, and Depressed Wisher for the name suggestions. I came up with my own but they just weren’t as good as these ones.

      That’s really all I have to say. Because honestly… I don’t have words to convey how thankful and honored am I to have gotten this far with all your help.

      What started out as just a Thanksgiving experiment with me getting way too edgy with two of my favorite series…

      Has expanded into a story that has seen me through some of the best and worst times over the last four years. This story has tested my ability to write, to think, to imagine, to understand, to empathize, and to experience.

      Thank you so much for bringing it this far.

      It’s been wonderful having you all with me.

      Happy four years.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    48. Festive Times

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 48: Festive Times

      Finally got my evil eyepatch Matt Hullum.

      Man, that guy is one big cock.

    
    

    
      “A little higher! More to the right! Just a bit — perfect!” The patron called out as the banner was connected on the other side of the street. The store owner waved up in thanks, “Appreciate the help, Master Makarov.”

      “Yeah yeah.” Makarov’s stretched out legs reverted back to normal. He returned to normal, a wrinkly old man standing only a foot or two off the ground as he tapped his back. He waddled back over and grabbed his grocery bags as the people waved him goodbye. He looked back, “Sorry Mira, you were saying.”

      “It’s nothing Master.” The barmaid smiled happily as she walked at a slow pace to keep up with the old man. She gave a warm smile when she saw the odd look he spared her and giggled, “It’s nice to see even after all these years you still help prepare for the celebration around town.”

      “Pfft, that’s an understatement.” The old man sneered, “I’ve been helping set up the Harvest Festival in Magnolia since I could waddle on my baby feet. One day I’m an infant, helping carry a candle from one spot to the next. Then one day I’m growing as high as I can to put the decorations over Kardia Cathedral. And even now I’m still putting up banners and setting up shop.”

      “And technically you’re back to waddling again.”

      “Hey!” He barked and scowled at the young maiden as she playfully stuck out her tongue, “You might have mellowed out but you can still show that sharp tongue every once in awhile.”

      “Teehee.”

      Makarov frowned and faced back down the street, grumbling to himself about smart aleck kids as Mirajane continued to giggle. The wizened guild master looked around at the people gathered out in the street to fill the pathways and stores with decorations for the upcoming celebration.

      Makarov’s eyes wandered to the side and spotted a little boy carrying a box of decorations over to his grandfather. The grey-haired man smiled and patted his grandson on the head as the boy happily smiled at the sign of affection. Makarov’s eyes softened with a faint smile…

      “Feels like this festival comes sooner and sooner every year.”

      “Really?” Mira looked up in thought, “I feel like this year was a lot more hectic. We got a lot more members joining, we rebuilt the guild, and we were at war with Phantom. Seems like a slow year to me.”

      “Well maybe to you, you’re young! Your sense of time and urgency is always in flux!” Makarov complained like a crotchety old man before he tiredly looked up at the sky, “To me it feels like these days are getting shorter and these years are going faster. I feel like it was only yesterday you were just a little kid picking fights with Erza and scaring the younglings.”

      “H-hehe.” Mira actually blushed in embarrassment, “It’s been a long time since then. Y-you don’t have to bring that up, Master—”

      “You could act like such a brat when you argued with the others—”

      “Master~.” Mira pouted as the old man chuckled to himself. Her cheeks puffed out in annoyance at the little jabs he was taking at her. She was young! Still growing as a woman and a person! So she had some quirks — sue her! She wanted to chew his ear off for bringing it up but stopped when she realized he wasn’t leading her back to the guild.

      In fact he wasn’t in front of her anymore.

      The white-haired woman looked around for her guild master before looking back the way they came. She saw Makarov standing at the entrance of another street and silently staring out at it. She turned, “Master?”

      Makarov looked out at the bustling street as the people happily set up booths for people to visit. It was more and more each year. Some things really do change over the years… and some things…

      A fond memory of a little blond boy in a thunderbolt t-shirt pulling him along and begging for cotton candy crossed his mind.

      Some things change too quickly.

    
    

    
      “And I’m telling you, if you keep showing your teeth at me like that, I’ll knock ’em out!”

      “Then go sit somewhere else! I was here first!” Gajeel snarled at Natsu as his fellow Dragon Slayer matched his vicious glare, “You and your chuckle buddies had better pick up your shit and move! Or else I’m gonna start making gaps in your teeth! Starting with you.”

      “You wanna try?” Natsu challenged the volatile boy with a toothy smirk, “Kicked your ass once. Kick your ass again.”

      “That was a one and done time, Salamander.” Gajeel fumed and tightened his fists, “Every dog has his day, and yours just came at the same time as a billion shooting stars while the worlds aligned and shit. Once in a lifetime. So bring it on, but expect to be crawling your way back with a bent leg if you do.”

      “Can you two idiots just shut the hell up?” Gray groused from the table while having to listen to the two snap at each other. The Dragon Slayers just ignored him as the Maker Mage’s face twisted in irritation. He exhaled sharply and turned away from them, “You two get any louder and I’ll freeze you assholes on the spot.”

      “What was that?!”

      “Say that again you stripper!”

      “Oh, you two were listening now, huh?”

      “Enough! Both of you!” Juvia exclaimed as she stood out of her seat, “Stop trying to pick a fight with Gray-sama! Don’t you see your bickering is stopping him from enjoying a lovely lunch alone with Juvia!”

      Gray, the Dragon Slayers, and the half a dozen others sitting at the same table as them all looked at the blue-haired newbie in confusion.

      “His lovely lunch alone with Julia and a few unwanted stragglers!”

      “Oi.”

      The arguing men separated and Juvia sat back down to revel in her proximity to Gray. Lucy looked between all of them warily after narrowly avoiding another brawl in the middle of the day. She was worried that unlike the usual spats that occur in the guild, a fight between Natsu and Gajeel might actually devolve into a serious fight. And then others would get involved. And after that…

      She turned to look at Mahiro as she sat with Koyuki in her lap, “Uh, what do you think would happen if there really was a fight between the members of the guild?”

      “Honestly?” The older blonde cupped her chin in thought before bluntly stating, “Magnolia would probably get destroyed in the process.”

      “Yeah, I know that.” Lucy rolled her eyes at the answer. She had been a member of Fairy Tail for a few months and already knew if a fight broke out then the town would probably be razed in the process. That was obvious, “What I mean is… well, if everyone fought, who would win?”

      “Hmm, good question.” The older woman gave a cheeky smile and looked at the younger blonde, “Interested in starting a fight, Lucy? Think you’ll come out on top?”

      “Nope. Not even close. A fight ever started, I’d hunker down somewhere outside of the town to avoid a fight.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Lucy.” Erza complimented the busty girl and stopped eating her cake to join the conversation, “Over your time here at the guild I have seen your talents bloom. What you lack in physical skill, you certainly make for it with tactical thinking and utilization of your spirits. You’ve proven yourself to be an invaluable member of the team.”

      “E-Erza.” Lucy felt her heart flutter, “You—”

      “She’d still lose fighting us though.” Naruto quickly interjected.

      “Oh no argument there.” Erza nodded, “I’m just noting that she’d do better than she thought she would.”

      Lucy let out a little whimper after her confidence was bolstered and then slammed into the ground like a falling building. She sniffled, “Okay, but seriously who would win a fight?”

      Erza crossed her arms, “That depends. If Master were to participate then I’m sure he’d be the winner.”

      “Sure but let’s just say Jii-San wasn’t participating.” Gray said, “If he wasn’t then I’m sure we’d fare pretty well. Although then again… Mahiro, how quickly would you join the fight?”

      The older woman chuckled, “Can I even join? Do I still count as a member of Fairy Tail?”

      “Of course you do.”

      “Duh.”

      “Why even ask?”

      “Of course you are, Mama!”

      “Aww, you guys are sweet.” Mahiro laughed and squeezed her daughter gently before smiling, “Well I’d probably kick a lot of ass. But if I was to get into a fight with Gildarts well… you can imagine the damages.”

      Naruto shrugged, “Yeah, but then again Gildarts would have to come back for that spectacle to happen.”

      “Okay, scary thought about Mahiro and Gildarts. Next.” Gray quirked an eyebrow, “What about Mystogan?”

      Juvia looked around in confusion, “Who might that be?”

      “Another S-Class. He comes and goes as he pleases and puts us to sleep when he does.” Gray answered, “Never seen him before.”

      “I have.” Naruto pointed out, “Not his face though. Covers it in rags and never even peeks out his eye. But he’s definitely strong so he could be in the fight for top spot.”

      Lucy hesitated, “And what about Luxus?”

      “I’d kick his ass!” Natsu proclaimed as the others’ faces twisted at the thought of facing their aggressive guildmate in battle. The pink-haired man yelled, “If there was a fight in the guild, I’d finally get the chance to beat Laxus up and prove I’m tougher than him!”

      “You go Natsu!” Happy cheered, “Don’t think about what several humiliating defeats in a row tells you about your chances! Just run in and see what happens!”

      “Yeah!”

      Lucy looked skeptical before looking between the senior members, “Hey, wasn’t Mira-San an S-Class Mage once? Is there a chance she’d be in a fight like that?”

      “Not likely. Not only because Mira hasn’t utilized her magic in a very long time, but I doubt she’d be interested in fighting members of the guild solely to figure out who is strongest.” Erza noted, “In the years since she’s retired she’s become something of a pacifist.”

      “Ah, I see. So then that leaves…”

      All eyes on the table turned to the power couple that had yet to put themselves into the running. Not from modesty or forgetfulness. They were simply waiting for the others to acknowledge them in the fight for the strongest. And they knew that because the redhead and the blond were both sitting their in silence; arms crossed before their chests confidently with their noses in the air to an almost smug degree.

      Erza opened one eye, “I suppose, hypothetically, if we were to join the fight as well then we’d do our best.”

      “Yeah, I suppose.” Naruto nodded, “And I’d say we would do pretty well.”

      “Indeed. After all you do have the Kokuryū at your side.”

      “Yeah but you got your parents’ blades, remember? They can cancel magic.”

      “Right, but you have Armor. I’m sure you can increase your attack and defensive exponentially in the heat of battle.”

      “Let’s not bring up armors. You’ve got more than I can count for every situation.”

      “And you have your chakra. Think about all the Wind techniques you could use to get the upper hand.”

      “Which you would immediately take and use against me, right?”

      “Perhaps. Then again, you are tenacious.”

      “Let’s not bring up tenacity. I’ve seen how stubborn you can be.”

      “Hehehehe.”

      “Hahahaha.”

      What started out as them complimenting each other quickly took a threatening overtone. The two lovers continued to chuckle while a challenging atmosphere settled between them. The others slid away from the couple for safety in case any sparks started to fly.

      Now that they thought about it, they had never seen Erza or Naruto face each other in a fight that wasn’t just a spar.

      Oh that was concerning.

      Erza coughed into her hand and dispelled the tension over the table before smiling, “So who’s excited for the festival?”

      “Me! Me!” Koyuki chirped and got the redhead and her mother to smile, “I wanna see the parade again!”

      Lucy perked up, “I’ve never seen the Fantasia parade. What’s it like?”

      “Oh it’s awesome! There’s tons of food and games over the entire city! People from all over Fiore come to see the celebration! And at the end of the day everyone in the guild gets together to preform!”

      Juvia’s eyes widened as Gajeel’s ears perked, “W-we preform?”

      “Not just that.” Erza smiled, “People also flock to come see the Miss Fairy Tail competition. A few of us enter into a contest.”

      “A contest? Seriously?” Lucy questioned, “Isn’t that kinda classless and tacky and—”

      “The winner also gets a prize of 500,000 Jewels.”

      Lucy jumped out of her seat with sparkling eyes, “Sorry guys I have to go! Something I need to plan for the competition! Bye!”

      That cash prize was in the bag.

    
    

    
      “Well, doesn’t this look just so pretty.” The sultry voice purred as her high-heels clicked against the stone of the street. It stopped as she smiled, “How long’s it been since we came home?”

      “Six months.” The amused voice chuckled as the figure crossed his arms, “I bet everybody missed us.”

      “Absolutely!”

      “They love you!”

      “Been waiting for your comeback!”

      “Wait till they get a load of you!”

      “Aw shucks you guys are making me blush.”

      “Enough foolish talk.” A far sterner and more straightforward voice interrupted their laughter. All three figures looked towards the man leaning against the building in the shadow of the night, “We have everything ready for tomorrow.”

      “Good. We’ll get things started tomorrow when everyone is together and start trimming some of the fat. Make sure you set up the traps around town and then come meet me.”

      “Laxus.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Are we certain we are going to proceed with the plan? I mean what we have set up is very different than knocking around some people taking badly about the guild—”

      “Yes. I’m very fucking aware how different it is.” The softer voice quickly silenced itself once interrupted, “But we’re going ahead with it anyway. Anymore complaints?”

      “Nope.”

      “All good.”

      “My apologies.”

      “Alright then. Let’s go make Fairy Tail the best again.”

    
    

    
      ( “Welcome everybody to the event you’ve all been waiting for! Some of you have come from far and wide! Some have been counting down the seconds since last year! Whatever it might be, we’re all excited! And we’re ready to get it started!”) Max announced in his snazzy suit and threw his hand in the air, ( “Let’s get the Miss Fairy Tail competition underway!”)

      “YEEEEEAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!”

      There was a booming, resounding cheer from all the people that had filled out the guild hall as they celebrated the competition they had so patiently been waiting for finally started. Most of the hall had been cleared out to accommodate for the influx of people. In fact there were only a few tables still along the floor and most had been relegated to stepping stools so people could see the stage better.

      The only table not being stepped on was occupied by some of the members that still wanted to watch the show but not get overwhelmed by the mosh pit.

      Of course that didn’t stop some of them from still losing their minds.

      “GOOOOO, NEE-CHAN! GOOOOO, LISANNA!” Elfman declared and caused everyone around him to shy away before his next outburst caused their eardrums to bleed.

      “C’MON LUCY! DON’T LOSE TOO BADLY!” Happy cheered, “IF YOU FALL TO YOUR KNEES AND CRY YOU MIGHT GET THE PITY VOTE!”

      “SCREW YOU CAT!” A ticked off voice behind the stage yelled.

      “Good luck, Onee-chan!” Koyuki called and happily waved her little arms while she was lifted over the crowd with the help of Happy. The little Senju cupped her hands to project her voice over the crowd, “You can do it!”

      “Surprised you aren’t entered in this thing as well.” Naruto looked the blonde at his side over as she gave a content sigh.

      “Too old.” Mahiro retorted, knowing full well she still looked good and was just using that as an excuse before shaking her head, “Plus I’d rather not deal with the pain in the ass of competing with all the girls desperate for the win.”

      “She’s right.” Natsu nodded, “Some people are just in it for the reward. So petty.”

      There was a manic yell from backstage again.

      ( “Now let’s get the show started! We’re starting off with our favorite sexy veteran! She’s been with the guild longer than anyone, and we’re all gonna remember her as the youngest person to die from liver failure solely from alcohol poisoning! The beautiful Card Mage! Cana Alberona!”)

      “Damn right there better be applause.” The drunkard’s heels clapped across the stage as she strutted out. The brunette flicked her hair back and smirked as the people lost their minds and called her name. She confidently strolled up to center stage and flicked her hand out as several cards slipped into her fingers, “You all wanna see a magic trick? Fair warning your hearts might stop.”

      Even more cards came to her hands before she sharply threw them out. The cards sailed through the air for a moment before swerving and turning over the crowd’s head. The cards started releasing bursts of colored powder, fire, lightning, and anything else that grabbed the peoples’ attention. A veritable light show went off over their heads before it finally died down and Cana stood out proudly on the stage.

      And in all the excitement, she had shed her clothes and instead wore a striped bikini that complimented her complexion and figure. The crowd lost their minds, men’s cheers and whistles drowning out everything else as Cana playfully winked, “Told you your hearts would stop.”

      ( “WHHHOOOAAAAAA! One moment she gives us the flash of the cards and the next she’s giving us a much more desired flash! Is this girl a natural born entertainer or what?!”) Max announced while the crowd cheered. Cana passed by him to head backstage as he covered the mic and whispered, “Good move. How’d you know they’d love it so much?”

      “Sex sells.” Cana grinned as she made her way out.

      ( “Alright everybody, ready for the next contestant?”) There was a resounding yes as Max grinned, ( “Okay! Then our next contestant is cute! She’s weird! She’s a sparkling drop of rain on a cloudy day! Ladies and gentlemen it’s Juvia Lockser!”)

      The blue-haired newbie stepped out and blushed under the attention she was getting. Makarov clapped atop his seat on the tabletop, “You go kiddo! You got this!”

      “I’m pretty sure you aren’t supposed to have favorites, Jiji.”

      “Naruto, they’re all my favorites.”

      “Hello everyone.” Juvia greeted and stood up bravely as her arms started to morph into Water. She smiled and started making the waves move to her whim, “Juvia has something to show all of you!”

      A violent crash blasted droplets of water across the entire hall and let the crowd marvel at the beautiful sight. The water immediately pulled back into a vortex on the stage before it disappeared completely…

      And revealed Juvia in a bikini striking a pose.

      The people quickly lost their minds as Juvia beamed a smile and waved into the crowd. In one direction in particular. With her eyes firmly set on one person in wait for their response.

      The boys and Mahiro and turned to look at Gray expectantly as he slid further down in his seat. He hid his face, “I’m not here right now. Don’t look.”

      “You’re passing up a really big opportunity, my boy.”

      “Don’t patronize me.”

      ( “Okay, I think I’m spotting a theme here! Won’t that be interesting to see it the other contestants carry that out?”) Max smiled, ( “And would you look who’s up next! Our mascot! Our maiden! The face of Fairy Tail that gets us all the good attention after we wreck up a few towns! Let’s hear it for the one! The only! Mirajane Strauss!”)

      Even after the prior two contestants had exposed their bikini-clad bodies to them, the crowd had given the upcoming girl a much louder response. It was obvious who the fan-favorite was as the entire guild shook from the sound of their clapping alone. The barmaid gave a humble wave and smiled as she took the stage.

      “YEEEEEAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHH! NEE-CHAAAAAAAAAAN!” Elfman slammed his foot on the table and roared, “YOU GOT THIS IN THE BAAAAAAAAGGGGGGGGGGGG!”

      “Hello everyone!” Mira’s voice carried over the crowd and they all greeted her in return as the kind woman giggled, “Well I’m not sure how I can compete with those two.”

      “YOU KNOW HOW!”

      “YOU GOT THIS MIRA-CHAN!”

      “THOSE LAST TWO ARE LIKE HAGGARD OLD WIDOWS COMPARED TO YOUR BEAUTY!”

      “MIRA-TAAAAAAAAAAAAANNN!”

      “Oh thank you.” She just smiled and waved, “Well I have something interesting I’ve been waiting to show all of you!”

      Mira covered her face and several dozen cameras were raised in anticipation to capture her showing.

      “Happy!”

      She pulled her hands back to show the blue cat head on her shoulders. It smiled and waved to everyone, “Aye!”

      “Hey, that’s me! Way to go Mirajane!”

      Happy was the only voice in a room of dead silence.

      She swiped in front of her face against and she looked like Makarov’s bony face on her voluptuous body, “It’s the Master!”

      They immediately purged that sight from their minds.

      “And in celebration of his recent joining, everyone give it up for Gajeel!”

      The grumpy face of the stud-faced Dragon Slayer appeared on the barmaid’s shoulders as some people gagged.

      “AHAHAHAHAHA! NICE BOOBS, GAJEEL!”

      “I’M GONNA CRUSH YOUR HEAD UNDER MY BOOT, SALAMANDER!”

      Mirajane happily changed back to normal and waved everyone off as she stepped backstage. There were a few random claps as people waited for her to leave.

      “Damn shame.” Makarov shook his head, “And I thought after all the covers she’s done she would have known exactly what they demanded.”

      “Master?”

      “Yes Mahiro?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Okay.”

      ( “Alrighty then, I’m probably not the only one who didn’t expect that to happen.”) Max cleared his throat and grimaced after the poor showing of the fan-favorite before his expression brightened, ( “Speaking of the unexpected! Here she is everyone! The alpha girl! The top dog! When she comes a stompin’, we all go a runnin’! Give it up for the Fairy Queen, Titania herself, Erza Scarlet!”)

      Without a moment’s hesitation, Erza jumped onto the stage and landed in a crouch. Before the crowd could even react, the armored girl’s body already started to shine as she used her Requip to change her outfit, “Feast your eyes on this!”

      Her armor had disappeared and in its place was a Gothic Lolita fashion. The S-Class with heterochromia had her long red hair tied up in a ponytail with a black ribbon on top. Her boots were complimented with a pair of black knee highs that perfectly complimented her long legs. The black and white clothes fitted her perfectly, showing her curvy figure and lifting up her breasts with the help of the blouse. The redhead smiled and winked to the crowd, “I think this will help do me some good.”

      “WOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

      The crowd lost their minds. Flashes of cameras and people were jumping up and down cheering her name. Erza stepped up and gave a flashy bow to the crowd as they ate it up.

      Mahiro chuckled, “I’m surprised you’re taking it so well.”

      “Hehehe, it’s nothing really.” Naruto snickered smugly, “Erza told me she was gonna have to do something grand to get their attention and this was pretty easy to be honest. What does this crowd get? A few pictures and the chance of catcalling my girlfriend? Let them have it. Their fleeting moment. Means nothing to me.”

      “Naruto?”

      “Yeah Jiji?”

      “You squeeze any tighter and you’re paying for the table.”

      He looked down and realized his fingers had dug themselves into the tabletop. He slowly pulled them out and realized the perfect imprints he had left before seeing the skeptical looks he was getting. He hung his head in shame, “Dammit.”

      ( “Didn’t expect that from her, did we? I’m honestly kinda surprised. But I won’t complain and I can see from the looks on your faces that you won’t either! In fact some of you look a little too excited. We’re in a public place here people show some decency. Anyway, onto our next contestant! She’s smart! She’s cute! Our resident bookworm and the best part of the Shadow Trio by a country mile! Levy McGarden!”)

      “Might not be flashing any skin but I’ll still do my best!” She hyped herself up as she started writing words in the air. The Solid Script created magnificent creations in the air, elegant words and elements coming off them as people cheered in joy, “How’s about that!”

      ( “Up next is the sharpest shooter from the West and had to make her way over here to the East just to have some fun again! The dangerous cowgirl! The QuickDraw extraordinaire! Once known as the thug Mulan Rouge, ladies and gentlemen it’s Bisca Mulan!”)

      “Y-you didn’t have to bring that last part up.” The green-haired shooter pulled down her hat to better hide the flush on her face. Once she had gotten her composure back she stomped her foot on the pedal. Suddenly a dozen clay pigeons and targets sprung up around the guild hall. People looked up in surprise when in an instant they were shot down by Bisca’s expert shooting. The shooter fixed her hat and smiled as the crowd applauded, “Thank you kindly.”

      ( “Now for lucky number 7! Will she be the Strauss sibling to reach our expectations?! She’s the animal kingdom all rolled up in one package! The cool beauty with the fiery soul! Give it up for Lisanna Strauss!”)

      A spotlight aimed up at the ceiling as they watched a white blur dive through several rings hanging from the rafters. A large creature with magnificent white wings flew above them before Lisanna stopped to reveal she had used Take-Over to changer her arms into wings. She flew towards the stage before her body glowed, spinning through the air before sliding down the curtains. She leapt off them and landed perfectly on the stage to show her body covered in a striped bikini with paws and claws. She smiled while everyone cheered, “Knew you’d like that!”

      “She looks like a cat!” Happy called, “That automatically makes her the best!”

      “YEEEAHHHHHH!” Elfman roared, “I KNEW YOU’D BE GREAT, LISANNA!”

      ( “Alright everybody! We’re almost done with the show and we’ll be asking you for your votes! But let’s round this baby off! Last but not least! For us Fairies she’s the spunky newbie we all know and love! For you visitors she’s the rookie making waves with dozens of violent rumors spreading about her! Everyone give it up for Lucy Heartfilia!”)

      The young blonde walked out and waved to the crowd of people. She chuckled before starting to undo her jacket to reveal her performance outfit.

      “TAKE IT OFF!”

      “I am taking it off! Geez, impatient.” She tossed her jacket aside and grabbed one of her keys. She took a breath before beaming a smile, “And a one! And a two! And a one, two—”

      “Done.”

      “Eh?” Lucy froze after she had been interrupted by a more mature voice. She looked back and saw a beautiful woman strut out to stand in front of her, “W-wait, I haven’t done my performance—”

      “What is this? Really? Did you think you could throw a competition for Fairy Tail’s most beautiful, wonderful member without me? When you think of the woman most embodying the traits of a Fairy, there’s only me!” The beautiful bespectacled woman lowered her fan to reveal her face. Her brown hair was tied up in a ponytail out the side of her hair, her glossy lips in a sultry smile as she gently fixed her glasses up her nose. Her green dress was adorned with wings in the back, a skirt around her hips that led into blue stockings and heels. Her breasts were lifted up with her attire to better show the Fairy stamp on her right side of her bust. She laughed and waved her fan up in the air, “The perfect Fairy! Evergreen!”

      There were some confused murmurs over the crowd as to what was happening. But the Fairy members only watched in shock upon seeing her return after such a long time.

      “H-hey!” Lucy didn’t notice Max’s surprise and approached the attention hog, “This is still my turn! You have to wait until I—”

      “What are we on? A little talent competition?” Evergreen giggled and removed her glasses before turning to the busty blonde, “If it is, let me show you all my professional sculpting talent.”

      “Lucy, get away from her!”

      Lucy had no chance as Evergreen opened her eyes and a pulse of magic shot out from them. The Heartfilia girl was immediately turned into a stone statute and frozen in place.

      The crowd gasped in shock before Evergreen smiled, “Will that not be enough? Don’t worry!” She swung her fan out, needles of magic flying out from them and tearing through the curtain as it fell, “I made more!”

      There were screams of worry and civilians running out of the hall when they saw the other seven contenders turned to rock. All the people escaped as fast as they could as the Fairies stood their ground and glared at the green-clad woman. Makarov stood up on the table and pointed out at her, “Evergreen! Change them back immediately!

      “Sorry.” She playfully winked and earned the scorn of the guild members watching her, “But if I did that then what would be your motivation for playing?”

      “What are you talking about?!”

      “GYAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!” A wicked cackled echoed over the hall as two figures came flying in. One was a tall, spindly man standing atop a pair of totem heads. His face was hidden by a metal visor before he stuck out his tongue to show off the black Fairy tattoo stamped over it, “We’re talking about the game of course!”

      “Bickslow!”

      The other figure had a pair of black, ink-like wings extending from his back that quickly vanished. He landed on the stage and kept one hand on the sword at his side. His bright green hair covered one of his eyes as his perpetual frown looked out over the crowd. He stepped forward, “We’re here to fight.”

      “Freed!”

      “If you guys wanna fight then that’s totally fine!” Natsu jumped out of his feet and smirked while pounding his fists. Naruto got up beside him, eyes locked on the stone figures as the Dragon Slayer yelled, “Let’s get this fight underway!”

      “If you guys are gonna keep then stuck like that then just come over here!” Naruto yelled angrily, “I’ll kick anyone’s ass to get them back!”

      “Good to know.”

      Everyone looked over in shock at the familiar voice. Naruto and Natsu tried to look back before they both felt their heads being palmed. They saw a flash of yellow and a blond man smirk before he lifted them up and slammed them headfirst into the table and then the floor. The figure over them disappeared in a flash of electricity—

      “KYAH!”

      Happy was knocked back and a little voice screamed before the man appeared on stage. He turned around to reveal Koyuki in his grasp thrashing around in an attempt to escape.

      “LAXUS!” Makarov yelled.

      “Well, glad to see you guys all come together here today!” The Lightning man smirked, “Makes the message get through a lot easier!”

      “Laxus, let her go!” Mahiro screamed as she flared her teeth and clenched her fists, “Let her go right now!”

      “Not just yet. Not until we’re done playing the game.”

      “What game are you talking about?!” Gray yelled.

      “This guild has become a joke. A laughing stock. You can’t go to another town without even the most pathetic people mocking or ridiculing us. We used to be the top! Our name used to mean something! But then we started accepting anybody into our hall. Weaklings! Failures! A playground for raising babies and children! A tourist trap with novelties and paraphernalia! Even the people that attacked and ruined our reputation in that fight with Phantom are now walking in our halls like they belong! It’s a disgrace!”

      “LAXUS!”

      “So I’ve come up with a plan!” He ignored his grandfather’s yell and smirked, “We’re holding a game, and Magnolia will be the stage. We need to decide who in this guild is strong and worthy to keep carrying our name! So you’re gonna go out there, and you’re going to fight us.”

      “Are you insane?!”

      “The time limit is three hours.” Evergreen continued, “You have three hours to find us around the town and beat us. If you don’t…” Her hand gently ran along Mirajane’s stone cheek and caused a few of them to tense in fear, “I don’t know what will happen to them.

      “Y-you can’t be—”

      “And don’t try any funny business like trying to undo the petrifaction.” Laxus warned, “If you try—”

      “MAMA!” Koyuki called out while still in Laxus’ hold.

      “You get the picture.”

      “YOU BASTARD!” Mahiro’s body glowed with her Light and she rushed the stage with her eyes filled with anger at the tall man.

      Laxus grinned and snapped his fingers as the whole hall was blinded by a flash of Lightning. Mahiro was still charging towards him as the Raijinshū held onto Laxus. He smirked, Koyuki crying out one more time before he disappeared in a flash and let Mahiro barrel through empty space.

      The blinding light disappeared and everyone opened their eyes again. When they did Laxus was gone, the Raijinshū had vanished, and the girl’s were still stone. The cocky S-Class Mage’s voice rang out through the hall one last time.

      “LET THE BATTLE FOR FAIRY TAIL COMMENCE!”

      ########Omake: And The Winner Is…########

      “Alright folks that’s the end of the polling!” Max announced as the hall went silent with anticipation, “Gotta say I’m surprised to see how many of you actually cashed your votes. Way to go! But as with many things, there can only be one winner in the bunch. I’ll probably come out and say that Gray doesn’t have to worry about getting humiliated anymore than he does walking around naked already.”

      “Who did it?! Which one of you monsters was gonna humiliate Gray-sama by voting for that name?!”

      Max waited as some of the other members held Juvia down before continuing, “Now this was close. By the skin of our teeth did we reach one name that was higher than the others. So… allow me to introduce to you… the new name for our new team… ladies and gentlemen…”

      “The Fairy Titans!”

      The curtains pulled back to reveal the team in question, all of them clapping for the redhead in front with a victorious smile and sparkling eyes. She bowed and nodded her head, waving out to everyone before facing her team, “Well my Titans, looks like we have a name. And as your leader I won’t let you down!”

      “H-hang on.” Lucy stuttered, “I thought we were just choosing a name.”

      Gray nodded, “Leader might be—”

      “As the leader I shall lead us through any trial!” Erza passionately announced, “Your faults will stop at me! Our training will be vigorous! We shall be held at such high standards that no move could be made without everyone judging us and setting the bar as high as possible! There will not be a single moment of sleep while we handle our jobs! We shall be the greatest team Fiore has ever known!”

      …

      “I regret this.” Naruto bemoaned, “We should have just put the names in a hat or something.”

    
    

    
      Done

      And now the Fairy Titans shall be known to all.

      Can I just take a sec and say wow. That was a lot of people putting in their votes. And it was close. Like really, really close. And I love each of you for putting in your choice. The end results were:

      Soaring Wings — 15

      Fairy Titans — 19

      Team Impossible — 17

      Team Gray Likes To Eat Poop — 10

      Team Demon — 18

      Happy and The Happettes — 8

      Way more votes for The Poop one than I was expecting. I was honestly waiting for you guys all to troll me and pick the Happy name. To be honest if this wasn’t an open poll I probably would have gone with that one just to write about Lucy silently crying and Erza squirming as the boys died inside, their blue cat cheering in victory.

      But I’m glad this was a poll. I got a big helping of reviews, and an even bigger reminder of just how many people read and enjoy this story. God I love you brilliant people.

      So, the Fighting Festival Arc has begun. The next chapter, there’s going to be an omake at the end of it. Not just an omake… something like a mini series. Something important.

      Can’t wait.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    49. Festive Games

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 49: Festive Games

      So what’s happened?

      Samurai Jack. Iron Fist. Into the Badlands. Logan. Nier Automata. Jojo. Nioh. Final Fantasy XV. Persona 5. My Hero Academia 2. Dragon Maid. God of Highschool. Tower of God. Spider-Man: Homecoming. Thor: Ragnarok. Justice League. Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D. And a solid showing for DC shows.

      My attention has been on way too many good games. Why so many good games, 2017?

      A whole bunch of stuff. And it really helped with my writer’s block too. Didn’t make this easier. Just kicked me in the butt to move forward.

    
    

    
      “Master?”

      Makarov wasn’t sure how long he had been silent. His fists were clenched so tightly his arms started to shake and he was certain his hearing had gone for a moment. When he stopped seeing red the old master looked around to see all their anxious faces towards him for guidance.

      Gray had a hand on Elfman’s chest and was stopping him from running to the stage. A futile effort they all knew but still felt sorry for the lone brother.

      Natsu and Naruto were pulling themselves out of the heaps of wood that used to be their table. Happy was apologizing, ashamed for letting Laxus smack him away long enough to nab Koyuki. If he didn’t snatch him away from the cat then he probably would have put Happy through a whole lot of punishment.

      He looked up at the stage and saw the girls frozen in place like decorative statues. Once bright and full of life but reduced to stone and the prizes for this ridiculous game Luxus had proposed. And on the stage beside them was Mahiro, her shoulders rising and falling while she took in air. Probably hitting herself for not being able to grab Koyuki in time and just imagining how she was going to hit Luxus when she got the chance.

      He couldn’t blame her.

      Makarov took a deep breath and looked around at everyone present. His voice was low and firm, carrying over the room clearly to everyone present, “I don’t know what my idiot grandson is playing at but this is not a game. Endangering the girls. Kidnapping Koyuki. Trying to start a fight during the festival. I don’t know… and I don’t care anymore!” Makarov yelled as the guild started cheering in agreement, “That boy has taken this too far!”

      “YEEAAAAHHHHHHH!”

      “If he wants a fight, then let’s give that brat a fight!” Makarov pointed out to the exit, “Let’s get out there and find that uppity shit! And make him apologize to us and all these girls!”

      “YEEEEAAAAAAHHHH!”

      They all started charging out the guild while roaring at the top of their lungs. He saw a head of blond hair walk past him and called out, “Mahiro!” The Senju woman froze for an instant after he called for her, thankful she wasn’t so lost in her anger that she wouldn’t hear him. His wrinkled expression creased before speaking, “I know what you must be feeling, and it must feel uncontrollable. But whatever you do… he needs to face his punishment… don’t…”

      “Master, he endangered Koyuki by making her a part of this.” The beautiful woman’s face was twisted in fury as she looked back at him, “I can only promise I won’t beat him to death. And that’s all I can give you.”

      Makarov could only watch sadly as the furious blonde dashed out of the guild. He was sure that if Mahiro did find Laxus then his grandson would be getting a serious beating for his bullheaded decision.

      And if not from her then he’d be picking up the slack.

      The short master squared his shoulder and took a deep breath as his brow furrowed. He stalked towards the doors and seethed, “When I find you Laxus, I’m going to kick your — AGH!”

      Gray and Elfman looked back when they heard their master grunt in pain. They saw the wizened old man’s face pressed up against nothing as he stayed just behind the guild entrance. The two men shared a look of confusion, “Jii-San, this isn’t really the time to be playing around.”

      “He’s right, Master! We can’t afford to waste any more time!”

      “Y-yes, I agree.” Makarov stumbled back and before taking a deep breath. He started back in a run but slammed his head against nothing. He kept pressing himself against it but couldn’t budge an inch past the entrance, “A-and I would love to help, but I appear to be stuck behind these GODDAMN DOORS!”

      “The hell?” Gray stepped up and grabbed Makarov by the shoulders before pulling him. He met a powerful force stopping him from pulling the old man through and groaned while Makarov was pressed up against the invisible wall, “H-He won’t budge!”

      “Let me try.” Elfman stepped up and easily enveloped the small man in his hand before yanking back as hard as he could. Makarov’s body was compressed between Elfman’s grip and the barrier he could not pass through, “W-what’s going on?!”

      “OW OW OW OW OW OW OW OW! LET GO YOU IDIOTS!” The elderly Dreyar was finally released and left groaning on the floor. He opened his eyes and looked up before they widened in horror, “He really did it.”

      “Huh?” The two Mages looked up to see the dark purple letters hovering within the doorframe. Gray gawked, “A-are those runes? Did Freed seriously set these things up while we were having the contest?”

      Rule: Those over the age of 80 and stone statues may not pass through.

      “Shit.” Gray pulled on his hair, “They planned for this.”

      “They knew they’d never get away with this if Master was part of it,” Elfman showed his teeth in a snarl, ‘And they were ready to hold Nee-chan and Lisanna captive from the beginning.’ The massive man growled before he turned around and bolted, “GOD DAMN YOU LAXUS!”

      “Elfman—”

      “Gray, just go!” Makarov warned the younger Mage while he continued to rub his aching face. He pointed out into the town, “Just get out there and do what you can! I’ll figure out how to work with this!”

      “Okay!” Gray nodded and started running off, “We’ll fix this, Jii-San! I promise!”

      Makarvo watched in silence as Gray turned the corner around the guild yard and disappeared from sight. A situation where his family and children were all in danger… some held hostage and reduced to stone statues as the others were left to search the town for Laxus…

      And all he could do was stand here and watch.

      What was Laxus was after? Did he just want to test himself by fighting the other members of the guild? Did he want to prove he and the Raijinshū were stronger and more capable than other members of the guild?

      “We need to decide who in this guild is strong and worthy to keep carrying our name!”

      That wasn’t what the guild was about. This place was never about finding the strongest people or being the toughest in the land. This was a home. A family. Where people came together and found the place they’d been missing from their whole lives.

      Why was Laxus twisting it like this?

      “Natsu! Natsu!”

      “I’m okay, Happy.” Makarov looked back and saw Natsu lifting himself up from the destroyed table his grandson had planted him into. The Dragon Slayer merely rubbed his neck and looked around at the empty hall, ‘Can’t believe that jackass blindsided me. Dick move, even for him.’ The pink-haired man’s eyes widened before he looked to the stage, “Naruto, are they—”

      “Fine. They’re stone… but they aren’t hurt.” Naruto had already pulled himself up, but immediately took to checking on the girls after their sudden petrification. And one person in particular. He raised his hand and gently cupped the cheek of his lover.

      It was smooth but cold. That wasn’t how she was supposed to feel.

      Naruto pulled back his hand and let it fall to his side limply. His whole body begun to tremble from how tightly he was clenching his fists as he growled through his gritted teeth, “Erza. Koyuki. All of them. I’m gonna make him pay for this.”

      “Everyone is already out there looking for Laxus. Mahiro as well.” Makarov informed them both as they turned to face him, “We’re going to stop him and make him realize what he’s done.”

      “Damn right we are!” Natsu slammed his fists together and grinned, “If he wanted a fight I would have been happy to give him one!”

      “Shut up already you annoying bastard.” A gruff voice groaned from the bar as the men finally noticed an assortment of pans and metal mugs with bite marks in them. An arm covered in piercings palmed the countertop and lifted the owner up to reveal Gajeel with a scowl in his face, “Seriously how does this whole guild stand listening to you yell like that all the time?”

      “Gajeel!” Happy exclaimed, “What are you still doing here? I thought you’d be out there fighting with everybody else?”

      “I quit halfway through that crazy show. After seeing that Strauss woman flaunt around those boobs with my face on…” Gajeel shuddered in disgust and Natsu snickered, ‘I decided to eat some of her stuff as payback. Some quality eats despite how crummy the rest of the place looks. So~, there’s a fight going on or something, right?’ Gajeel cracked his knuckles and smirked, “Interesting. I kinda wanted to fight that lightning guy. Seemed strong.”

      “As long as you fight, that’s fine.” Naruto said with a frown, “But if you find Laxus then tell me. I call first dibs on kicking his ass.”

      “No.” Gajeel quickly replied, “Ain’t gonna happen, Hunter. First come, first served.”

      “I agree. First one to find Laxus should get to beat him.” Natsu grinned, “I’m totally up for that idea.”

      “All of you need to be careful.” Makarov warned, “Everyone’s out there fighting but I’m sure the Raijinshū have taken precautions. And Laxus has never been a pushover. Good luck out here, all of you…” The old man’s eyes softened, “And please stop him before he goes too far.”

      “On it, Jii-chan!” Natsu made for the entrance with Happy flying by his side as he took an early start, “Laxus, ready or not here I — GAGH!”

      They all flinched in shock at Natsu’s agonized gasp as he slammed face first into the invisible wall. Happy kept sailing through and needed a moment to notice, “Natsu? What are you doing?”

      “Aaaaah~.” The Dragon Slayer moaned on the ground as he cradled his chest and coughed, ‘W-what the hell?’ The blue cat came back to his side as he pulled himself up and reached for the entrance. His hand spread out against the invisible wall as a flash of runes appeared for a moment before immediately disappearing. He pushed a little harder but found no give to move past the barrier, “What the hell is this?”

      “H-how?” Makarov muttered in shock, “The rules are people over 80 and stone statues can’t get through. So why can’t you?”

      “Can I not get through?! Seriously?!” Natsu pressed harder into the wall as his face scrunched up against it, “How is that fair?! I wanna fight too!”

      “Pfft, sorry to hear that, you geezer.” Gajeel scoffed and walked past the stunned Natsu, ‘Guess you’ll just have to stay here and imagine how much I’m gonna be kicking ass out there. Poor you.’ The Iron Dragon Slayer chided and took an inordinate amount of pleasure in seeing Natsu’s depressed expression, “Like I said, ’First come, First — AH! FUCK!”

      Gajeel reeled back after smacking straight into the barrier as well. He stumbled back and covered his nose before looking up in shock. He then looked back at the others and saw their expressions probably matched his at the moment. He turned back and instantly threw a punch, watching his fist hit nothing before screaming in anger, “NO FUCKING WAY! I’M NOT OLD LIKE THE LITTLE GEEZER OR THE PINK-HAIRED GEEZER! AND I’M NOT A ROCK EITHER!”

      “Ha! In your face!”

      “What the hell is going on?” Naruto looked between the two arguing Dragon Slayers in confusion before looking down at Makarov, “Jiji?”

      “I-I don’t know.” The old Wizard Saint looked up at the rules of the barrier once again, “The Jutsu Shiki should only be able to keep in people over 80 and stone statues.”

      “Well what if Freed made other rules that aren’t displayed or something?”

      “Not possible. The rules of the Jutsu Shiki are iron-clad. As long as the processes are well-thought and planned out, it could be an absolute prison. But the rules for this magic have to be displayed. And those rules are the ones up there right now.”

      Naruto looked up at the rules as well before looking down to see Natsu and Gajeel at each other’s throat while Happy panicked beside them. The blond man shook his head, “Then what the hell is going on?”

      “I can only think,” Makarov cupped his chin, “It’s their magic. Dragon Slayer magic is a Lost magic; ancient styles of magic that can come with side-effects and caveats depending on the style used. I can only think that it’s because of their magic that the Jutsu Shiki believes them to be over 80. I’m not certain, but whatever the case they’re stuck here and can’t go fight with the others.”

      “Fine.” Naruto said with a scowl as he walked by the arguing Dragon Slayers with his gaze focused intently on the outside, “Then I’m going to go out there and handle this.”

      “Naruto wait!” The blond stopped and looked back at Makarov to see the old man’s worried expression, “There’s something keeping these two from going outside, and I think it has to do with their magic. Which means it doesn’t depend solely on your physical age but can be affected by other factors as well. So there’s a possibility…”

      “Of what?”

      “How old was Kurama?”

      …

      Realization dawned on Naruto as his eyes widened in horror. He turned around and reached out to the entryway…

      Only for his hand to stop against the invisible wall just like it did for everyone else.

      “No. No. No no no no no no no!” He pushed against the wall futilely as if he believed he could force his way with brute strength. When that failed he roared and punched it in anger, “This can’t be happening! I can’t be stuck here! K-Koyuki needs me! And I have to help Erza! I-I can’t — FUCKING LET ME OUT!”

      “Naruto stop!” Makarov came over to his side and grabbed his arm before he could punch the barrier again. The blond looked down at him with an angry, almost desperate look in his eyes, “There’s no point. We can’t undo the Jutsu Shiki unless we witnessed how it was made, and with Kurama inside you and their magic holding them back none of you are getting through.”

      Gajeel leaned in towards Natsu, “What’s a Kurama?”

      “Naruto told me it’s the name of the demon that was sealed in his gut when he was a baby.” Natsu plainly answered.

      “You serious?”

      “Why would I joke about that?”

      “This guild is way weirder than I thought it’d be.”

      “I know it’s awful but you’re just wasting your energy lashing out like this. And that’s not going to help anyone.” Naruto’s breathing came out ragged before he lowered his arms and let his shoulders fall next. Makarov nodded, “I know we want to be out there in the fight as well but we have to trust the others. Gray and Elfman and Mahiro and everyone else are all fighting to stop Laxus. He and the Raijinshū are stronger but we have the numbers. Just trust them to handle this—”

      “What’s that?” Happy asked aloud as they all looked up to see what the cat was referring to.

      When they did they saw runes appear on the intangible barrier and form together into words.

      Progress Report:

      Alzack vs Jet vs Droy

      Remaining members— 84

      “Why are they fighting?”

    
    

    
      “Stop!” Jet yelled as he used High Speed to avoid the blast from the gunman. He slid to a stop and yelled at his fellow Fairy, “Alzack you can’t seriously be going along with this! We’re comrades! We can’t fight!”

      “We have to!” Alzack yelled and stepped away from the downed Droy. The gunman kept his weight off his injured right leg after Droy had grabbed and pulled it with his Chain Plant. But even injured the gunman refused to fall or stop fighting to escape, “Unless there’s one person left standing in this trap then we’ll never get out! And Bisca will be left as a statue forever!”

      “So will Levy!” Jet yelled out before looking over at the barrier that trapped them in the alleyway of the buildings. The three of them had been caught it one of Freed’s traps with the rule that they couldn’t leave until only one person was left conscious. The fast Mage turned back, “I want to save them too but if we fight—”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t waste anymore time talking! I’ll save all of them, I promise!” Alzack aimed his weapons, “Mud Shot!”

      The speedy orange-haired Mage disappeared in a dash as mud came shooting out the guns at intense speeds. Jet kept weaving in between the shots and charged towards Alzack before he could react, “Fine! If we have to do this then I’m gonna do whatever I can to save Levy!” He slammed into Alzack and heard the gunman groan as he was sent flying into the wall harshly. Jet ran to attack in that moment but couldn’t move, “W-what the—”

      “Got you when you hit me.” Jet’s foot was stuck to the ground with a layer of mud over hit boot that instantly hardened to halt his movement. Alzack forced himself up on his feet but cradled his ribs after Jet’s strike, “I couldn’t let you keep running around.”

      “Alzack—”

      “I’m sorry. I promise I’ll save Levy too.” Alzack caught Jet in his sights, “But right now, I need to get out of here.”

      It was terrible. His gut was twisting in on itself at the idea of having to do this to his own friends. People he bonded with.

      But then his thoughts went back to Bisca and the others. Frozen in place on that stage. The risk of never getting to see that smile again.

      It was enough for him to pull the trigger and send Jet flying.

    
    

    
      Progress Report:

      Winner— Alzack

      Jet and Droy rendered unable to continue

      Remaining members— 82

      Makarov stared up at the message in horror as he heard the other boys talk between themselves. But Makarov blocked them out, focusing solely on the display as more words started to appear one by one.

      Members fighting each other popped up over and over again. Even being confined to the guild, Makarov could hear the sound of far off battle from where he stood.

      Battle for Fairy Tail.

      “No.” Makarov muttered fearfully, “Laxus you don’t mean…”

    
    

    
      “GRH!” Macao and Wakaba punched each other in the face and stumbled back with bloody lips. The blue-haired man wiped his chin of blood, “Still gonna be drinking buddies after this, right?”

      The smoker spit his cigarette out and pulled out another he quickly lit up. He smirked, “Depends on how hard we hit each other I guess.”

      The two old comrades yelled and charged back towards each other to strike.

    
    

    
      “Just stay down! I don’t wanna hurt you anymore!”

      “No way! I’m gotta save them!”

      “Stay down all of you!”

    
    

    
      “Hohoho, you boys sure are energetic, aren’t you~.” Evergreen cooed as she easily avoided the attacks from her fellow guildmates, “I’m quite impressed with just how passionate you all are.”

      “Dammit Evergreen this isn’t a game!”

      “Let the others go already!”

      “Tell us where Laxus is hiding!”

      “Nuh-uh. No can do.” Evergreen wagged her finger coyly, “No fun in bringing out the big guns when you haven’t even finished with us yet.”

      “Damn you!” One Fairy yelled and tried to strike her from behind but hit empty air as Evergreen deftly leapt over their heads.

      She pulled out her fans and twirled in midair, “Time I got serious in return.” The Fairy Mages looked up at her and prepared to block whatever she threw at them before they noticed red particles in the air. The particles started to glow and ignite before Evergreen threw out her arms, “Fairy Bomb: Gremlin!”

      Their fighting space exploded in a mighty fireball that engulfed all the Mages in it. The sparks and smoke dispersed to reveal the defeated Fairies lying on the ground covered in soot and embers.

      Evergreen gracefully landed and hid her face behind her fan, “Let this lovely Fairy lull you off to sleep.”

    
    

    
      “GYAHAHAHA!” Bickslow laughed as he avoided all of the magic attacks chasing after him into the small alleyway. He led his pursuers through the narrow pass before leaping up the walls and suspending himself between them with a perfect split. The armored man cackled and stuck out his tongue, “Come on kiddies, gotta work a little harder than that! No point if my babies don’t even get a little exercise from any of this!”

      “I wanna run!”

      “I wanna play!”

      “Play!”

      “Play!”

      “Enough Bickslow! We’re not gonna keep entertaining you like this!” Laki led a group of Mages after the him. The purple-haired girl was joined by her comrades as they raised their hands to attack the Raijinshū member. Laki slammed her hands together and prepared to create her Wood constructs but looked down in shock when it produced nothing, “W-what the—”

      “Look!”

      Rule: No magic is capable of being used within this space.

      “Oops, looks like you lot shouldn’t have been following me so closely.” Bickslow teased the Fairies before his totems flew up from behind him to hang over his head. They pointed down at the cornered Mages, “Best thing about my magic? Long-ranged. Right babies?”

      “Right!”

      The totems released bursts of magic down on the trapped Fairies and rendered them unconscious instantly. The light faded to show the defeated Mages as Bickslow dropped down on top of his totems and flew away to face their next challenge.

    
    

    
      Freed walked through the streets of Magnolia with a hand resting on his sword’s pommel. People and families celebrating enjoying the Harvest Festival. Some noticed and greeted him with a wave which he politely returned. Noting that he had been absent for quite awhile and how nice it was to see him again.

      He just remained composed while he traversed the streets as he sensed people following him some yards away. The green-haired Mage turned the corner and kept walking before stopping in an empty lot between several houses. He turned back and faced his pursuers with an even expression, “Attempting to ambush me. I see you are not taking this lightly. Good.”

      “Freed, we’ll give you one chance.” Max said as the others joined behind him and prepared for a fight, “Tell us where we can find Laxus.”

      “I cannot do that.” Freed callously answered as his eyes narrowed, “If you wish to find him, you must play this game. And that means we must fight.”

      The Mages started gathering their power, “Fine!”

      Freed lowered his stance and dodged to the side to avoid a wave of Sand being sent his way. He jumped over the Water and deftly avoided the magic punch. Again and again Freed proved he didn’t have to rely on his magic to avoid their attacks. He didn’t even pull out his sword as he stopped on the edge of the lot and looked back at his attackers.

      “F-Freed…” Max gripped his throat tightly and reached out to the green-haired Mage while the others choked. After a moment they all passed out and fell to the ground unconscious as Freed looked up at his barrier.

      Rule: Mages that use their magic in this space will be deprived of air until rendered unconscious.

      “Apologies,” Freed walked away, “But we have stacked the deck in our favor for this game.”

    
    

    
      “Laxus! Where are you, you giant bolt-shaped pain in our ass!” Gray yelled out as he and Elfman ran through the street calling out the S-Class Mage’s name. He snarled, “How the hell can he make everyone fight each other like this? How the shit is he even doing it?”

      “I’m not sure, but we need to find the Raijinshū first because I’m bet they’re the reason behind it!” Elfman responded, “And if we find Evergreen, we can undo the petrification on Nee-chan and the others!”

      “Yeah I know! But this is a big ass town and she’s a small woman!” Gray complained, knowing that if Evergreen was anywhere close by she was probably taking his angry tirade as something akin to a compliment about her form. He slowed down to a stop as Elfman did the same behind him, “Wait a sec…”

      “What is it?”

      “Where is everyone?” The two Fairies looked around for any sight of a Mage, civilian, or even a child but realized they were alone in the back alley. He took a step forward but his foot hit an invisible wall as he jumped back, “What the—”

      “Did Freed set spaces like this all around town?”

      Rule: The Mages in this space must fight until one is rendered unconscious before the time limit expires. If there is no winner, both Mages will be rendered unconscious.

      4:59

      4:58

      “Oh you’ve gotta be fucking kidding me!” Gray yelled, “You’re actually making us fight! Freed you bastard! At least have the balls to come down here and fight yourself! Elfman, we gotta…” Gray paused when he looked back at the imposing shadow growing over him, “Elfman… we can’t do this.”

      “I’m sorry…” Elfman’s body grew and expanded as he took on the from of his Beast. The Take-Over Mage spoke with grim determination in his eyes, “But they need me.”

      Gray clicked his teeth and placed his fist in the palm of his hand in his stance, “God dammit.”

    
    

    
      Remaining members— 37

      Remaining members— 31

      Remaining members— 28

      “He’s makin’ everyone fight everyone else.” Gajeel noted with a shrug of his shoulders, “Guess this really is a Battle for Fairy Tail, huh?”

      “That’s not a funny joke.” Happy pointed out.

      “Not joking. Just repeating what that other guy boasted.”

      “DAMMIT!” Natsu yelled angrily and started to punch at the barrier again in an attempt to get some reaction, “Let us out already!”

      “Move Natsu! WRAAHH!” Naruto roared as he pulled out his black blade and slammed it against the Jutsu Shiki in anger.

      The others ducked back when lightning started to shoot out violently from where the sword and barrier made contact. Despite the force behind his blade, it could not pierce and push through the the barrier, even as runes flashed rapidly around them. Makarov shielded his eyes from the light and yelled, “Naruto, stop! You aren’t going to break through that barrier! It keeps a steady field of impregnable magic around the guild at all times!”

      That sword could block against nearly every kind of magic attack but it couldn’t negate something completely. It was the reason Naruto got so injured during the fight with Phantom when he blocked Jupiter’s shot. He held up against it, but the blade could only hold it back for so long before his grip failed him. It couldn’t cut through it back then, and it wasn’t going to cut through now.

      “FUCK!” Naruto yelled furiously as he pulled his sword back and huffed at the fruitless effort. He roared and threw the sword aside, letting it clatter over the guild floor. The others looked at the bristling blond as he started breathing through his grit teeth. The whiskered Mage turned back to them and shook his head with a hopeless, confused expression on his face, “I-I don’t know what to do. They’re all fighting each other out there and all we can do is sit in here and let it happen.”

      “Naruto…”

      “Don’t panic, man.” Natsu stepped forward with a grin, “Don’t forget that Mahiro is still out there. She can handle this.”

      “I know that. But—”

      “No, I agree with Naruto.” Makarov nodded sadly and stared at the barrier and the progress report, ‘Knowing someone can handle this fight doesn’t make up for the fact that we can’t do anything to help. Leaving us here to watch this occur… it’s nothing short of torture.’ The guild master hung his head, “And I don’t see the point.”

      “The point was to weed out the meek and leave the strongest for the guild.”

      All of them besides Makarov looked back in shock at Laxus’ sudden appearance in the guild. The man with the bolt-shaped scar gave a cocky smirk and crossed his arms in the center of the guild floor. Naruto was quick to react but Laxus held up his hand when he saw his fellow S-Class Mage clench his fists, “Don’t waste your energy. I’m just a Thought Projection, you’d literally be swinging at nothing. Although I’m guessing you’ve already wasted a ton of energy trying to force your way out, huh?”

      “You fucker.” Naruto seethed while speaking to Laxus, “Let us out.”

      “You aren’t supposed to be stuck.” Laxus tilted his head, “Seriously this was just for the statues and Jiji. No idea why you’re all stuck in here too. Something must’ve gone wrong when Freed drew it up. Pretty funny though.”

      “Laxus, let us fight!” Natsu complained and pointed at the S-Class Mage, “If you’re so scared that you think we’ll take you down then you should at least say so! This is cheating!”

      “That ain’t the problem, Natsu. But it’s really, really cute of you to think that.” Laxus chided and left Natsu fuming as he smirked, “No I think I’ll just leave you in here for now. Come take care of you when things start to settle.”

      “They’re already settling, Laxus.” Makarov spoke up as he was still facing the barrier and watching the report. The number of remaining Fairy Tail members had been halved again and it was only a matter of time before they were down to zero. The old man shook his head, “You’ve always wanted to prove you were the strongest person in the guild. I knew how powerful you were, and so did everyone else. But you’ve always felt like you’ve needed to prove that strength. And I suppose you’ve done that now.”

      The elder Dreyar turned to his grandson with a sad expression and nodded his head, “You’ve won, Laxus. Now end this madness.”

      …

      Laxus’ cocky smile slowly fell into an unamused frown as his glare stayed solely on his grandfather. The younger Dreyar matched Makarov…

      “Give me the guild.”

      “WHAT?!” Naruto, Natsu, and Happy yelled in unison while Makarov could only stare at his grandson in shock.

      “I told you I wanted this guild to be strong. For everyone to know just where Fairy Tail stands in Fiore, on the very top. But I know that’s not an accomplishment that’s possible while under your leadership. And I bet you know that too.” Laxus grinned and held out his hand, “I’ll drop the barriers, free the girls, release the brat, and end all this fighting if you just declare me the new guild master.”

      “Laxus,” Makarov shook his head, “You can’t mean—”

      “I do, Jiji.” Laxus interrupted, “Give me this guild now or the family you’ve been cultivating all this time will be ruined.”

      Makarov paled at the suggestion as he imagined surrendering the position to Laxus. He’d bet that most of the current members would resign instead of following his lead. Laxus would follow through with his promise and fill Fairy Tail with the strongest Mages he could find. The guild would definitely become the strongest, but it wouldn’t be Fairy Tail anymore. That was enough of a reason not to hand it over…

      But his children were suffering. His eyes panned over to the stage to see the girls. Was there any reason to keep the guild around if that meant they had to suffer for it? He shook with anger—

      “Mahiro will end this.” Naruto spoke up before Makarov could, stepping forward and facing the fake Laxus directly with a smirk, ‘She’s still out there, Laxus. And she’s got eyes for you.’ Laxus’ cocky expression faltered, “She’s stronger than us. She’s stronger than the Raijinshū. She’s stronger than you. And you know that. And you stole her daughter.”

      “Yeah, that’s right!” Happy cheered.

      “Mahiro’s got this!” Natsu pumped his arms.

      “That busty mom?” Gajeel tilted his head, “Is she as strong as you guys say she is?”

      “Yep,” Naruto’s smirk grew wider, “And he stole her daughter. So face it Laxus… your plan is done. This little power play is over.”

      “Mahiro…” Laxus muttered the name before narrowing his eyes, “She’s not supposed to be part of the game.”

      “What? Did you think she wouldn’t fight to get her daughter back?”

      “I thought she’d know better than to risk it. After all she isn’t part of the guild anymore.”

      “Yes she is! Of course—”

      “Guess I’ll have to go and fix this mess.” Laxus stated, smirking and disappearing, “Don’t you lot go anywhere.”

    
    

    
      “D-dammit.” Gray groaned and spit some blood cradled his ribs. He leaned back against the wall of the barrier confining them after he had started to lose feeling in his legs. With a struggle he looked up at their timer.

      0:11

      0:10

      0:09

      “Well I guess we’re fucked.” He grumbled before looking up at the massive figure of the Beast that he had halted by freezing to the sidewalk. Gray collapsed and slid down onto his butt with a sigh, “We never should have tried to play their game. You know that, right?”

      “I know. And I’m sorry.” Elfman mumbled while he resigned himself to their defeat. The massive man raised his head and grit his teeth in frustration, “I-I just… I wanted to save them so badly.”

      “I know man. Me too.”

      0:00

      A flash of light encompassed the area of the barrier and covered the two Mages trapped within it. Once it disappeared the barrier fell completely and the two Fairies fell to the ground unconscious. Their eyes were white and they were rendered unconscious.

      Gray wanted to find another way out which was impossible but he still wanted to try. But Elfman was out to beat Gray completely. Not because he wanted to be free. Not because he wanted to prove he was stronger.

      But because the people he cherished were on the line, and they needed him even if that meant he had to compromise his friendships and morals to do it.

      That’s something Freed had been witnessing all day. Friends fighting friends because they knew it was something they needed to do. Risking their friendships for the safety of the people that needed them. Slowly but surely they dwindled down their numbers until there were not many of them left to fight. And once that point was reached it was up to him, Evergreen, and Bickslow to clean up the stragglers.

      It was like Laxus said. Everything was going exactly to plan.

      So why did this not feel like a victory in the slightest?

      No! Don’t waver. Don’t falter. Laxus had asked him and the others to follow through with this duty to the very end. And he had sworn to do so until completion. Because Laxus had requested it.

      He trusted Laxus more than anyone else, and would follow him to the ends of Earthland if he requested it. And he was sure Evergreen and Bickslow felt the same way. So they would help Laxus form his dream and make the strongest guild in the land. Even if that meant toppling down the one that stood in its way…

      Even if that meant ruining the Fairy Tail they had first come and join.

      Freed clenched his fists tightly and stilled his shoulders before taking a deep breath. He made to look out over the town—

      “GAAAHH!” Freed gasped when he was attacked from behind and sent violently careening into the street below. He made a furrow in the concrete and bounced a few times before finally stopping. He heard a few panicked yells from civilians who quickly ran away as he pulled himself up to his knees and took a ragged breath.

      “I-I thought it might be prudent to set up a defense for myself.” He groaned as a magical barrier behind his necks shined before dissipating completely. He pushed himself up and winced at the damage he still received through the barrier, ‘Considering this was a battle royal then it seemed necessary to set up a barrier to protect me in case anyone tried to attack me from behind.’ He stood up and rubbed the aching pain going through his neck and back, “I decided to only protect against the first strike so that it wouldn’t discourage the attacker from trying to fight me. But if I knew it was going to be you attacking I would have set up a stronger defense… Mahiro.”

      “I’m not interested in fighting, Freed.” The blonde woman landed in the street and strode up to the injured Dark Écriture Mage with a scowl on her face. The Senju woman stopped a few feet away and glared at Freed intently, “Tell me where Laxus is keeping my daughter, now!”

      “I can’t give up his position to you like that.” Freed replied, ‘You’ve been waiting for the chance to attack us, haven’t you? Keeping away from getting caught in traps with the others in order to catch us.’ He pulled out his rapier and pointed it at the Light Mage, “This is a fight. The only way you’re going to get anything you want is to battle us.”

      Mahiro persisted with her frown before she closed her eyes and shook her head. She opened them again and Freed’s own eyes widened at the sadness she was showing through her gaze, “She’s my daughter, Freed. I know you’re a good person. Better than this. You can’t possibly think it’s okay for her to be involved in something like this, right?”

      The green-haired man tightened his grip on his sword and ducked his head for a moment before shaking it wildly. His hair thrashed around before glaring as his eyes changed to black and purple, “ENOUGH TALK! FIGHT!” He dashed towards the older woman and lunged for her body as she simply stepped aside to avoid his thrust. He was quick to turn and attack again as he sent a flurry of swipes and stabs to strike her. Mahiro dodged and avoided each attack as Freed’s swipes pierced through concrete and slashed through brick. They ran across the whole street as Freed kept trying to land a hit on her, “Stop running!”

      Mahiro never struck back while avoiding the attacks aiming to pierce her. Her expression never changed from one of sad disappointment as she continued to escape just inches away from the point of his rapier. Freed rushed and struck as fast as he could but to no avail before he yelled, “If you want this all to end then you need to fight! SO FIGHT!”

      Freed lunged and pierced his rapier into Mahiro’s shoulder with a splash of blood seeping onto the ground. But despite the injury, Mahiro didn’t react in any way to the pain. Instead her hands turned into blurs as they simultaneously grabbed the end pierced into her flash and struck the length of the blade. Freed’s sword shattered into pieces and Freed groaned when Mahiro’s foot dug into his gut. He was knocked back and skidded across the ground before coming to a stop and gasping for air.

      “I told you I’m not interested in fighting.” Mahiro pulled the end of the rapier out of her shoulder and dropped it on the ground. She saw Freed look up at her as he cradled his gut, “I just want Laxus. So tell me where he is.”

      “Dark Écriture: Deepen!” Freed raised his broken weapon to point at the blond. Mahiro flinched as the pierce wound on her shoulder grew and sputtered out more blood. She gripped her wound and charged at the downed man to attack. But Freed disappeared into a formation of runes before her kick could land.

      “Pollux!” She reached out and fired a blast of Light magic at the top of a building. Freed was forced to dodge the moment after he reappeared to avoid getting hit with the powerful attack. He stumbled on the roof and summoned his wings to fly away from her. Mahiro scowled and let her body become covered in her magic as she started chasing after him, “Freed!”

      “Fairy Machine Gun: Leprechaun!”

      “Line Formation!”

      Mahiro looked around as she was cornered by an attack on both sides. They struck with her in the middle and created a massive explosion in the street. Evergreen and Bickslow dropped down besides the injured Freed. He winced but kept his voice firm, “How did you know I needed your assistance?”

      “Laxus called us. Told us Mahiro might still be sneaking around. And then we started hearing both of you yell and explosions.” Evergreen said as she folded her arms beneath her breasts, “Glad we got here in time.”

      “Yep.” Bickslow shook his head, “Definitely not the kinda lady you wanna get stuck fighting alone. Gyahaha, lucky we got the drop on her before—”

      The smoke cloud blew apart and Mahiro came dashing out in a blur. She ran in with a flying knee and struck Bickslow in the sternum, doubling him over before knocking him across the street. Evergreen and Freed jumped back, going on the defensive before Mahiro turned to them, “Evergreen, I want you to release the girls right now. Do it and I promise I won’t hurt you.”

      “Quite an ultimatum, Mahiro,” Evergreen laughed, hiding the nervous bead of sweat running down her cheek behind her fan, “But it’s 3 against 1. And it’s going to take a lot more than that to take us down.”

      “I know.” Mahiro frowned, “And that’s why I asked you to give up. Because I’m not going to enjoy hurting the three of you any more than I have to.”

      “HA!” Evergreen didn’t waste another moment and waved her fan to create another explosion with the Senju woman at the center. But just as the bespectacled Fairy had thought she had landed a critical hit on the older woman, she saw a bright light form in her periphery. She and Freed looked up to see Mahiro standing atop a building with Light gathering in her palm.

      “Starlight Raining!”

      A flurry of Light attacks burst from her hands and forced the young Fairies to run as it littered the street. Mahiro furrowed her brow and spotted where they were running off to as she felt something fly up behind her.

      “Go my babies!” Bickslow yelled and commanded his totems to attack the unsuspecting Mahiro. But she ducked beneath one totem, jumped up and grabbed another two totems, and kicked out to destroy the final two, “Shit! My babies!”

      “Bickslow!” Mahiro released the totems and avoided the barrage of magic attacks aimed at her back. The armored Mage looked over to see Evergreen waving him over and calling his name, “Get over here now! We gotta escape!”

      “Dammit!” Bickslow jumped on his totems and started flying away after Evergreen, “I’m coming!”

      “No you don’t.” Mahiro growled as she chased after them as fast as she could. She saw them turn the corner and rounded it—

      Only to suddenly stop and lose all momentum in an instant. She was frozen in place, arms and legs stuck in the position of her run as she couldn’t move at all. She looked up in the narrow space she was frozen in—

      Rule: Any Mages in this spot cannot move until they are released by the caster.

      Freed had set this up while she was dealing with Bickslow and his totems. And she was so angry she didn’t see it while chasing them.

      Shit.

      “Now! Dark Écriture: Pain!”

      “Fairy Machine Gun: Leprechaun!”

      “Baryon Formation!”

      All three attacks struck the prone Mage at once, erupting in a massive cloud of fire and smoke with her in the center of it. The Raijinshū waited with baited breath, their breath hitching for an instant as they waited for the smoke to fade. They spotted a figure in the center—

      “WRRRRRRAAAAAAHHHHHHH!”

      A flash of light exploded from the center and blew the dust away with it. The Raijinshū covered their eyes from the blinding light before it faded back into the figure it was emanating from. The light covering Mahiro’s body died out to reveal burns, bruises, and trails of blood coming down her face. She looked up towards them…

      She hadn’t changed.

      Stuck in a single spot, attacked by two magical attacks, and forced to experience nothing but pain and the Senju woman refused to falter to them. Her breathing was haggard and she looked exhausted but not defeated as she spoke, “Is that all?”

      Evergreen gulped in fear as Freed and Bickslow readied another attack against the fearsome woman—

      “You know you’re not actually a part of this fight, right Mahiro? After all you stopped being a member of Fairy Tail after you went off to join the Rune Knights, remember?”

      Laxus’ voice suddenly rang out as a small window with a crossbones symbol made after him appeared overhead. Mahiro grit her teeth, “Laxus! Stop this game and fix everything right now!”

      “Seriously, you took a big risk coming out to fight a game you weren’t invited to when your kid is on the line.”

      “IT’S EXACTLY BECAUSE YOU PUT KOYUKI AND ERZA AND THE OTHERS ON THE LINE THAT I’M FIGHTING! I WILL NOT SIT BACK WHILE THEY NEED ME!”

      “And here I was half expecting you to play the part of the panicked mother as nothing more than a babbling mess. Wrong on my part. But that doesn’t change the fact that this is a fight for Fairy Tail, and you aren’t a member anymore.”

      “If you risk the lives of the people I care about and think I’ll do nothing about it then you’re a fucking idiot, Laxus!” Mahiro snarled, “I’ll be a member of Fairy Tail until the very end. This is my home. And you’re burning it from the inside.”

      “Nice speech, but time we finish this up. Surrender and allow yourself to lose, Mahiro.”

      “I won’t—”

      “Unless you want me to hurt your kid.” The indomitable will in Mahiro’s eyes faltered at the threat. The Raijinshū looked up at the window in surprise as Laxus continued, “So what’s it gonna be? Gonna keep playing defiant while the little girl’s life is on the line, or will you roll over and die like the rest of the fodder?”

      …

      “Clock’s ticking.”

      “Fine.” Mahiro relented, “I give up. Do what you want.”

      “Hahaha, glad to see you came to your senses. And just like that I’m pretty sure we can unanimously say this fight is over.”

      “It’s not over.” Mahiro stated, “Not by a long shot.”

      “You think so? Then let me break it down for you; everyone knocked themselves out, the Raijinshū finished off the stragglers, the girls are stuck in stone, and Jiji’s stuck behind a wall with Naruto, Natsu, and the Phantom Mage. So there’s no one left to fight.”

      “There’s always a fight, Laxus. No one is going to truly give up while you’re acting like a mad man. We’ll never really give up, even if we’re beaten or we surrender.” Mahiro glared up at the window, “You’re going to lose. Because you don’t have the same strength as the rest of them.”

      “…”

      “Enough.” Freed spoke, “Evergreen, go ahead and petrify—”

      “No. On second thought where’s the fun in that? You still gonna fight, Mahiro? You never really gonna give up? Wanna fight to the bitter end? Then have it your way. Bickslow, posses her.”

      Mahiro’s eyes widened and the Raijinshū looked up at the window in shock at Laxus’ suggestion. Freed stepped forward, “Laxus, there’s no need for that. Evergreen, Bickslow and I are more than enough to handle any remaining issues. There’s no need to force—”

      “Freed, did I ask for your opinion? Because I didn’t. I don’t care whether you think you three are enough to handle Jiji and the others if need be. I’m just giving Mahiro exactly what she wants. The opportunity to keep fighting. Now Bickslow, go over there and do it.”

      The trio looked between each other hesitantly before the tallest member gave a firm nod. He stepped forward and removed the visor from his head. His black and blue hair stood up once it was freed from its confines and his eyes glowed an unnatural green as he approached the frozen woman. Her head was hung low and Bickslow apprehensively stepped towards her in anticipation of another attack. Evergreen and Freed prepared to retaliate—

      “You three know, right?”

      Mahiro looked up between them sadly, “You know this is wrong. Fairy Tail… it’s your home. Please… stop before it’s too late.”

      …

      Mahiro’s chin was gently grabbed and her head was lifted by Bickslow. His eyes bore into her…

      And her consciousness disappeared.

    
    

    
      Laxus smiled as he received confirmation from his team. Most of the guild was finished. The girls were still under his thumb. Makarov and the others were still stuck. And now they had a powerful weapon at their disposal.

      He had won. It was only a matter of time before the old man broke completely and handed him the title of master.

      A matter of time.

      “Laxus-niichan, I’m hungry. Can you get me something?”

      Until then he had to deal with this pint-sized pain in the ass. With a snarl he turned around and looked over at the little girl who casually wiggled her feet around while sitting on the ground. The Senju girl looked up at him with a titled head as he frowned, “I should have just let Ever petrify you too. Could’ve saved myself the migraine.”

      “There’s cotton candy and caramel apples in the fair grounds.” Koyuki lifted herself up and came up to his side before pulling on his coat, “Can we go please?”

      “Shut the fuck up and sit over there.” Laxus coldly responded and refused to look down at the pouting girl. Koyuki huffed and stomped her foot before continuing to pull on his coat to sway him. Laxus didn’t budge at all, but the scowl on his face deepened before he glared down at her, “Stop or I’m gonna kick you into the wall.”

      “Bleh!” Koyuki stuck out her tongue at the man towering over her before crossing her arms, “You’re meaner than usual, Laxus-niichan. Let’s go out and have fun in the fair with everyone else when they finish playing your game!”

      “They are finished playing my game.” Laxus said with a smirk, “Everyone is beaten and I win.”

      “Nope.” Laxus looked down at the little brunette that stubbornly shook her head, “You aren’t playing fair! You have to let Onii-chan and Onee-chan and Jii-chan out to play too! And then you’re gonna get your butt kicked, just you wait!”

      Laxus stared down at the smiling girl before scoffing. He kneeled down in front of her and sneered, “Erza is finished. Jiji and Naruto are locked behind a wall. Natsu can’t get out there and fight. And your mother has failed. They’ve lost. I won. And when Jiji finally breaks down and relinquishes his title to me, I’m going to change Fairy Tail completely. No none will be able to laugh at me or my guild ever again.”

      …

      Laxus was surprised when Koyuki clapped her hands on both of his cheeks and pouted at him. She shook her head, “Don’t say that. Jii-chan’s gonna be really sad to hear you say that. Don’t make your Jii-chan sad, Laxus-niichan.”

      Laxus growled and pulled his head away as the girl looked up sadly at him. She sulked back over to one of the pillars and slumped down against it while wrapping her arms around her knees. Laxus groaned and crossed his arms before looking back up at the progress report with a smirk.

    
    

    
      Progress Report:

      Remaining Members — 3

      “That’s it. All that’s left is the three of you.” Happy noted before sulking in the air, “It’s not even counting me and Master~. How is that fair~?” The blue cat whined as he was consoled with a pat on the head from Natsu.

      “It ain’t buddy, sorry.” Natsu tried to cheer the cat up, “But if it’s any help then none of us get to be out there fighting too.”

      “Dammit!” Naruto yelled and made them all flinch back at his sudden outburst. He turned to the Dragon Slayer with a scowl, “Natsu, this isn’t a joke! This isn’t like one of the brawls in the guild! Everyone went out there to help but they’re beaten! Koyuki is still captured! The girls are statues! And they’re gonna get hurt because we can’t do a fucking thing about it!”

      Makarov looked up at the panicking man, “Naruto—”

      “Yeah, I know that.” Natsu replied before grinning, “But you shouldn’t worry so much. Everyone else is gonna get back up soon like they always do. And it’s not like Laxus is actually gonna follow through with hurting any of the others.”

      Naruto, Happy, and Makarov stared at the Dragon Slayer in shock. Naruto shook his head in disbelief as Makarov walked up to Natsu, “Natsu, Laxus isn’t joking this time. He wants to take over Fairy Tail.”

      “Nah.” Natsu waved off the idea, “Laxus is always spouting off crap like that but this place is his home! He isn’t really gonna do anything to wreck this place.”

      “How,” Naruto shook his head, confused at the pink-haired man’s belief, “How can you be so sure of that?”

      “Well… Laxus is an asshole. Always has been the whole time I’ve known him.” Natsu answered with a simple shrug, “But he’s also been a part of this guild longer than most of us. This has been his home for years, and we’ve been his family. You weren’t there Naruto but when Damnation was coming to attack and you and Hashirama-jiichan were missing, Laxus went out there to fight alongside Gildarts and Mahiro and Erza and Jii-chan. We argue with him a lot but that’s just because we’re so close. He’s like the big brother we all get angry at sometimes. I thought you showed that more than anyone.”

      Natsu smiled reassuringly at the blond’s stunned expression, “He might start a fight, but he’s not actually gonna hurt Koyuki. And Lucy, Mira, Lisanna, Erza and the others aren’t gonna get hurt either.” He clapped the whiskered man’s shoulder with a grin, “Plus he can’t technically win unless he beats us too. So he’s gonna have to come back here to fight us. And when he and the Raijinshū do, we’ll be ready to win. So don’t panic okay? We got this!”

      …

      “Pfft — hehehe.” Naruto scoffed before actually chuckling. It stopped into a sad smile but he looked at Natsu with a tinge of hope and nodded, ‘Geez Natsu, and I thought I was a total idiot.’ Natsu frowned before he smiled at Naruto’s chuckle, “Okay, I’ll put my faith in your idea.” He looked over towards the girls, “I bet they’d be mad if they saw me waste all my strength yelling and — Gajeel, the fuck are you doing?”

      “Checking something out.” The Dragon Slayer was walking over the stage and inspecting the petrified girls closely. He ended on Erza and looked her over critically before changing his hand to a long metal rod, “You think we can chisel them out?”

      “Huh?”

      “I mean they’re covered in stone, right? Think we can just chisel them out.”

      Makarov palmed his face, “Oh my god.”

      “Oh I get it.” Natsu knocked his fist into his palm, “That’s actually pretty smart.”

      “No,” Happy eagerly replied, “It’s really not.”

      “You are not chiseling them out!” Naruto denied and made his way over to the stage, “They’re not covered in stone, they are stone! You’ll break them if you do that!”

      “And how do you know that, Hunter? Ever been petrified before?”

      “…”

      “I thought so.”

      Naruto rubbed the bridge of his nose, “Gajeel, if you seriously try to chisel anyone of them out of their stone, I’m gonna—”

      “Calm down, you jackass.” Gajeel huffed and threw his arms out, “I just wanna do something because I’m bored—”

      The guild went silent when Gajeel knocked Erza’s statue over as it slammed onto the stage.

      …

      It went deathly silent when they heard a crack follow.

      Happy blanked, “Oh shit.”

      “OH SHIT! OH SHIT! OH SHIT! OH SHIT!” Gajeel panicked, “I DIDN’T MEAN TO!”

      “OH FUCK!” Naruto jumped on stage and immediately went to Erza’s side as the cracks traveled over her form, “THIS CAN’T BE HAPPENING! NO WAY THIS IS REALLY HAPPENING!”

      “H-HOLD ON WE CAN FIX THIS!” Natsu jumped up as well, sweat pouring down his face as his hand went ablaze, “LET’S BURN IT SHUT!”

      “YOU CAN’T BURN STONE SHUT, MORON!”

      “HE’S RIGHT! HERE, SUPERHEAT MY HAND AND I’LL WELD THE CRACK!”

      “OH MY FUCK!”

      The cracks grew farther and wider. The boys panicked in absolute terror of what was about to happen. Naruto held her hand and called out her name—

      Only for the rock to break away and reveal Erza in her prime form. The boys all froze in surprise as the scarlet-haired beauty blinked. Her dual-colored eyes blinked a few times before she sat up. The S-Class Mage looked herself over, pulling on her pageant outfit to see if everything was still together.

      “Huh… I guess we did just need to chisel it away.”

      Erza stood up and rolled her neck and shoulders. The three boys stared up at her before she slowly looked back at them. They shivered at the look she was giving them…

      “Who knocked me over?”

      Natsu and Naruto slid away from Gajeel without a second thought.

      “Oh you fucking bitches.”

      ########Omake: In The Forest — 1########

      “I really don’t see why you had to volunteer us to take this useless task.”

      “It’s not useless.” She replied with a content smile at being able to assist her guild in whatever way she could, “The guild needs supplies and someone has to check if the supply cart dropped them off. Plus I love going out for a walk with you.”

      “If you say so.” The sterner voice harrumphed as they continued to traverse the vast expanse of forest and woodland that comprised the Woodsea. She looked around for some kind of landmark before sighing, “Any idea how much further?”

      “Um…” The nervous girl pulled out the map and looked at the destination. She beamed a smile, “It should be up ahead! A little more and — eep!”

      They both ducked into a bush when they saw their guild’s supply hut being raided by a group of men. The rough looking marauders dug into their supplies as one of them moaned, “So, can we call it a day yet?”

      “No way!” Another replied and grabbed a handful of their corn, “I ain’t heading back empty-handed! We’ll be killed!”

      “Not our fault we couldn’t find what they asked us to look for. They don’t know what it is and this place is huge!”

      “Probably not gonna stop them from skinning us alive or feeding us to that damn snake!”

      “W-who are they?” The girls ducked under the bush to avoid getting spotted.

      “I’m not sure, but they’re looking for something. We should make sure it isn’t us.”

      “B-but the supplies—”

      “Aren’t going to mean anything if we get killed in the process of grabbing them.”

      “K-killed?”

      “Now just step away silently—”

      They stepped away from the bush but yelled in surprise when an animal came running out of the bush and startled them. They froze in horror when they realized the loud noise they made and looked towards the group of men—

      Only to see them already charging towards them with weapons branded.

      Oh no.

      “RUN WENDY!”

    
    

    
      Done

      I can’t describe how good it is to finally finish this chapter. Very… complicated this process was.

      But especially happy to bring that omake out. I’m very excited for the next arc…

      Looking forward to that.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    50. Festive Life

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 50: Festive Life

      Here we are. With the end in sight. I never thought the day would come so soon when Fairy Tail actually ends. On one hand that means no more curve balls that will totally fuck with my writing (Rosemary and Irene? C’mon! That made me worry for months!). On the other hand I love this series. And even if Mashima said that there might still be stories involved with it in the future, I’m not ready to see it go.

      It had problems. It could have done better. There’s so much I wanted. But damn am I gonna miss it. By the time I release the next chapter it’ll probably be over.

      And that hurts.

    
    

    
      Erza sighed in relief and clapped her hands together. With a satisfied huff she flipped some hair out of her eyes and turned back to the cowering men and cat watching her pressed to the side of the hall. She gave a confident smile and crossed her arms together, “Okay, I think I’ve cooled down now.”

      Gajeel coughed and twitched on the ground by her feet as he tried to form words but failed. Natsu felt bad for calling him out, but then realized he sorta deserved it for nearly destroying Erza.

      Naruto was immediately on his feet again and ran up to hug his lover. He actually lifted Erza off her feet and squeezed her as tightly as possible before lowering her back on the ground. The blond man was beyond relief to have the redhead back but he he saw the amused smile on Erza’s face. He gulped and wiped his eyes on reflex, “I wasn’t worried about you. I knew you were going to be okay.”

      “I heard pretty much everything you all said.” Erza smiled and reached up to kiss his cheek, “You suck at lying.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Erza, are you really alright?” Makarov interrupted their moment. The old Wizard Saint seemed puzzled as he looked the S-Class Mage over, “How is this possible? Evergreen’s magic isn’t weak you shouldn’t have been able to break out of it like that.”

      “C-Coating.” Gajeel moaned as he raised his fist victoriously, “Just a coating of rock over them. I-I was right. I’m always right. You may proceed to kiss my ass.”

      “No it wasn’t coating. I remember everything that happened.” Erza elaborated, ‘Someone tapped my shoulder and when I looked around I saw Evergreen’s eyes before they petrified me. Dammit, I was careless.’ The redhead grit her teeth before continuing, “After that I saw her do it to the rest of the contestants, and then Laxus made his speech with the other Raijinshū beside him. He kidnapped Koyuki, challenged everyone to a fight, and you all have been stuck in here behind that barrier. I only got out of it because Gajeel knocked me over.”

      “THEN WHY THE FUCK DID YOU BEAT ME UP?!”

      “BECAUSE IF IT DIDN’T WORK I’D BE A MILLION SHATTERED PIECES OF STONE OVER THE GROUND!” Erza barked back before pointing at the Dragon Slayer, “AND THAT’S NOT GOING TO WORK FOR THE OTHER GIRLS SO DON’T EVEN TRY IT!”

      “But that doesn’t explain how you got out.”

      Erza turned back to her master and pulled some hair away from her blue eye, “I think it didn’t work because only half of the magic actually affected me.”

      “Your prosthetic eye! Of course! The eye magic couldn’t work fully on you because of it!” Makarov’s beamed a look of joy, “Erza, you may very well be our ace to turn the tide of this battle!”

      “Aye!” Happy flew into the air and cheered in agreement. With Erza free and on their side their fortunes had suddenly skyrocketed.

      “Hold on!” Natsu spoke up and looked between the others with a desperate look in his eyes, “I wanna fight too! There’s no point if Erza goes out there and beats all of them! I wanna fight!”

      “Very well Natsu.” Erza nodded, ‘Once this fight is over you and I can do battle if you wish.’ Natsu immediately blanked and shrunk back into himself once the idea of fighting the stern redhead came into question. She seemed satisfied with his response and nodded, “Then I guess I should get out there and stop them.”

      “Be careful.” Naruto warned, “We think they set up traps around the town. Plus Mahiro went out there and we haven’t heard anything back from her yet.”

      “That’s disheartening.” Erza muttered but even so she strode towards the entrance of the guild with determination brimming in her mismatched eyes. She was not intimidated by the odds against her, and she would not falter from the task at hand. Her guild needed her. Her family. Her sister. Her friends. Everyone. She would not waver in this fight, “But I’m sure I’ll find her out there with the others.”

      “Erza wait! That barrier that’s keeping us confined in here—”

      Erza threw her hand out as Excalibur appear in it from her Requip space. She gripped the broadsword tightly and felt a glow come from her sword as its special property started to carry out. Erza swung it at blinding speeds towards the Jutsu Shiki and the others gaped when they saw a visible cut in the air before her. The redhead Mage believed she had succeeded for a moment before the cut immediately sealed itself with a burst of purple lightning.

      She narrowed her eyes and stabbed it into the ground by the runes instead. Another discharge accompanied it but there was still no sign of being able to breach the barrier with her weapon. She turned back around and shook her head, “I’m sorry but that’s all I can do against this thing right now. I can keep trying.”

      “No, you’ll just be wasting you energy.” Makarov shook his head. He looked back at the still frustrated expression of the other men confined in the guild. Even with Erza revived and ready to continue the fight they were forced to sit back and wait for this to end. It was impossible to not be angry, but they didn’t have time to waste just wallowing in anger, “Just get out there and stop them as best you can. If you can stop Evergreen maybe she can lift the petrification on the other girls. Try and reconvene with Mahiro and then find Laxus and rescue Koyuki.”

      “Of course, Master.”

      Happy came up to her side, “Erza, do you want me to fly you over the town for a better look?”

      “Thank you Happy but I can fly on my own. Plus if they saw you they might try to take you out for an advantage over me during battle.”

      “Erza.” She raised her hand and caught the black blade that was tossed to her. She quickly secured it to her side and looked up at Naruto as he gave her a confident nod, “I know you already got a ton with you, but just to be safe. Be careful out there.”

      “I know. And thankfully this sword goes so well with my outfit.”

      “You seriously going out like that?” Gajeel questioned as Erza gave her comrades a thumbs-up. The pierced man groaned, “Fucking weirdos.”

      Erza sent them all a nod and started striding out of the guild without pause. She easily passed through the door with no interference unlike the rest of them and she disappeared into Magnolia.

      Naruto was gonna do everything he could think of to thank her for her contribution. Maybe buy a hotel room so they didn’t wreck any rooms in their house or Fairy Hills. But then they’d have to deal with noise complaints.

      Meh, cross the bridge when it came.

      “Hey guys,” Happy spoke up while he stared up at the top of the doorway, “With Erza back, we have four Fairies fighting for us, right?”

      “Yeah, can’t you count Happy?”

      “I thought I could.” Happy pointed his paw up and pulled their attention towards the report, “But why are there five then?”

    
    

    
      Erza walked through the streets of the town and kept vigilant of any Raijinshū members that could suddenly pop up to attack her. Freed, Bickslow, and Evergreen were skilled and extraordinarily gifted Mages, but if they were able to defeat over 80 Fairy Tail Mages without being injured enough to stop, then they must have had some method of doing so.

      Freed’s runes probably littered the town. Bickslow’ totems could appear at any time. And if Evergreen caught her off guard again then she probably won’t be so lucky to break free with the help of a third party.

      Some civilians greeted her, waving hello and asking her why she was dressed so strangely when the weather was turning brisk. Erza hated being rude but she didn’t return the greeting and kept her focus on whatever might change in her surroundings. She had to be cautious.

      Erza’s hand immediately fell to Naruto’s blade and pulled it out in one swift move. Her hair whipped about by her sudden movement as she aimed the tip of the blade upwards.

      “Awww~, and here I was thinking I was being all sneaky. I guess I just can’t hide from you.” The lovely brunette leaned forward a little to look down at the cautious redhead. Evergreen’s tongue came out to wet her full lips as she smiled and crossed her legs over the edge of the building. She pulled out her fan and hid her face behind it, “It’s nice to see you up and about, Titania.”

      “My pleasure, Evergreen.” Erza responded, “I’d have preferred you didn’t sneak up behind me and use your Stone Eyes like that.”

      “Speaking of which how did you escape your petrification?” Evergreen closed her fan and frowned down at the red-haired woman, “I take serious pride in my magic incapacitating people. That’s a blow to my name if you can just stride out of it so simply.”

      “It wasn’t simple.” Erza jabbed with a sly smirk, “It actually took one of the boys unconsciously waving his arms to dispel your specialty.”

      Evergreen’s eyes narrowed behind her glasses, “Now Erza, please don’t try to rile me up like that. Do I have to stone you again?”

      “It won’t work as well as you think.” Erza’s blue eye hid behind her bangs, wary to divulge her secret against her opponent’s signature move.

      “Poo, maybe you’re right.” Evergreen huffed, “Maybe instead I should just hold the rest of the girls hostage and threaten to break them—”

      Evergreen immediately leapt from the edge of the building and flipped backwards as the spot she had been sitting on exploded. Erza landed on the roof as well with her sword at her side as the brunette sighed, “Geez, it’s a joke. Where’s the fun if I don’t get the chance to beat you and take the title of Queen of Fairies for myself.”

      Erza scowled, “How can you joke about that? Those are your comrades, Evergreen. Your family. Can you really be okay with all this fighting and hurting them like this?” Evergreen’s smile lowered and the green-clad woman looked more conflicted with each word, “Evergreen?!”

      “Enough with the heavy stuff.” The Raijinshū member deflected Erza’s urgent cry with a casual wave of her hand. Her glasses glinted dangerously as a furtive leer stretched her lips, “How about you and I have a match? If I win, I claim the title of Titania for myself. After all I much more fairy-like and regal than you present yourself to be. But if you win I’ll release the petrification on the other girls. How does that sound?”

      “Why don’t we just cut out the fight?” Erza countered, ‘I’m mad with what you and the others have done Evergreen but you are still my comrades. I’d prefer not to fight you. I never cared for the title and I’m not even sure where I got it from in the first place.’ These nicknames and monikers always sprung up out of nowhere. Usually from some paper article throwing out ideas, “If you release the girls then I will happily refer to you as the Queen of Fairies. How is that for a fair trade?”

      “You would surrender your title so willingly? Just like that? What happened to the proud, demanding woman that commanded everyone in the guild with a simple raise of her hand? The great, unwavering, unyielding queen?”

      “My friends were pulled into a battlefield. The girl I see as my sister was taken captive to spur on a fight. The man I see like a father has to watch behind an empty door as his children beat each other into unconsciousness.” Erza’s eyes softened, “I wouldn’t dare prioritize my pride or name over stopping that from happening.”

      “I wanna claim the title. I wanna earn it.” Evergreen’s eyes hardened behind her spectacles, “So the questions is; are you ready to fight Erza, or not?”

      “I said I prefer not to fight you.” Her blue and brown eyes glinted with determination as her fingers tightened around the grip of her sword, “But that doesn’t mean I won’t.”

      The moment Erza finished, Evergreen swung her fan out as hundreds of magic needles formed from the end. With another wave they fired off rapidly towards the prone redhead. Erza seemed overwhelmed by the sheer number of projectiles making their way towards her, but without hesitation she swung the sword out to shatter a number of them. The woman in the Gothic Lolita garb weaved through the onslaught of needles and shattered every single one that came her way.

      “How about this?!” Evergreen increased the number, waving her fan back and forth as hundreds of more needles flew towards Erza. The green-clad woman smirked as for a moment the redhead was completely blocked out by her needles.

      “Evergreen!”

      The Raijinshū woman was shocked when Erza barreled through the barrage of magic attacks with another blade in hand. The S-Class Mage charged forward and yelled at the top of her lungs as she brought both blades up in a cross. She swung out when she got close to Evergreen but the green-clad beauty flew up before it reached her. Erza glared up at the floating Fairy and prepared to jump but noticed she was being surrounded by sudden bursts of flames.

      “Gremlin!” Evergreen waved her fan upwards and Erza was caught in a fiery explosion that completely engulfed her. ‘Gotcha!’ Evergreen proudly announced her victory before her eyes widened when she saw the explosion suddenly split in half. Her reflexes flared and she flew to the side as a red blur dashed through where she was flying. She stopped in the air and looked over to see Erza flying in the spot she occupied a moment ago. The redhead was dressed in her Flame Empress Armor and didn’t have a scratch or mark on her. Evergreen frowned, “No fair~.”

      Erza yelled and charged for Evergreen while waving her blades through the air. Evergreen dodged by a hair’s breadth and flew over the redhead before diving back down. Erza was quick to circle back and swoop over the buildings to chase after her.

      People in the streets pointed up and marveled at the green and red blurs zipping over the top of Magnolia’s cityscape. Evergreen spun around and released a wave of needles back at her opponent. The redhead shattered the needles with the black sword and conjured up flames around her with the red one. The fire danced before she shot it up towards the fleeing Evergreen. The brunette squeaked as she avoided the worst of the flames but lost a good portion of her speed.

      Evergreen spun through the air to avoid Erza’s dash before the redhead came to a sudden stop. The Raijinshū member looked up in shock as Erza held out both swords and started spinning down at her like a bladed top. Evergreen panicked and released another wave of her Leprechaun at her foe to protect herself. But Erza easily barreled through the barrage of attacks and came upon Evergreen like a shadow of death. The buxom bespectacled woman held up her fan in an attempt to protect herself from the swords but was blindsided when Erza suddenly stopped and shoved both of her feet into Ever’s stomach.

      “GAH!” Evergreen gasped as she knocked out of the air and went careening down towards the buildings. She extend her wings in an attempt to halt her rapid descent but felt them buckle under the massive air pressure. She was only able to slow down by the smallest of margin’s before she hit the roof with a bodily thud. Ever riled on the roof, sucking in as much air as she could as tears came to the sides of her eyes, “D-Dammit it all.”

      “That’s enough Evergreen.” Erza slowly lowered herself to the roof. Her twin-tailed hair bobbed as Erza looked at the downed woman pitifully, “This fight is over.”

      “Y-Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Evergreen went up to wipe her face before suddenly looking up at Erza with her Stone Eyes, “Not!”

      “Yes it is.” Evergreen gawked in horror as Erza shut one eye and watched over Evergreen with her blue eye instead. Titania shook her head, “I told you already that your petrification wouldn’t work on me anymore.”

      “You seriously weren’t kidding about that.” Evergreen lifted herself up onto her hands and knees even while her head hung in disappointment. She clicked her teeth, “I just can’t beat you, can I? Every goddamn time I think I have something up on you or some way to finally surpass you, turns out I’ve just been dragging behind one step.”

      “I understand your frustration, Evergreen.” The woman scoffed but Erza continued, “But that doesn’t mean you have to persist with this course of action. Attacking your comrades. Holding others hostage. This is not how you prove yourself to be the best.”

      “I know.” Evergreen tried to stand up but buckled into her knees trying to exert herself. Erza reflexively reached her hand out to assist her fellow Fairy but Ever forced her knees together and stood up, “I’m not the best. But Laxus is. He was the one who found me. That gave me purpose. Gave me strength. So I’m gonna help him become the best guild master ever.”

      “Even if that means hurting Fairy Tail?”

      “Yes!” Evergreen snapped back, “I will do everything I can to help raise him up! So no! I won’t give up to you!”

      “I’m not going to hurt you anymore, Evergreen. You are already beaten — AHHHH!”

      Erza screamed in pain as pain shot through her whole body and she was sent flying across the roof. Her armor shattered on her back after the surprise attack had caught her off guard. The redhead gasped, coughing up some bile as she powered through her pain. She lifted herself up and looked back at her attacker before her eyes widened in horror, “Oh god no.”

      Standing on the roof with Erza and Evergreen was Mahiro. Her eyes were hazed over and her skin was a dark, unnatural red. Erza was shocked by the appearance of her dear friend but it was Evergreen who yelled in anger, “Dammit Bickslow this is my fight!

      Mahiro shuddered and looked towards the brunette with her voice coming out in a raspy tone, “L-Laxus. I-I-Impatient.”

      Evergreen shook with anger but yelled, “I can handle her! Tell Laxus just a little longer! I promise I’ll show him I can beat her and… prove… myself…”

      Ever’s eyes were glazed and her body slumped over. She fell to her knees and mumbled under her breath before she finally lost consciousness. Mahiro seemed affected by whatever knocked Evergreen out for only a moment but Bickslow’s possession kept her immune from its full effect. Erza watched in surprise before she heard footsteps on the tiles beside her.

      Standing over her was a tall figure draped in multiple rags and clothes to conceal his body. Secured on his back were five magical staves with wildly different tips. The masked figure stood across from the possessed Senju and narrowed his eyes from underneath his bandana.

      “I didn’t think you would show up.” Erza said as she stood up and ingored the pain spiking through her side. Her body glowed and she changed her armor into another combative model, “I appreciate you assisting us. But maybe you should have been on the lookout for Laxus instead.”

      “You seemed in need of assistance.” Mystogan’s heavy voice responded as he made no move to look at the girl by his side, “And besides, I believe now I won’t be able to escape to find him even if I tried.”

      “Bickslow wouldn’t have been able to possess Mahiro so easily. He must have done something to catch her.”

      “I doubt he’d be able to control someone so much stronger than him without considerable effort.” Mystogan looked around, “I’m sure he’s hiding himself and focusing on controlling her movements. It would be easier to deal with him than fighting her.”

      “Yes it would.” Erza nodded but raised her sword once she saw Mahiro lower into a stance and gather magic in her hand. Mystogan drew one staff from his back to prepare for battle, “But it never is easier, is it?”

    
    

    
      “And who do you think you — oh.” Lucy paused as she realized the woman in front of her had suddenly disappeared. The busty blonde looked around at all the other confused girls on stage. She scratched her head, “What the heck?”

      “Lucy!” The blonde stumbled back when a blue cat flew directly into her chest and hugged her tightly. Happy cried out with joy, “You’re okay!”

      “Happy?”

      “Lisanna!” Natsu jumped on stage and hugged the startled white-haired girl.

      “Natsu?”

      Cana looked herself over, noting she was still in her competition bikini and scratching her head before looking around at the other girls. Mira, Levy, Bisca, and Juvia looked just as confused as her, “Did I blackout or something? Sudden scene change.”

      “Well that wouldn’t be much different from your usual day.” Naruto ribbed as he walked up to the stage and looked between the girls with a relieved smile, “Glad to see you girls back from your stints as bird perches.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You were petrified by Evergreen.” Makarov explained, relief and joy evident in his voice as he looked between the girls, ‘Laxus was holding you hostage so the rest of the guild would participate in a fight between each other to rescue you.’ They gasped as he looked back to the entrance, “Fortunately Erza escaped and was able to save you.”

      Progress Report:

      Erza vs Evergreen: Interrupted

      Erza and Mystogan vs Mahiro

      “Mahiro?” Mira looked at the report in confusion as she accepted Naruto’s hand to step down from the stage. The barmaid looked so perplexed before she looked up at her blond friend for some clarity, “W-Why is she fighting against Erza? What is going on?”

      “Laxus kidnapped Koyuki. He’s holding onto her and keeping all of you petrified so he could force Jiji to hand over the title of guild master.”

      Mira covered her mouth in horror as the other girls looked shocked. Lucy looked around at the men around them and asked, “Well why aren’t you guys out there fighting too?”

      “Don’t you think we tried that!” Gajeel roared and made Lucy squeak and jump in fright. The black-haired Mage grit his teeth and seethed with anger, “The stupid fucking lighting bolt erected some stupid fucking barrier to keep the stupid fucking geezer in place but for some stupid fucking reason it’s keeping all of us in here as well so all we can do is watch as everyone else fights while we’re STUCK IN THE STUPID FUCKING GUILD!”

      Everyone stared at Gajeel after his tirade continued to grow louder and louder before he exploded. The pink-haired Dragon Slayer ignored Gajeel’s huffing and frowned, “But I’m really pissed that we don’t get to go out there and fight too.”

      Lisanna sighed and bopped him across the head.

      “But we’re free now, right?” Levy asked and looked around with some hope in her eyes, “We aren’t being held hostage anymore. So if we just go out there and find Koyuki, then Laxus won’t have anymore leverage over us. We don’t have to participate in his fight anymore.”

      “Hold that thought.”

      The Fairies looked around in surprise when they saw some magic windows pop up around the guild with Laxus’ insignia on them. The young Dreyar’s voice boomed out, “Congratulations on getting all the ladies out, Jiji. I don’t know how you got Erza out of it but I guess you got someone to go out here and fight your battles for you. She may have beaten Evergreen, but she might have some trouble facing off against Mahiro. She always was sentimental like that.”

      “How the hell did you get Mahiro to fight for you, bastard?!”

      “Well it might not be with her consent. But she’s certainly ready to fight our battles.”

      “Laxus!” Makarov yelled with fury as his veins started to pulse and his face went red, “That is enough of this! The girls have been recused! We’re going to recuse Koyuki as well! Stop wasting time and end this silly farce!”

      “The only one wasting time here right now is you, Jiji. And here’s how. I know it might not be as effective as holding the guild hostage, but how about Magnolia instead? I’m giving you an hour and 10 minutes to surrender your position to me completely. After that, I will activate Hall of Thunder and render this place into a scorch mark. I’ll let you mull that over.”

      “Laxus—”

      The window closed before anyone else could call out to the rogue S-Class Mage. The Fairies were left in utter silence after Laxus’ dire warning. They looked between each other in confusion before Happy noticed something floating in the horizon over the other buildings. He started flying for the door, “What’s that?”

      The others watched the blue cat float away and the girls were quick to follow. When they did and looked up they saw hundreds of black Lacrima hovering over the border of Magnolia. They were circling in the air with lightning bolts bouncing around inside of it. Lucy paled, “W-What are those?”

      “Lightning Lacrima.” Cana answered, ‘They contain concentrated burst of magic that would annihilate anything in its vicinity.’ The busty brunette looked around with fear in her eyes as she counted the hundreds of Lacrima that floated over the town and threatened it with annihilation, “If these things actually go off then Laxus wasn’t kidding. This place will just be a scorch mark.”

      “Juvia is worried.” She looked around, “How do we handle destroying all of them before the time limit is met?”

      “I’ve got it handled.” The others looked back at Bisca as she suddenly had a sniper rifle in her hands. She aimed down the barrel and caught one of the Lacrima in her sights. Without hesitation she fired and shattered the orb out of the sky. The boys and girls cheered for their sniper as she lowered her gun and smirked, “If it’s handling these long-range shots then we won’t have any — AAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Everyone jumped back in shock as Bisca was engulfed in a sudden burst of electricity that covered her entire body. The green-haired woman screamed in agony before the electricity finally disappeared and smoke came off the gunner’s form. Mira gasped as she and Lisanna came to catch her before she dropped to the ground in an unconscious heap, “Bisca! Oh god Bisca answer me!”

      “Get her over here!”

      Being careful with the injured gunner, Cana and Juvia lifted her by the legs and shoulders to carry her back into the guild. They gently laid her down on the floor of the guild as Naruto pulled his Sky sword from his Requip and started doing what he could to ease Bisca’s pain. Natsu looked over her injuries with befuddlement, “How the hell did she get hurt?! She just shot that thing down and then she was injured!”

      “Living Link Magic.” Levy muttered, ‘Laxus set these things up with magic so whatever damage we cause to the Lacrima is sent right back at us.’ She looked out over the town, “And there are so many of them. I don’t think we can destroy all of them by ourselves.”

      “So we can’t destroy them before they go off.” Cana clicked her teeth with a scowl, ‘I hate to admit it but Laxus and the others really thought things through.’ The bikini-clad woman sighed before walking over to the side of the guild and grabbing her jacket. She made her way out and slung it over her arms, grabbing a handful of her cards, “Well if that’s how it is then we just gotta stop Laxus ourselves.”

      “Yeah!” Lucy pumped her fists and ran after Cana, “Let’s save Fairy Tail!”

      “Gray-sama! Juvia has to find Gray-sama!” Juvia was clearly panicking and grabbed Gajeel’s collar roughly before getting in his face, “Gajeel-kun, Juvia needs to know where he last was!”

      “I don’t wanna know where that stripper is, you crazy woman!” The Iron Dragon Slayer attempted to pry her hands off him but realized once again just how stubborn she could be at her worst moments, “Dammit let go of me!”

      “Gray was fighting out in the town with Elfman. They couldn’t beat each other and were rendered unconscious.”

      “Gray-sama!” Juvia tossed Gajeel aside and charged out of the guild, “Juvia is coming! Just wait for her loving embrace!”

      “Mira-nee! Let’s go!” Lisanna was already making her way out the door before calling back to her older sister, “Elf-niichan needs us!”

      Mira stepped to the edge of the door before looking back at the others still confined in the guild. Levy was staying back to help Bisca. Gajeel was huffing and fixing his shirt while Natsu encouraged Happy to go out there and help them look for help. The white-haired beauty looked over to see Makarov shaking with anger and Naruto picking Bisca up to bring her to the infirmary. The blond looked up in time to see Mira’s complex expression before he nodded.

      The former S-Class Mage hesitated before turning around and running to help her family.

      “Dammit! Dammit dammit DAMMIT!” Makarov yelled at the top of his lungs and made the others flinch in surprise, “LAXUS, HOW THE HELL COULD YOU DO THIS?! YOU WOULD REALLY GO THIS FAR?!”

      “Jiji! Calm down!” Naruto called back.

      “Jii-chan, we’re gonna stop him.” Natsu nodded.

      “It’s okay Master.” Levy tried to encourage him, “I think I might be able to help in this situation.”

      “How could he do something like this?!” Makarov ignored their warnings and continued to rage, “Why does another one of my boys have to go this far?! Why — w-why—” Makarov stumbled and grabbed his chest as his face twisted with pain, “O-Oh god.”

      “Geezer?”

      “Master?!”

      “Jiji!”

      “Jii-chan!”

    
    

    
      “Gray-sama! It’s Juvia! Please wake up! Gray-sama! Gray-sama! Gray-sama!”

      “S-stop shaking me.” Gray groaned as he finally started to open his eyes before the sensation of being drowned overwhelmed him. He spat, sitting up despite his injuries in time to see waterfalls cascading down Juvia’s face as her expression became watery once she saw him awake. It took a moment she was normal again as a smile made its way to his face, “Glad to see you’re back with us.”

      “GRAY-SAMA!” Juvia cried out in joy and embraced the injured Mage, “JUVIA IS SO GLAD TO SEE YOU OKAY!”

      “I’m not okay! Don’t squeeze me so tightly! Ow ow! Let go, dammit!”

      “Well despite his injuries, some waterboarding, and maybe some internal bleeding courtesy of Juvia, he seems just fine. That calls for a celebration.” Cana pulled out a flask and held it up, “Cheers.”

      “Really? Now?” Lucy groaned as the brunette downed her drink and pulled it back with a content sigh. The busty blonde stepped forward with the Happy floating by her side. She bent down to face the injured exhibitionist, “How are you holding up?”

      “Been better.” Gray smirked, “Better to see you all okay though.”

      Lucy giggled, “The feeling’s mutual.” The blonde would have kept talking with her friend but paled in fright once she saw Juvia’s evil expression come her way. The blue-haired girl’s eyes only just peeked out from under her hair, muttering something evil that made Gray pale in fear. Lucy decided to back away before she could be cursed and looked over to the side instead, “Lisanna, Mira-San, is he okay?”

      Lisanna gently grabbed her older brother’s massive shoulder and shook it in an attempt to wake him up. The short-haired girl looked up towards her elder sister to see she was just as worried as her. Lisanna’s face scrunched up before leaning down by Elfman’s mouth. Once she knew he was still breathing she shook him a little harder, “Elf-niichan, wake up! Please wake up!”

      “U-Ughhhh.” Elfman let out a guttural groan before finally starting to open his eyes. Tears brimmed Lisanna and Mirajane’s eyes as they watched their brother look between them, ‘L-Lisanna? Nee-chan?’ In a moment realization hit him and Elfman sat up on his knees, ignoring his injuries and quickly reaching out for his sisters to make sure they were actually real, “Lisanna! Nee-chan! H-How are you here?!”

      “Erza beat Evergreen and our petrification was undone.” Lisanna answered, sputtering and wiping her eyes clean of any tears. They continued to fall and Lisanna tried to catch her breath, “How can you be worrying about us when you look so beat up? Geez Nii-chan, we leave for a few hours and you get hurt so bad.”

      “I’m sorry. But since you two were on the line, I had to do whatever I could. Sorry I made you worry.” The only brother of the Strauss siblings patted his little sister’s head affectionately. He looked to his side and his smile fell when he saw the look on his older sister’s face, “Nee-chan. Why are you crying?”

      “How can you make light of this? How can you laugh when you’re this badly injured again?” Mira sobbed, “That job years ago. The battle with Phantom. And now here too. I hate that I have to keep watching you get hurt like this over and over…” Mira sniffed and rubbed her eyes, “A-And I hate it even more that I let this happen to you. Both of you. I-I’m sorry for being such a terrible sister. I should be protecting you both, but instead—”

      “Stop. Please, Mira-nee.” Lisanna turned to her older sister and wiped a tear from her eye, “Don’t say that about yourself.”

      “Yeah. We wouldn’t be where we are now if it wasn’t for you.” Elfman nodded and reached out to wrap an arm around his crying sister. The younger siblings consoled Mira as she silently wept.

      Lucy watched the scene in silence and wiped away some tears. Her eyes were red and puffy, “Poor Mira-San.”

      “She’s never forgiven herself for what happened in the past.” Happy whispered by Lucy’s side, “She loves the guild so much that what’s happening right now must be destroying her.”

      Lucy took a deep breath and steeled herself for whatever they had to do next, “Okay, are you all ready to get moving?” She asked around between her guildmates, “We still got a lot to do! Mahiro is somewhere in town fighting Erza and that Mystogan guy.”

      “What?” Gray sat up in surprise, “Why are they fighting? And when the hell did Mystogan get here?”

      “We need to rescue Koyuki-chan!”

      “How could Laxus take Koyuki like that?” Elfman slowly stood up on his feet and growled, “That’s not what a man does.”

      “And be careful looking for all those Raijinshū people as well! So come on, we got work to do!” Lucy rallied and got looks of agreement from the other members of their little group. The blonde Fairy smiled and looked around before she spotted someone walking out from behind an alleyway. He strode out with a rapier in hand and when Lucy looked a little closer she noticed some scuff marks on his elegant burgundy coat. She spoke up to him, “Hey, are you—”

      “Freed!”

      Lucy and Juvia looked over at the green-haired man in shock as the veteran members all looked over at their enemy. The Raijinshū leader turned to face them directly as he raised his rapier, “I see Evergreen truly did fall. It’s unfortunate that you girls have to face me after finally being liberated. But that is just the way the fates have set us.”

      “What’s wrong, Freed? You look a little haggard.” Gray jabbed as he stood up and squared off with the green-haired Mage, “Did someone finally get the drop on you and land a few hits? Must suck being on the other side of that, huh?”

      “Gray. Elfman. I’m sure you already know but you cannot return to the fight. You both have been eliminated, so I ask that you stand down before you get hurt any further.”

      “You still going on with that crock of shit?”

      “We aren’t playing yours or Laxus’ game any longer, Freed!” Elfman barked, “We’re going to keep fighting as long as we can to stop you all!”

      “I see.” Freed solemnly nodded before looking at the girls glaring him down, “And what about all of you? I would feel more comfortable if you all stepped back as I punished these rule breakers properly.”

      Cana took another swig from her flask and pulled it back with a sigh, “Guess you have been away from the guild for too long, Freed.” She slid it back into her bag before pulling out a handful of her cards and swiping them around in preparation. The others took their stances as well and were preparing their magic, “We stick together, always.”

      Freed stared ahead before closing his eyes and nodding, “Very well. Then if that is your collective decision…” He raised his sword again as his eyes hardened from behind it, “Then I am ready to proceed.”

      Instead of jumping to attack or making any offensive move, Freed turned around and whipped his sword around over the ground. Lucy squinted her eyes as she noticed he was writing something over the ground, “Are those—”

      “Lucy no!” Happy suddenly dove to the side and grabbed the blonde by the shoulders. He quickly jerked to the side with the blonde yelping in shock.

      “No!” Elfman lifted his sisters up and threw them over to the side of a building before they could get caught.

      Gray yelled and smacked his hands together before releasing a sudden wave of icicles towards the green-haired man. Cana reacted as well, sending her cards flying as Juvia followed along and whipped her hand towards him.

      Freed finished scribbling the runes down and the area around them was illuminated by a sudden wave of runes. The ice came to a stop. Juvia’s hand reformed to normal. And Cana’s cards fell to the ground without their magic enhancement. Lucy, Happy, Lisanna, and Mirajane watched from outside the barrier as words came up over the wall.

      Rule: Magic is prohibited in this area until only one fighter is left standing.

      “A-are you kidding?” Cana whispered before looking down at the cards that were just simple pieces of paper in her hand, “I can’t use my magic.”

      “Juvia’s Water is useless.” The blue-haired girl looked herself as she failed to revert her body to liquid on command like she had always been able to do. Despite her best efforts she was forced to stay physical, “How can Juvia—”

      “WATCH OUT!”

      Gray pushed Juvia aside as Freed’s blade came swinging in and left a long thin gash over his chest. The Maker Mage flinched and stumbled back before wiping some blood off him and raising his fists, “So, you’re really going through with this?”

      “Yes.” Freed raised his blade once more as Gray’s blood seeped down the length of it, “Laxus has trusted me with this task. I shall go through with it, no matter the cost. I requested that you stand down and the rest of you walk away. Whatever happens next, you should know I gave you a chance.”

    
    

    
      Erza yelled and swiped her blades towards Mahiro’s legs as the possessed blonde leapt over them and quickly countered with a spinning kick. Erza strained herself in order to block her friend’s attack but even with her guard raised was skidding back from the force behind the Senju’s kick. Though her armor creaked and cracked under the pressure, it thankfully kept together as she charged forward to attack the possessed Mahiro.

      Although she hated the idea of attacking someone precious to her, Erza knew full well what would happen if she underestimated Mahiro. Even in her current state, the Senju managed to parry each slash and swing by smacking aside the redhead’s blade. Erza kicked out for Mahiro’s leg and even as the blonde jumped over it Erza spun back up to her feet and swung her blade to knock her back.

      As Mahiro slid back and came to a halt a large shadow popped up behind her. Mystogan lunged for the older woman’s back with his staff and knocked her off her feet. But the possessed Rune Knight quickly found her footing again and turned on the spot to lunge at the robed man. Mahiro barreled into the S-Class Mage but phased through him as Mystogan turned into smoke to avoid her attack.

      Erza came running over to reengage in the fight as Mystogan returned to his corporeal state beside her. The redhead tried to catch her breath and watched as Mahiro turned back towards them with her Light coming off of her body. The armored Mage looked up towards her companion, “I suppose it would be too much to ask that you find a way to incapacitate her without injuring her, right?”

      “I usually cast Sleep magic or Illusions to defeat my foes, but with her being possessed by Bickslow I’m afraid they wouldn’t do much good.” The masked Mage answered in a deep, gruff voice that Erza could almost swear she recognized. Had they talked before and she had just forgotten? While she mused with these ideas in her head Mystogan continued, “Although I might have something we can use against her. But I would need some time to prepare it.”

      “Very well.” Erza swiped her swords to the side before stepping forward to square off with the possessed blonde woman, “I’ll focus on holding her back.”

      “Are you sure you can?” Mystogan questioned, “I know how close you are to her. Can you risk hurting her while I set it up?”

      “I know how tough she is. She can handle whatever I throw at her.”

      “Okay. Then let me change the question; can you hold her off considering how strong she is?”

      “I have a little sister who is going to be very disappointed if she doesn’t get to see the festival with her mother and the rest of the guild.” Erza responded with a confident smirk as Mystogan had nothing else to say in opposition to the idea. He stepped back and drew his staves before piercing them into the ground around him. Erza raised her swords defensively as the possessed Mahiro dropped into her stance.

      “HA!” Erza rushed forward as her body shined and her cracked armor was replaced with her Sonic Armor instead. Her quick dash speed immediately amplified dozens of times over as she charged the possessed blonde. But even as she came upon the former Fairy, the older woman shined and jumped back to avoid Erza’s attack.

      The two women started exchanging attacks at blinding speeds. They disappeared, reappearing for only an instant to cross attacks. The redhead and blonde kept fighting around the small area, cracking the buildings and concrete from the sheer force of their exchange. Erza yelled as she swung her blades at full strength while the bewitched woman countered.

      Erza finally slashed Mahiro across the chest with the back of her blades, but in return the bedeviled woman landed a palm strike in the redhead’s bare stomach. Her eyes widened before she was blasted back into a wall and splintered it like a web. The S-Class Mage slid down the wall to her feet and looked up in time to see Mahiro charging her again.

      The fist broke through the wall and reduced it to rubble as Erza leapt over Mahiro’s head. She landed behind the blonde and changed her armor into Giant Armor before grabbing her shoulder. The Senju woman attempted to free herself from the giant hand gripping her but Erza quickly lifted her up and threw her into the air. The redhead looked up and watched the cursed woman spiral through the air before her body started to illuminate with Light.

      Mahiro came back down like a meteor on Erza and struck hard enough to splinter the large gauntlet over her right arm. Despite the sudden strike Erza still knocked Mahiro’s hand back and dug her knee into the blonde’s stomach. That gave her a moment of relief before Mahiro came charging back at her with full force. Erza almost summoned a blade on reflex but stopped herself before she could grievously injure her out of control friend. Unfortunately that left her open to be grabbed by the neck and slammed into the ground.

      Mental note; invest in binding armors and weapons.

      Erza prepared to free herself before a blue light shined. The redhead craned her neck back from her position on the ground and saw Mystogan gather a magic attack before firing it towards them. The attack didn’t have much force behind it, exploding against Mahiro but not doing damage. He must have consciously held back, but the possessed woman did not seem to share the sentiment.

      The Senju woman dashed forward and appeared before the masked Mage in an instant. Mystogan lurched back but Mahiro had already reeled her fist back and threw it for his face, discharging a blast of Light magic. The large man was blown off his feet and left sprawled over the ground with the rags around his face catching fire.

      “Mystogan!”

      The bedeviled blonde stood between the five stages. A large, intricate magic circle formed under her feet and raised up through her body before the staves started to glow with a blinding light. Five blue rays shot out from the tops of the wooden staves and circled around the woman before constricting around her. Mahiro attempted to fight her way out but with the bonds around her neck, arms, body, knees, and feet she was immobile. She fell to her knees and continued to flash her body like a flickering light but couldn’t escape Mystogan’s trap.

      Even with her friend now detained, Erza immediately went to help her fellow S-Class, “Mystogan! Are you okay?! Answer me!” The redhead came to a quick stop when she saw the S-Class Fairy Tail Mage groggily lift himself up from the ground. The armored Mage sighed in relief once she saw him stand back up and smiled, “Oh thank god. Mystogan, your plan—”

      Erza’s voice died down once she saw the face hidden beneath the burnt remains of the rags. Her voice came out as nothing more than a whisper, “No… that’s not possible.”

      “I didn’t want you to see me like this.” Mystogan said as he stood up and turned away from her. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a Lacrima, “I’m not the man you think I am. I know what this face means to both you and Naruto. But I am not him. And I’m sorry but I must be going. If you don’t move the staves they’ll keep Mahiro locked in place until you can break Bickslow’s hold on her. Now—”

      “Jellal.”

      The familiar blue-haired man stopped in his tracks. He slowly turned around and saw the small tears lining the edges of Erza’s eyes. For a moment he seemed taciturn and stoic, before a small, sad smile took his face…

      “You can’t possibly understand how good it feels to hear you say my name again. Even if it is for someone else.”

      Erza was left in her confusion as the Lacrima activated and Mystogan disappeared into thin air. The redhead looked down at the ground before turning around and seeing her friend locked into place between his staves. She was worried, and confused, and scared, and happy. But more than anything she was relieved.

      Relieved that Mahiro was safe… and that she could see Jellal’s face just one last time.

    
    

    
      Mira shuddered in fear after watching the horrific scene unfold before her eyes.

      Juvia was lying on the ground, clutching her bleeding leg and trying to keep consciousness.

      Cana laid against the wall of the barrier, causing runes to flash around where she laid.

      Gray had fared the best against the green-haired swordsman. Landing the hardest punch and avoiding most of the lunges and stabs from the rapier. But after Juvia and Cana had fallen, he tried to protect them with his own body. He now had several pierce wounds over his arms and body. After a while he lost feeling in his legs and Freed knocked him back with a hard knee to the bridge of his nose.

      Now Elfman was the last one standing, blood seeping down from a cut on his brow and several lacerations over his massive frame. Lisanna slammed her fist repeatedly against the invisible wall and cried out for her brother to win or just stop before his injuries worsened. Lucy cried out for a response from her downed friends while Happy pleaded for Freed to stop. Mira just watched in silence.

      “That muscle is not just for show. It is more difficult to pierce than other’s.” Freed wiped his chin, staining his sleeve with blood as he pointed the tip of his sword at the sole Strauss male, “But I will pierce it nonetheless.”

      “Elf-niichan! Just stay down!”

      “Stop this Freed!”

      “Please!”

      “So what shall you do?” He questioned the muscular man as his eyes hardened, “Your sister is right. You already fell once. Fall again and you won’t have to suffer anymore.”

      “No!” Elfman yelled and clenched his fists even as the action caused some blood to seep from his wounds faster. The white-haired man grit his teeth with ferocity and yelled, “I already failed once to protect the people I love! I won’t let it happen again!”

      “If you weren’t strong enough the first time, then I doubt you’ll fare much better now.” Elfman yelled and charged like a bull. Freed calmly stepped forward and thrust his rapier into the Strauss man’s ribs. Elfman flinched and stepped back after a long gash was left around the side of his chest. He yelled again and lashed out with a fist even as the Raijinshū leader slipped under his range and left another deep cut on his other side.

      Elfman wavered on his feet but remained standing before charging at Freed with his shoulder. Freed elegantly spun on his feet to face his oncoming foe and thrust his sword into Elfman’s shoulder until it couldn’t go any further. The large Mage yelled in pain and felt the rapier pull out before slashing his stomach. It was a shallow wound, but one that grabbed his attention long enough for Freed to stab him repeatedly over his body.

      One of the piercing thrusts got him in the leg, and that made Elfman fall to a knee. Before he could prepare Freed stabbed his other one and he toppled to the ground. He cursed his weakness. He cursed his inability to get up and push forward. If he was just outside of the barrier, he could use his magic to turn into a beast and heal from some of his wounds. But he didn’t have the luxuries of hypotheticals, because he was weak and he had fallen.

      He lifted his head but only received a kick to the face that finally knocked him onto his back. Elfman laid on his back, gasping for air as he tasted blood dripping from his nose. He peeled his eyes open in time to see Freed standing over him with a complicated expression on his face. He’d almost recognize it as pity or sorrow, “You lose again, Elfman.”

      “Freed!” Lisanna yelled as she stepped towards the green-haired man with a pair of claws over her hands. With Elfman fallen, the barrier fell as well and so did its restrictions, “Get away from him!”

      Lucy pulled out a gold key, “Open! Gate of—”

      “Halt.”

      The girls stopped when in one swift move Freed raised the pointed end of his blade over Elfman’s throat. Mira’s blood ran cold when she saw that as Lucy immediately lowered her key and Lisanna stopped in place. He looked between them all as the rapier hung precariously over the panting Mage’s throat

      “F-Freed.” Mira grabbed his attention, looking at him with pleading eyes as she stuttered with her words, ‘Please. That’s enough. I know what you and Laxus and the rest are trying to do. But that’s too much!’ Tears threatened the edges of her eyes as the white-haired woman shook her head, “You don’t have to threaten his life just to beat us!”

      “It’s not just to beat you. It’s a necessary action going forward.”

      Mira blanked, “What?”

      “Laxus has said if I must take lives in order to help create the new Fairy Tail, then that is an acceptable loss. He has defied the rules numerous times, and fallen despite his rebellion. This is not a man deemed worthy to join Fairy Tail anymore. So his punishment…”

      Freed raised the sword and Mira whispered, “No.”

      “Death.”

      Death.

      It was an unwelcome but not unfamiliar concept to her life.

      They had lost their parents and left her in charge of taking care of her siblings.

      The guild had lost Hashirama and she still remembered the sadness when they were putting him to rest.

      She remembered the panic when they heard that Naruto was succumbing to his injuries and was in critical condition.

      The absolute despair she felt when she believed Lisanna had been killed was still a cold sweat that woke her at night.

      The dark thoughts that maybe she would have had to kill her out of control brother still haunt her after all these years.

      The fear when Phantom came attacking and she believed she was going to lose her family again.

      Again and again and again Mirajane found herself surrounded and plagued by death, but always failed to act. She was simply spectating. Watching as the people around her, the most precious in her life, suffered and bled. And now, even now, she watched as death hovered over her little brother’s neck…

      And she could do nothing.

      …

      “No.”

      A cold air spread out over the area and made a chill go up their backs.

      “No.”

      The ground around Mirajane’s feet splintered out like a spiderweb. Some of the unconscious Fairies finally started to stir awake once they felt the powerful pressure of familiar magic. The wind started to kick up around them as Mira’s hair swayed and lifted with it. Lisanna guarded her eyes but looked back in shock, “Mira-nee?”

      Elfman opened one eye and looked over, “N-Nee-chan?”

      “NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

      A rush of air blasted out in every direction as the ground they stood on shattered. The Mages all looked up to see Mira surrounded by a wall of air. Her hair billowed up, her eyes pure white as she screamed at the top of her lungs.

      “I-Impossible.” Freed muttered, “Is she—”

      Wind and dust rushed in every direction and blinded all the Fairies for an instant. And in that instant a powerful fist dug into Freed’s stomach and made him double over. The Raijinshū leader was lifted off his feet and sent spiraling through the air and over Magnolia. He wrote runes on his chest and a pair of black wings sprouted from his back to stabilize him. He coughed up some blood and looked down at his stomach to see the rip on his clothes over his stomach. From a single hit.

      The dust burst away in every direction to reveal the creature within. Standing over Elfman was a human-like monster with a long tail swaying behind its back. Mirajane’s soft features were suddenly sharper and more instense, her eyes becoming slits and her ears and hair pointing out. Her body was covered in burgundy scales and her hands were like claws covered up to her elbows. The other Fairies looked on in silence as the former barmaid took deep breaths and looked up at Freed with cold blue eyes.

      Take Over: Satan Soul.

      “The Demon.”

      “WRAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!”

      Wings burst out from Mira’s back and stretched out behind her before she jumped with enough force to crack the ground and send Elfman flying backwards. Her wings stilled and Mira went flying up towards Freed like a missile. The green-haired man panicked and waved his rapier down at her, “Dark Écriture: Pain!” Even with the enchantment placed on the approaching demon to make Mira experience terrible pain, she flew towards Freed in a mad rush. He could only raise his arms in time to block Mira’s spinning kick that sent him flying over Magnolia.

      The Raijinshū leader gasped from the pain but forced one eye open in time to see Mira already following after him at top speeds. Seeing her fly towards him Freed immediately made another pair of runes over his body, “Dark Écriture: Darkness!” Freed’s body changed until he became a muscular demon that roared at the top of his lungs. The green-haired demon reeled his fist back and struck across the white-haired demon’s face to send her flying.

      As Freed dropped on Mira, the former S-Class Mage lashed out and struck his cheek as well. The two Mages separated before immediately charging into each other to trade blows. For every punch landed across her cheek, her foot came into his gut. For every rib he rattled, her knee connected with his head. They hurt each other over and over, but while Freed’s mind became bogged down by fear Mira’s was still lost in her refusal to stand and watch him hurt someone she loved.

      The two demons barreled through a Lacrima in the sky and became encompassed by lighting. Freed’s vision blurred from the pain but he forced himself to focus as he saw Mira fighting through the pain. “ENOUGH!” He shrugged off the last of the shock and gathered Darkness in his hand, “FALL, MIRAJANE!”

      “RRRRAAAHHHHHHH!” Mirajane gathered Darkness as well as she gripped her fist within the black magic energy. As Freed’s attack came towards her the white-haired Mage screamed at the top of her lungs and threw her hand out to unleash her attack, “HYAAAAAAAAAAHHHHH!”

      The two Darkness attacks collided in the sky and exploded with ground-shattering power. People looked up in shock at the blinding light and clouds being blown away by the force of it. The sky was illuminated by the two attacks before the energy finally started to die down and the light faded.

      Freed went careening down towards the rocky area and river of Magnolia. His consciousness slipped in and out as he fell back to Earthland. And before he could summon his wings again to stop his drop he felt a powerful hand clamp around his neck and choke the life out of him. He gasped and looked up to see the crazed look stretching Mirajane’s face. He felt the wind pass over them before his back finally cratered into the ground as he gasped in pain.

      His demon form faded away into nothing as the defeated Raijinshū Mage was left sprawled over the ground. He gagged as Mira’s sharp hands settled around his throat and pushed down with all her weight. Dots filled his eyes as his vision went black. As his sight darkened, he saw the desperate, furious expression on Mirajane’s face.

      A face covered in burns and bruises and blood.

      They were marks and blemishes marking her entire body.

      Because of him. All the Fairies and guildmates that laid unconscious in the street, beaten and bloody and broken were because he helped make them like that.

      Freed let out one last breath before he closed his eyes and waited until it stopped.

      “No.”

      The pressure around Freed’s neck softened and he finally opened his eyes again. He looked up to see the woman positioned over him no longer lost in anger or possessed by a demon. The injured barmaid looked down at him sadly, “I hate this. Even after everything that you and the others have done, you’re still part of this guild. You’re all still part of our family. So even after today, I don’t want to hurt you Freed.”

      “H-How can you say that?” The injured man said underneath her, “I’ve forced everyone to beat each other within an inch of their lives. I cut up your friends before your very eyes. I even threatened to kill your brother. How can you take all that and still not want to kill me?”

      “Because I’ve seen enough death. And I don’t want to experience it anymore as long as I can stop it.” Mira looked down at the beaten man and gave a kind smile at his perplexed expression, “I know what you were trying to do, but I don’t think you could have done it, Freed. Even if you wanted to help Laxus…” The barmaid smiled brightly, “This is still your home. And you don’t want to destroy it.”

      “L-Laxus demanded it of me!” Freed roared, “I would follow him to the end! Whatever he asked of me!”

      “I understand following someone you believe in, but that doesn’t mean you should surrender your values. Submit to what you know is wrong.” Mira shook her head but persisted with her smile, “This is your home… and it always will be…”

      “I-I promised I would make him the next master! I would change the guild in his image!” Freed yelled, “He gave me everything! He gave me a second chance! This life belongs to him! I could never—”

      Freed stilled as he felt something wet drip down his cheeks. He looked up in shock, gaze going watery as he spotted Mirajane through the shakiness of his vision.

      His mind immediately went to the day he met Laxus. The moment the powerful Mage extended him an invitation to join the guild and become a member of his personal team. Growing and gaining strength under the blond’s gaze. The man he promised everything to.

      So even though he made that promise… even though he wanted to fulfill it no matter what…

      “I-It shouldn’t have been like this.” Freed sobbed with a weak voice as he hiccuped and gasped for air. Tears fell down his face unabated as Mira wiped her own at his expression. Freed covered his face but continued crying, “I never should have let it turn into this. I wanted to help him! But not at the cost of the guild! Not with all of you! I-I-I couldn’t stop it! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”

      “It’s okay.” Mira moved off the crying man and accepted him in a hug as the man screamed and cried at the top of his lungs, “We can still come back. It’s not too late.”

    
    

    
      Freed as well? Another of his Raijinshū had fallen.

      No, he couldn’t even say Freed was beaten. He had simply given up. To a woman that hadn’t properly used her magic in two years. And he dared to call himself his right-hand man? Pathetic.

      Evergreen was no better. She had a powerful pawn like Mahiro by her side and Erza on her knees but she still fell. To a sleeping spell by that raggedy bastard! Her petrification had fallen and now their hostages were out fighting them as well!

      And Bickslow proved himself to be just as incompetent as those two. He barely had any control over Mahiro, and even when he could make her move to his whim he had to focus completely on her and couldn’t go out and keep fighting. Now he was off hiding somewhere while his pawn struggled to escape from the trap Mystogan left behind.

      Useless. All of them useless. He had no use for weakness, and if this venture had proven anything it was that even those that followed him were too weak for him.

      “Laxus-niichan, look! They’re winning!” The little brat cheered and pulled on his last nerve as the chestnut-haired Senju clapped, “Onee-chan let everyone out! And Mira-neechan won! So I guess that means you lose~!”

      “Shut up.” Laxus’ shoulders hunched.

      “Maybe you need to give up now.” The toddler giggled behind him, “Then we can finally see the festival with Jii-chan and the others—”

      Koyuki shrieked when a bolt of lighting dropped between her and Laxus. The little Senju cowered in fright before she looked up to see Laxus slowly turn around. The tall Dreyar glowered with anger before he growled out, “I’m not playing anymore. This stopped being a game the moment Jiji decided keeping his position was more important than anything else. That old bastard wants to play the long game then I’m ready to play hardball.”

      “Koyuki!”

      “LAXUS!”

      The scarred blond stood up as the little girl exclaimed with joy. A smirk stretched his face as Laxus turned around to face his opponents. Natsu and Naruto faced him, taking deep breaths after they sprinted here as soon as Natsu had sniffed him out. The Lightning Mage cackled, “Well, look who finally got out. Did Freed’s magic fail as badly as he did?”

      “You have no idea just how smart Levi is!” Natsu pointed at him and gave a cocksure grin, “Just a little time and she brought the barrier down no problem!”

      “Well congratulations, you finally get to stretch your legs.” Laxus closed his fists until they cracked. He stared past the two men and scoffed derisively, “Looks like that wrinkled little leprechaun didn’t have the stones to show up and fight me himself. What happened? Jiji get scared and go to the corner to cry?”

      Natsu’s eyes narrowed and his expression got darker. He grit his teeth but before he could step any further Naruto’s hand clamped down on his shoulder to stop him from running off. Even as he tried to calm himself the whiskered blond glared at Laxus heatedly, “You have no idea what you’ve caused, have you, you idiot?” Laxus’ smirk lowered slightly and Naruto clicked his teeth, “Jiji’s feelings are wasted on you.”

      “Onii-chan!”

      “Koyuki!” Naruto sprinted across the cathedral floor as quickly as he could with the little brunette in his sights. But his vision was quickly blocked as Laxus jumped in front of him with a vicious smirk. Naruto scowled and threw a punch up at Laxus’ chin that the larger man deftly avoided before lurching into Naruto’s guard. The whiskered blond leapt back but still lashed out with a kick to defend himself. Laxus caught his outstretched leg and gripped it tight enough to make pain cross Naruto’s face for an instant. He turned on his feet and spun around before throwing Naruto at full force back towards the entrance.

      Naruto’s body went sailing through the air but a figure leapt over the flying blond and towards Laxus, “Don’t forget about me, jackass!” Natsu yelled at the top of his lungs with his fist cloaked in flames. Laxus simply palmed the burning fist, taking it in stride as he swung a backfist for Natsu’s cheek. The Dragon Slayer ducked beneath Laxus’ fist and dug his other fist into the S-Class Mage’s gut. But Laxus didn’t even flinch before Natsu pushed forward, “Take this seriously, bastard!”

      “Don’t have to!” Laxus drove his knee up into Natsu’s face and knocked his head back violently before throwing a fist that knocked Natsu across the cathedral. Naruto jumped up and caught Natsu before he could go flying and the two Mages dropped to the floor before glaring up at him, ‘HAHAHA! DO YOU TWO NOT GET IT YET?! IF YOU WANT ANY CHANCE OF WINNING,’ Laxus held his arms out wide, “THEN YOU’LL HAVE TO SCRAP BY TOGETHER!”

      Natsu yelled and charged forward, “LAXUS!”

      Naruto called out, “KOYUKI!”

      Laxus lowered his stance and prepared for Natsu’s foolish charge. But at the last moment the pink-haired Dragon Slayer dug his feet into the tiles and came to a sudden halt. Laxus was shocked as Naruto came passing around Natsu and barreled directly into Laxus. He lifted him off his feet before pinning his fellow blond to the ground and locking his arms together, “NATSU NOW!”

      “Come on, Koyuki!” The Dragon Slayer swept the little Senju off her feet before turning around and dashing for the exit. Koyuki reached out for Naruto but it was drowned out over the loud voice echoing through the hall, “Rescue complete!”

      “For real.” Laxus chuckled while struggling with Naruto pressing down on him, “You distract me and leave the brat’s rescue to that timebomb? Bit irresponsible, don’t you think?”

      “One of us had to distract you to grab her. Felt like you’d be more focused on fighting me than you are stopping Natsu from grabbing her. Besides—”

      Naruto felt the hair stand up on his neck. He immediately separated from Laxus and jumped back as a large thunderbolt dropped down over the muscular blond. The black-clad man slid to a stop before standing back up, “Someone had to stick around and kick your ass.”

      “You? Really think you can stop me?” Laxus cackled before giving a cocky smirk, ‘You know all those times I hit you I was just being a good sport, right? Part of me being such a nice guy.’ Laxus sighed and waved him off, “Why don’t you go grab Jiji so I can get a real fight started?”

      “What’s wrong, Laxus? I always knew you were scared but you at least had the bravado to hide it. Guess you really don’t want me kicking your ass, huh?” Laxus scowl brought a smirk to Naruto’s face, “Jiji doesn’t need to waste his time with you. I’m more than enough for a rowdy little troublemaker.”

      “Okay, Naruto, if you insist.” The young Dreyar shrugged off his coat before another bolt dropped down over him, reducing it to ash. Electricity cracked over his entire body as his scowl deepened and he squared his shoulders, “I’m happy to help you with your death wish.”

      ########Omake: In The Forest — 2########

      Wendy gasped as she ran as fast as she could through the foliage. Her ears were filled with the sound of her rapid breathing and heartbeat. Her legs ached but she pushed herself as best she could as the blue-haired girl saw her best friend fly by her side. She saw Charle screaming to her and tried to focus on what she said, “Wendy, they’re coming! We have to go—”

      The young girl and cat screamed when the tree beside them burst at the stump. Wendy covered her ears and looked back to see her pursuers still hot on their proverbial tail. They were gathering magic into their palms and preparing for another attack, “C-Charle I—”

      “Hang on!” Wendy yelped as Charle slipped her paws under the petite girl’s arms and lifted her up in the air. The blue-haired girl looked panicked, looking down as she felt her best friend’s paws settle on her back to lift her up. She looked down to see the ruthless Mages looking around desperately for them. With them momentarily relieved of panic Charle called in her ear, “Wendy! Attack them! Use your Roar!”

      “M-my Roar?” The nervous girl stuttered and looked down at the intimidating figures searching the forest. They were scary, and if they got caught Wendy was sure they would be hurt but, “I-I can’t do it.”

      “Why not?!”

      “If I use my Roar, I-I might hurt them really badly!”

      “Child, they are trying to harm us! I’m not sure what they would have done, but it would have been awful if we were caught by them! We could have been killed!”

      “I-I know but—”

      Wendy and Charle’s argument came to a halt when the forest started to tremble and birds started soaring from the trees. Once the flock had cleared they looked back down to see a stampede of massive animals charging through the forest and towards the group of rogue Mages. Apparently all their screaming and discharging magic had startled the creatures and forced them on the run.

      Wendy watched the dust rise from the sudden stampede of animals and after a few minutes the rampaging stopped. The animals had charged through the area they hovered over and were continuing through more of the forest. Wendy and Charle shared a look before the cat slowly lowered them back down while cautiously keeping her eyes peeled.

      The other Mages were nowhere. They had seen the oncoming charge of animals and did what they could to escape before they were trampled. Except—

      “Charle, over there!” Wendy called out as they hovered down at an angle and stopped by someone laying on the ground. Wendy slipped from Charle’s paws and approached the body despite the white cat’s protest. With a gulp the young Dragon Slayer reached out and grabbed their shoulder before turning them over.

      Wendy gasped and covered her mouth in horror as she saw the man was still alive but gagging on blood. She could clearly see where his neck had collapsed inward with a crushed Adam’s apple as well. The result of one of the animals catching him and kicking in his throat while they ran.

      It didn’t even look like he had noticed her. His eyes were shaking as they stared up into the sky and blood filled his mouth. The Cait Shelter Mage’s skin crawled as she heard him gag and choke.

      “Wendy! Don’t!” Charle called out when she saw the young Mage raise her hands over his crushed esophagus. Her hands were already glowing while the flying cat came to her side, “You can’t save him! He was trying to hurt us, remember?!”

      “I know.”

      “I think I saw him over here!”

      “Did he get squashed by the animals?”

      “Let’s just grab that idiot. I’m sure that girl and her pet are long gone by now.”

      “Wendy.” Charle whispered and the muffled voices of the rogue Mages grew closer with every second. Sweat dripped down the healer’s face as the cat frowned, “We’ll get caught if you try to save him.”

      “I can’t just watch him die.” Wendy muttered, ‘I won’t let someone die if I can do something to help.’ Charle wanted to argue more but the glow receded from her partner’s hands and the short girl gave a sigh of relief, “There. He should be — Eyah!”

      Wendy yelped as the man she saved grabbed her wrist and held it tightly. The intimidating man sat back up and patted his throat in surprise. He looked down at the girl as tears came to her eyes, “How did you—”

      “HYAH!”

      Charle slammed a large stick into the back of his head as he toppled over. The cat didn’t waste another moment and grabbed her charge before flying away as fast as she could. Wendy looked down in time to see the faint image of the other Mages finding their comrade and checking on him. The young blue-haired girl hung her head in shame before whispering, “I’m sorry Charle. I didn’t mean to risk our safety like that.”

      “I’m not sure what to do.” Charle murmured with her nose raised, “I wished I could reprimand you, but then I’d be challenging one of your best qualities. It’s hard to chew out someone for their kind heart.”

    
    

    
      Done

      So what else beside we’re close to the end. Of the arc, and the series. It’s crazy. Gonna be more so when the time comes around.

      Anyway, what’s most important on my mind right now?

      …

      My inner child, nerdy teenager, and irresponsible adult sides all squealed in joy when I got to see Spider-Man: Homecoming. I have no idea how someone with arachnophobia ended of loving a spider hero over everyone else. But shit I ain’t complaining.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    51. Festive Ends

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 51: Festive Ends

      Goodbye Fairy Tail. Thank you for the years of enjoyment and inspiration. You shall always have a special place in my heart.

      …

      But I can probably write an ending that’s better than that one.

    
    

    
      Bickslow was panicking now. Things were going south very fast and showed no immediate signs of stopping.

      It all went to hell when Erza somehow broke out of her rock dressing and got out to fight in the town. Then she crossed paths with Evergreen and the two of them exchanged attacks, ending with his teammate beaten on a roof and barely able to stand. And even when he decided to intervene with the help of his new puppet — who was a total pain in the ass to control at his current level— the ditzy bimbo had to get herself knocked out when Mystogan suddenly arrived on the scene to play against his casting and be a hero. And then despite his best efforts at controlling Mahiro they still managed to capture her and render him useless. And finally to hammer the nail into the clusterfuck that was the Raijinshū effort, Freed found himself up against a fully restored Mira who got her demon game back when she lost her shit.

      Now Freed was out. Evergreen was down. Laxus was undoubtedly pissed. And all he had left were what remained of his babies.

      Well that didn’t matter. He could still do a lot of damage with what he had left. If they wanted to see what Bickslow could do, then let them see—

      “Oh~, look what I found~.”

      Bickslow flinched and turned around before he got a massive steel bar slammed into his face that bent the visor around his face. He went flying back through the alleyway and skidded over the rest of it on his back. He let out one last groan before passing out and lying in the stone.

      “Shit. That was anticlimactic.” Gajeel scowled and groaned when the fight he finally got after all his time waiting ended in just one hit. Maybe he shouldn’t have been so antsy and let the lanky bastard at least prepare for a fight. The Dragon Slayer frowned before raising his nose and sniffing through the air. God there was a ton of blood in the air. These idiots really beat the everliving shit out of each other, didn’t they. He smelled some blood rushing through a wave of air and looked in the direction he found it before smirking, “Oh… bet there’s something fun going on over there.”

    
    

    
      “Mahiro! Mahiro answer me!”

      The older blonde woman stirred from her unconscious state and opened her eyes when she heard her name being called. When her vision started to clear and her ears stopped ringing she felt her muscles ache and her head hurt like it had been split open and forced back together. But as clarity came back to her she saw a head of red hair and a panicked look directly in her face. She swallowed, “E-Erza? Where—”

      “Oh thank goodness, you’re back to normal.” Erza muttered in relief as her entire form slumped in relief. Erza’s body shined and she returned to her base armor before looking the older woman over, “Are you okay? What do you remember?”

      “N-Not much.” Mahiro mumbled before looking down to see bright blue ropes of magic encircling her form and keeping her standing and locked in place, “Like what happened to me?”

      “Mystogan captured you. We had to make sure you couldn’t move around or fight anymore.” Erza stepped over to the side and grabbed one of the staves that generated the field holding the blonde Senju in place. She pulled it out of the ground and the trap immediately disappeared. Mahiro fell to her knees and Erza was quick to come to her side, holding her shoulder to steady her, “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      “F-Freed, Evergreen, and Bickslow. They surrounded me and caught me in a trap.” The blonde woman rubbed her forehead to alleviate the pain, “Laxus was on the monitor and told Bickslow to…” Mahiro looked around at the damages in the immediate area and the bruises visible on Erza’s face. Her heart sank, “How bad was it?”

      “I took the worst of it. Mystogan might have a few singes…” The redhead looked off and started staring at nothing before she came back into focus, “But don’t worry about me. I didn’t survive all those training sessions with you without having at least some degree of toughness. I’ll survive.”

      “Of course you will. You always do.” Mahiro muttered sadly before looking up at the young redhead, “Erza I’m so sorry. I was so angry that I lost my focus and they caught me.”

      “Mahiro, it’s fine. You were desperate—”

      “And that desperation led to me fighting and hurting you.”

      “Because you were worried about Koyuki. Her safety was the first thing on your mind, and that’s okay. That’s what you should have been focused on.” Erza reached up and cupped the older woman’s face so she could look directly at her. Mahiro looked disheartened but Erza smiled, doing her best to convey to her friend that there was no sense of betrayal or pain for having to fight her. She was forgiven. Mahiro’s expression lightened, “I promise I’ll find Laxus, and when I do I’ll save Koyuki—”

      “Erza! Mahiro!”

      “Mama!”

      The two women looked over and saw Natsu come rushing through the streets as fast as he could. Cradled in his arms was the toddler that reached out with a big smile and some tears in her eyes. Mahiro’s eyes widened and despite her fatigue and injuries she rushed to her feet as fast as she could, “Koyuki!”

      “Mama!” The little Senju nearly popped out of Natsu’s arms in time to jump into her mother’s. When she did she wrapped her arms around Mahiro’s neck as the mother kissed her chestnut hair, “I missed you!”

      “I missed you too!” Tears nearly filled the blonde woman’s eyes as she looked up at Natsu, “H-How?”

      “Me and Naruto found Laxus in the cathedral. He held Laxus off while I grabbed her and ran.”

      “Come here!” Mahiro pulled the pink-haired man close and started kissing him on the cheek, “Thank you! Thank you!”

      “Ew! Stop it! That’s gross!” Natsu struggled to push the woman away from him and stop her barrage of thankful pecks. He finally pushed her aside and wiped his cheeks, “God, did you have to make them so slimy — AGH! WHY?!”

      “Thank you Natsu!” Erza showed her gratitude by bringing the Dragon Slayer in for a hug, slamming his temple into her breastplate hard enough to send a ringing through his ears. Despite his efforts to escape from her tight embrace he failed and Erza’s strength continued to crush him into her, “I cannot express my gratitude enough! I promise I will find the most delectable meals in town and set them all on fire for you!”

      “T-That’s not important now! But remember that promise later.” Natsu finally pulled himself free and pointed back in the direction he came, “Naruto’s stealing my fight with Laxus! I wanna kick his ass before this Thunder Hall whatever starts dropping.”

      “The what?” Erza looked around and finally noticed the Lacrima floating over the boundary of Magnolia. She looked around in shock and noticed there were only a few empty spots in the sky where there were no Lacrima, “When did this happen?”

      “After you beat Evergreen and all the girls were freed. Then Laxus summoned those things and threatened the whole town with them.” Natsu snarled, “We tried to destroy them but I guess whatever you do to them comes and hurts you in return. Bisca got knocked out after destroying just one.”

      Erza looked up at the crystals that threatened the safety of the town and its occupants. She slowly circled around to see they really had surrounded the whole town and if one could knock out a Mage then all of them could certainly do some heavy damage to the civilians and town. The redhead narrowed her eyes before grabbing Natsu by the scarf and dragging him away while he gagged, “Come along, Natsu. We have work to do.”

      “W-What?!” Natsu thrashed around as he was dragged, “Erza let me go! I wanna go fight Laxus! That’s all I’ve been waiting to do today!”

      “You can do that after we’re finished.” Erza said, “Besides, I’m sure Naruto is handling Laxus as we speak.”

    
    

    
      Naruto grit his teeth and pushed forward despite the fist violently smashing into his cheek. He pushed through and punched Laxus in the nose, the Dreyar smirking and pushing Naruto back as his fist crackled with electricity. Laxus roared and threw his fist but Naruto raised his hand and blocked it, flinching from the pain of the shock going up his arm while his other hand slammed into Laxus’ chest and sent him flying back with a blast of wind.

      Laxus just took the blow in stride, not looking affected or damaged at all by the attacks he had tanked so far. He looked up just in time to see Naruto dashing at him at full speed, covering the distance of the cathedral hall in a matter of seconds and jumping at the Lightning Mage with a flying knee to the face. But Laxus’ extraordinary reflexes kicked in, catching the knee in the palm of his hand and squeezing down on it hard enough to almost hear a crack. Laxus would have kept squeezing the joint until it popped but Naruto bent down over him and slammed his elbow down on the larger man’s crown. This staggered him for a moment and gave Naruto the chance to slip out of his hold and jump away. The whiskered man slid to a stop as Laxus clutched his head and laughed, “Hahahahaha! What happened, Naruto? You were talking about dealing with me so soundly but all you’ve been able to do is run.”

      “Patience Laxus.” Naruto said with a smirk, hiding the ache in his leg from where Laxus’ iron grip nearly popped it out of its socket. He really wanted to give Laxus a piece of his mind but knew that he couldn’t be reckless with this fight. As much as he hated to admit it Laxus was strong, definitely in the running for strongest in the guild. His strength was no joke. His magic was adaptable and dangerous. And the well of power he drew from was more than enough evidence that he was Makarov’s blood. As much fun as it would be to just go into a slugfest with the larger man, he knew it would be a risk and he couldn’t take that chance right now, “You don’t wanna be beaten into a crater too fast, do you?”

      “Typical. I always expect you to actually back up your words, but in the end you’re just as loud as Natsu, and that’s it.” The Lightning Mage scoffed and shook his head in disappointment, ‘I’m wasting time and energy even dealing with you! Dammit,’ He raised a hand and brought up a window to the guild, “I’ve been waiting to fight Jiji for the title of guild master and I ain’t gonna bother with the small fry! Bring Jiji out—”

      “Stop Laxus.”

      “God dammit I didn’t go through all of this just to get the consolation prize—”

      “Laxus! He can’t! You not gonna get an answer!” Naruto screamed, making Laxus stop as his yell echoed through the halls of the cathedral and reverberate into the stone. The muscular Lightning Mage lowered his hand and saw Naruto’s teeth strain together as his fists shook, “After you announced the Hall of Thunder, he toppled over. A heart attack, o-or a stroke. He wasn’t responding no matter what we did. He just…” Naruto took a shaky breath, “He isn’t coming to fight you. He just can’t. Jiji… still loves you so much that the idea of you doing this nearly killed him. You did that to him. You betrayed him.”

      Laxus’ cocky smirk and annoyed scowl were nowhere to be seen, instead replaced by an expression of shock and disbelief. The idea that the little but stubborn old man actually toppled over was too much to imagine. The scarred blond man looked down at the floor for a moment before his body started to shake. His shoulders shook and his teeth ground together.

      Sparks of electricity started appearing off his form as his face twisted with unbridled anger, “No. No no no no no no no. That isn’t fair. I didn’t wait all these years — I didn’t keep getting stronger and stronger — I didn’t come all this way just so he could deny me the opportunity! I was gonna become guild master! I was gonna show him that I didn’t need his name to become the strongest!”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?!” Naruto yelled out as his face turned red and spittle flew from his mouth, “This man raised you! He’s your blood! How can you be so blind and selfish?!”

      “Shut up!” Laxus’ eyes disappeared behind bursts of electricity emitted from his eyes and the corners of his mouth. Bolts of lighting dropped around him and landed in his palms as he gripped them like he was keeping them from jumping again. With a snarl and sparking yellow eyes Laxus yelled, “I didn’t want to waste my power on a fly, but if you want to die so badly then I’m happy to oblige!”

      Laxus threw his hands out and the bolts arched out from his hands and covered Naruto. The whiskered man’s screams of pain were drowned out by the crack of lightning that engulfed him. The sensation of millions of needles piercing his body made him fall to his knees as his body stilled. Naruto couldn’t move and heard Laxus’ cackle over his own screams as he forced his eyes open. Through the pain and with stilted movement Naruto braced himself on the ground and summoned his chakra and magic at the same time.

      “WRAAAAHHHHHHHHH!” Naruto shot through the lightning that tortured him as he went flying forward with his Storm Step. The ground behind him exploded and the wall of the cathedral cracked as he slammed himself and Laxus into the structure. Despite the force of Naruto barreling into him Laxus didn’t seem affected at all and thrashed around. Naruto summoned his Wind around his fist and buried it in Laxus’ stomach, doubling the larger man over before another fist cracked against his face.

      “GO DOWN!” Naruto started collecting his magic and covered his fists in his Armor. With a ferocious yell he started throwing punch after punch. The mad man’s head jerked around back and forth, violently getting knocked around as his cheeks became bloodied and bruised. Naruto let out another yell and started digging his fists into Laxus’ chest and stomach hard enough to crack the wall behind him. Naruto’s fists started to blur in his relentless barrage—

      Until Laxus lurched forward and spit up all the blood in his mouth into Naruto’s eyes. This stunned the whiskered man and he tried to rub the sting out of his eyes before Laxus slammed his forehead into the bridge of Naruto’s nose. But not even close to being done Laxus quickly grabbed Naruto’s head and head butted him over and over and over again. The shorter blond let out a pained gasp every time Laxus’ forehead made contact as blood burst out and spilled by their feet.

      “HA!” Between Laxus’ attacks Naruto summoned one of his elemental swords and slammed it into the ground. A spire of rock shot out from underneath the cathedral floor in between them and forced Laxus to jump back. Naruto’s vision blurred and came back into focus before pulling his earth cleaver back and slamming it into the spire, “Rumbling Earth!” The slab of rock shattered into dozens of pieces and went flying towards his opponent as Laxus raised his arms to defend himself. They pelleted and broke over his frame as he roared and let Lightning burst from his body.

      Laxus’ body nearly disappeared into a bolt of electricity as he started jumping and bouncing around the cathedral. He leapt down from the top of the ceiling and came barreling into Naruto’s side. The whiskered man gasped as he was slammed into the ground with immense force. Naruto tried to raise his sword but Laxus’ leg came swinging down and shattered the blade in a single kick. Laxus smirked and grabbed Naruto by the neck hard enough to make him gag, “Still eager to fight when you’re getting beaten around this much?”

      In response Naruto was the one to smirk as he threw the broken hilt up at Laxus’ head. The angry blond knocked it away and prepared to attack again before he felt something start to constrict and squeeze around him. He looked down to see Naruto holding a pitch black blade that summoned a swarm of shadows to crawl up Laxus’ legs. The shadows quickly bound the muscular Fairy’s arms and forced them to his sides as Naruto lifted himself up. Laxus thrashed around in his confines as Naruto sighed, “Not in this for the fight, Laxus. Just here to stop you.”

      “You won’t. You can’t!” Laxus yelled and gathered his magic power as his body started to glow. The shadows around him started to expand before finally bursting as his electricity jumped off his body in every direction, “You need more to even come close to me!”

      Laxus reeled his hand back to strike Naruto with another lighting attack. But even as the whiskered Mage raised his guard the attack never came and Laxus flinched in pain. He pulled his arm back and saw a small throwing knife imbedded in his bicep. Without flinching he pulled the small knife out of his flesh, looking at the bloody tip before scowling at his assailant, “I’m already dealing with one pain in my ass. If you know what’s good for you you’ll go and hide before I start breaking you too.”

      “Scary. But apparently there’s this big festival that’s going down here and it’s gonna be a hoot.” Gajeel slowly stepped into the cathedral without fear at the pain promised by the bulkier man, ‘But we’re never gonna get around to the party if there’s all this thunder and lighting threatening the show.’ The perpetually frowning Dragon Slayer cracked his neck and strode forward, “So either stop with the rumbling now or I’ll just have to stop you myself. Please oh please pick the second option.”

      “Get out of here Gajeel. This ain’t a game.” Naruto warned, “One wrong move and you’ll get put down and I’m not gonna be able to watch out for you.”

      “Good job playing yourself up Hunter because it totally looks like you’ve been handling this well by yourself.” Naruto scowled and wiped the blood away from his nose as Gajeel came to a stop opposite of him. The Dragon Slayer and the Ninja had the rogue S-Class Mage locked between them as Laxus took the time to catch his breath, ‘Now I have no doubt I could probably wail on this jerk and do way more damage by myself than you, but I can’t put him down.’ The short-tempered Mage scowled and looked like he was swallowing poison before he continued, “So I might need your help.”

      “Hahahahahaha!” Laxus finally spoke up and laughed wholeheartedly before catching his breath and shaking his head, “Well first off—”

      Gajeel immediately raised his guard as Laxus’ kick came flying into him. Even when prepared the Iron Dragon Slayer buckled from the force of the strike and went sailing through the air. Laxus quickly found his footing again and turned around to block Naruto’s kick to the head. The whiskered man didn’t let that stop him, twisting through the air and unleashing several more powerful kicks that Laxus blocked. A shadow lingered over the form of the sword as Naruto swung it down while Laxus dodged to the side.

      “HA! HAHAHAHA!” Laxus held out his hand and released a flurry of electric orbs at his opponent. Naruto waved his dragon sword and created a wall of shadows to protect himself. The orbs bounced and burst against the magic wall and left holes in the shroud of black. Laxus was sure he was pressuring his fellow blond but the shroud burst open and Gajeel came rushing out of it. The black-haired man reeled back and threw a punch that stretched out into a metal pole that struck the violent Lightning Mage under the chin.

      Laxus was knocked off his feet and when he looked up it was in time to see Naruto come dropping down on his chest. The ground cracked beneath them as Laxus let out a strangled gasp from the pressure on his chest. Naruto reached down, grabbing his foe by his shoulders before lifting him up and slamming him back down hard enough to make an imprint. Naruto repeated this again and again before lifting the Dreyar up and throwing him into one of the cathedral’s pillars.

      “Iron Dragon’s Sword!” Gajeel’s arm shifted into a sword and he swung it into the large Mage’s body, toppling the pillar over his form and leaving him stuck under a pile of rubble. The rocks shifted and he attempted to pull himself out but Gajeel puffed his chest out and swelled his cheeks. He let out a massive breath of scrap and jagged metal that engulfed the pile of rocks and the Mage beneath them, “Iron Dragon’s Roar!”

      The massive rush of air and smoke blew out in every direction and the windows of the cathedral shattered into pieces from the force of the magical attack. Naruto shielded his eyes and stayed away from the falling shards as the dust finally settled. Gajeel dropped down beside him and caught his breath before smirking, “See, how’d you like that! Maybe I didn’t need you after all!”

      Naruto’s response was a silent stare at the Dragon Slayer as his smirked slowly lowered. Naruto held out his hand and summoned a Copy sword that landed in his palm. He tossed it over to his comrade, “Eat. You’re gonna need the pick up.”

      “Seriously?” Gajeel questioned through his mouthful of sword as he admitted that the magically constructed piece of metal was actually quite tasty. He swallowed the hilt and wiped his mouth, “You think he’s gonna get up from that? We got him pretty good. Even if he can get up I know he’ll be pretty badly—”

      Gajeel went quiet when he saw a large shadow slowly stride out of the smoke cloud. When he finally emerged, Naruto and Gajeel looked on in shock and disbelief.

      Sharper teeth.

      Skin like scales around his forearms.

      Magic power that increased further and further to the point it was almost suffocating.

      Sparks and bolts spread off his body as Laxus let out a heavy laugh. There was stains of blood down his chin and bruises over his body but he continued to chuckle, “Impressed? I guess I should repeat it. You stand no chance.” His chest puffed out and lightning glowed from his mouth, “Lighting Dragon’s—”

      “Oh shit.”

      “ROAR!”

    
    

    
      “I-I wanted to fight! And all I do finally coming out here is have to break these things! You remember they knocked Bisca out with just one, right! And you want us to take care of all of them?!” Natsu looked around at the hundreds of Lacrima in every direction and frowned, “This is gonna suck, isn’t it?”

      “It won’t be pleasant, but it still needs to be done.” Erza honestly answered as the pink-haired man clicked his teeth in annoyance. Erza smiled and stepped up to the irritated Mage’s side before patting his back. She still put a little too much strength behind it and Natsu bent back in pain from the action. He flinched in fear that he might have made her angry but when he looked back he saw a supportive, warm expression on the older woman’s face. She held his shoulder reassuringly, ‘This is our town. The place our guild calls home. Where we go to get our cakes and torch our meat. We’ve lived here for so long… that I can’t imagine Fairy Tail being anywhere else. This town needs us, and it would shame Fairy Tail’s name to just not do anything.’ Erza summoned a sword from her Requip and looked up at him, “I can only do this with your help.”

      Natsu looked between her sword and her cautiously, “Really?”

      “You are tougher and more tenacious than most anyone else in the guild. And I trust you to have the power to destroy every single one of these Lacrima.”

      Natsu’s cheeks actualled reddened from the flattery of his old friend before looking aside, “I-I guess I can get my fight with Laxus some other time.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Yeah yeah.” Natsu said defeatedly before stretching out his arms and looking around, “So how many are you gonna take? Because I’ll take twice as much as that.”

      “I have another idea. Put your hand on my sword.” Natsu looked skeptical of the idea but then looked up again to see the Lacrima starting to glow. They only had moments before the Hall of Thunder activated and Magnolia became the site of where the sky fell. The pink-haired man looked down at it again before grabbing a hold of the hilt, “Now close your eyes and focus. Think about what we need to do. The things we have to destroy and who we are trying to protect. Our friends. Our families. Our guild.”

      The redhead and pink-haired Mages let their magics leak out of their forms. Their pure aura raised and mixed around them as it attempted to take form. Their magic turned into flames before forming into pure white swords of shifting fire. The two Mages opened their eyes and whispered together…

      “Unison Raid.”

      The blades of fire formed from their combined magic shot out into the air and impacted against one Lacrima, engulfing several others around it in an intense explosion. More and more swords formed from their aura and launched out in every direction. Explosions littered the air and shattered particles of Lacrima showered over the town that had been threatened with destruction mere seconds ago. After a few more swords rendered the sky free of any danger, the two Mages finally came out of their trance and lowered their magical power. They looked around at the fruits of their efforts before looking at each other and grinning in victory. They were ready to cheer for their success—

      But then they felt a tingle go through their backs.

      “AGGHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      “GAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Erza and Natsu screamed in pain as their bodies were overwhelmed by the shock of electricity from the Living Link Magic. The damage from destroying just under 300 Lacrima rushed back into them as they were engulfed in lightning and racked with pain. The shock finally came to an end as they dropped to the ground unceremoniously, their bodies twitching and their breaths coming in belabored and ragged.

      “You,” Erza heard Natsu moan in pain, “You’re gonna owe me so much food after all this.”

      Erza laid on her back and chuckled, “I’m happy to oblige.”

    
    

    
      The blinding light that filled the hall of the massive cathedral finally started to die down as the magic attack ended. Laxus let out a slow exhale and stretched out his arms as he looked over the damage his attack had left behind. A giant trench tore through the floor of the building and left of mark of melted and wrecked marble. Laxus let out a chuckle as he saw standing in the remains of the ruined floor was a wall made of shadow. The wall had holes in it and quickly melted away to reveal the injured party behind it.

      Naruto was panting heavily and held up what remained of his shadow sword. The broken weapon slipped from his hand as he dropped to a knee, smoke and burns over his body from what he took of the attack before he could defend himself. Right behind him was Gajeel lying on the ground, his clothes charred from the intense attack as his body twitched. Naruto doubled over and coughed before gasping for air, “H-How? How are you a Dragon Slayer too? That can’t be possible! You couldn’t have learned from a dragon—”

      “More than one way to get around it.” Laxus flexed his arm and watched the sparks of electricity run up his bicep. He flexed his hand a few times, reveling in the increased strength and power he felt welling up in his body before looking back towards his adversary. The larger blond squared his shoulders and strode forward, ‘I gotta be honest Naruto I didn’t expect you to be able to push me this far. But that’s my fault. I keep underestimating you at the worst possible times. I need to remember that when push comes to shove you can pull out every stop you have. You managed to pull out the win against Jose. You apparently stopped another Saint in that Council guy. And let’s not forget Sorrento, and how you actually handled him.’ The whiskered Mage’s eyes narrowed in annoyance as Laxus smirked, “I know it might not sound like it, but this is me admitting you’re strong. Not as strong as me, but stronger than I gave you credit. So, in honor of that, I’ll break you at my full power.”

      “And I forgot something about you too, Laxus. How I underestimated you.” Naruto let out one long breath before pushing himself up to his feet and standing tall to oppose his bulkier counterpart, ‘I forget out much you like to fucking babble.’ The Lightning Mage scowled at the audacious grin that stretched Naruto’s face as his magic started to gather over his palm, “If you’re only now going to start bringing out your best then I should warn you… it still won’t be enough.”

      Naruto clenched his fists and started rapidly punching the air, releasing a barrage of concentrated magic at the massive Mage that impacted over his body, “Knight’s Crusade!” The heavy magic projectiles burst over Laxus’ body and hit like bricks as his feet dug into the ground beneath him. Even with the barrage of staggering attacks, Laxus powered through them and chuckled while stomping forward. He started moving faster and faster towards Naruto as his Armor attacks did nothing. Laxus moved his arms aside as he saw he was coming upon his opponent—

      “Storm Fist!” The magic around Naruto’s fist immediately switched with chakra, a blast of wind blowing out at staggering speeds to strike Laxus in the face. Even though it was weaker than his magic attack, it came out at such an incredible speed that Laxus was blinded for an instant. As his vision quickly came back to him he looked ahead just to see Naruto had vanished. But a shadow grew over his head and he looked up in time to see Naruto’s foot covered in Armor as it came down like an axe on Laxus’ collarbone. His form staggered and Naruto grabbed his shoulders before flipping over him to land right behind his back.

      Laxus turned around and shot out with a ferocious kick that crossed with Naruto’s kick. The two attacks landed against each other and the two Mages quickly separated. Laxus threw out his hand as lightning arched from his palm. Naruto blocked the static attack with his arm, feeling the intense pain shoot through his body as he charged forward. He got close enough to Laxus to knock his hand aside, stopping the rush of lightning before digging his other fist into Laxus’ gut hard enough to lift him off his feet. With sensation coming back to his other arm he clenched his first and threw another sucker punch up into the larger Mage’s chin.

      But even as Laxus’ head flew back, Naruto felt his vision blur as a fist struck across his cheek and nearly knocked him off his feet. He caught his balance and looked up in time to see Laxus’ other fist come swinging in. He raised his guard and was knocked back several meters before landing in a crouch. He shot back up and immediately ducked beneath another hook from the large Dreyar. The whiskered Mage roared and punched Laxus in the ribs several times before he had to duck beneath another swinging clothesline.

      Punch after punch was thrown between the two blondes, blood splashing out from each devastating punch as neither Mage would fall. Laxus blocked Naruto’s punch and threw one of his own that was blocked in return. The two started trying to overpower each other as Laxus laughed, getting the upper hand on his opponent, “Still don’t think it’ll be enough. Is this the best you can do Naruto?”

      “N-No.” Naruto strained before smirking, “But I made you look.”

      “HA!”

      Laxus felt a powerful strike knock him in the back of the head hard enough to stun him momentarily. Naruto took this opportunity to lift the Lightning Mage off his feet and spike him into the ground. His body bounced a few times before he came to a stop and looked up in surprise. Spitting some blood out and growling through his teeth he punched the ground in anger, “Can’t you just stay the fuck down?!”

      “I didn’t wanna, but Hunter convinced me to play dead during your Roar.” Gajeel looked back with a scowl at the whiskered Mage who just casually shrugged in response. The Iron Dragon Slayer then turned back to Laxus and grinned viciously as his body was coated in Scales. Metal scraped together as he clenched his fists as tightly as possible, “Now I don’t need to. And I’m pretty sure I still owe you an ass kicking.”

      Naruto slammed his hands into Gajeel’s back, sending his comrade flying with a blast of Wind. The metal projectile cackled as he threw out a punch that landed against Laxus’ guard. The scarred blond threw a cross in return and buried it into Gajeel’s face. The Iron Dragon Slayer felt a shock run through his body, not helped by the fact his body was covered in metal, but the wild Mage grit his teeth and roared as his hand stretched out into a spear. He started jabbing for Laxus’ head, “Iron Dragon’s Lance: Demon Logs!”

      “How long do you think you can keep standing?!” Laxus weaved and dodged the assault of spikes as he got closer to his foe. When he got close enough he gripped into Gajeel’s shoulder and released another current of lightning that made his fellow Dragon Slayer scream in pain. His fist came dropping down hard enough to tear the metal from Gajeel’s cheek, ‘Do you think either of you can keep this up for much longer?!’ He grabbed the black-haired man by the neck and tossed him into Naruto before he could get any closer, “It won’t take long before the Hall of Thunder activates, so if you don’t want your homes to be rendered to ruins and ashes, it’s about time to surrender the position and make me the new guild master. Do it before…”

      Laxus paused and blinked in surprise before looking around. He could see the sky had started to darken which signaled that his trap should have activated by now. He turned around, looking through the broken windows to see that the Lacrima were no longer floating in the sky, “W-What? What happened? Where’s the Hall of Thunder?! What happened to it?!”

      He swiped his hand and a progress report showed up in the air.

      Progress Report:

      Lacrima Destroyed

      Erza & Natsu: 294

      “No way. Fucking impossible.” Laxus’ expression started to falter as he trembled, “They should be dead. They can’t do something like that. There’s no way they could have destroyed all of the Lacrima! They’re too weak!”

      “That’s it Laxus.” Naruto helped Gajeel up to his knee and glared at the scarred Lightning Mage, ‘That’s why you could never be the guild master. Because you underestimate the people in the guild. You think we can’t stop you when everything we care about is put in jeopardy?’ Laxus started to tremble in anger as Naruto shook his head, “You never understood the guild. You never had a chance of being its master.”

      “SHUT UP!” In a burst of speed Laxus charged them and knocked them back with a powerful kick. He watched them go flying back before he yelled and started to gather Lightning in his hands. Bolts violently started to arch out and tear through the ground and rubble around them before he clapped his hands together. Slowly he pulled them apart, a bolt of lightning stilling between his hands almost like it had physical form before he finally finished. The magical attack was fashioned to look like a weapon as he lifted the mighty attack over his head. Naruto and Gajeel looked in shock at the sheer power and intensity of the Laxus’ attack before he pulled back and aimed at them, “DISAPPEAR! LIGHTNING DRAGON’S HEAVENWARD HALBERD!”

      He threw the magical attack at full strength and watched as it soared through the cathedral in a flash of light. The bolt of pure magic power sailed towards its targets before erupting in a violent blast and deafening explosion. Thunder crashed and lightning struck everything like a thunderstorm around the floor of the building before finally dying out.

      The light faded and Naruto’s vision came back to him to see the figure stood before him. Gajeel’s form looked hunched over and weakened. He was barely lifting his arms and standing on his own feet with the little strength he had left. The iron coating that covered his body had been chipped away from the severity of the Lightning attack. With a pained gasp he finally dropped to his knees and toppled over. Naruto looked down at the Dragon Slayer as Gajeel looked back at him with a pained expression and growled, “Finish this.”

      Naruto slowly stepped around Gajeel and faced the furious Laxus. He threw his hand out as a sword appeared from his Requip space. The Lightning Dragon Slayer finally lost what remained of his patience and charged at Naruto in a blind fury. Naruto yelled in return and swung his sword as a great gust of wind blew through the cathedral, “Grand Gale!”

      A powerful rush of wind blew over Laxus with enough force to actually make him skid over the cathedral floor. He dug his heels in and grounded himself in place against the powerful current as the winds started to gather and rise through the building. The currents of rapid air were almost visible to the enraged Fairy Mage before he glared at his opponent and charged forward.

      Naruto did the same and dashed to meet Laxus. He let the air and wind gather around him as lighting formed around the rogue Dreyar. The two blondes roared at the top of their lungs and collided before the two elements mixed and exploded in a violent reaction. The two blondes flew back before stomping down and charging back at each other.

      Naruto split Laxus’ lip with a devastating hook.

      Laxus’ elbow slammed down on Naruto’s head.

      Naruto made Laxus double over with a gut shot.

      Laxus’ knee flew up into Naruto’s chin and knocked his head back.

      “DIE!”

      “NEVER!”

      Wind raged and lightning rushed as the two men exchanged devastating hit after devastating hit. Blood and bruises accumulated over their bodies as their vision blurred and their strength waned. But neither faltered, refusing to succumb to the pain and beating they were receiving. Laxus threw a powerful cross that Naruto had to duck beneath before pulling his sword back out and swinging it up into the bulkier man’s form. Naruto started jumping up the remains of the cathedral to attack Laxus but the older blond roared and covered himself in lighting.

      “YOU CAN’T BE THIS STUPID! YOU CAN’T BE THIS BLIND!” Laxus started flying through the air and barreling through the columns and upper floors of the cathedral in an attempt to tackle Naruto. The whiskered blond ran along the wall, dodging Laxus’ attacks as the scarred blond continued to attack, “YOU KNOW I’M STRONGER THAN YOU! YOU KNOW I’LL KILL YOU! SO WHY THE FUCK DON’T YOU RUN?!”

      “Because you can’t kill me Laxus!” Naruto released blast of wind towards Laxus even as the larger blond weaved through the air in his lightning ball. He vanished and appeared around the whole building, dodging Naruto’s attacks and leaving quick strikes over his form that knocked him around. Naruto found his footing against the cathedral’s wall and blocked Laxus’ kick, “Not just because you can’t, but because you won’t! You won’t go through with killing us, or hurting anyone else in the guild! You can’t go through with fighting Jiji! Admit it!”

      “AND HOW DO YOU FIGURE THAT?!”

      “BECAUSE YOU LOOKED HURT WHEN I SAID HE WAS SICK!”

      Laxus’ eyes widened and his speed took a major dip in midair. This was enough opportunity for Naruto to come jumping in and kick him across the head. Naruto landed against the wall before immediately jumping off it, barreling into Laxus and pinning him against the adjacent wall. The scarred Lightning Mage gave a strangled gasp in pain before Naruto yelled and jumped off the wall again while pulling him along.

      The two blondes started steadily falling towards the cathedral’s ground level as Naruto started to gather Wind around him. All the powerful currents and gusts of winds that had been building up around the structure started to swirl around his body. He channeled it around his feet as Naruto screamed at Laxus, “You can’t fight Jiji! You love him too much, even if you tried to fool yourself! And I hope you see that when you wake up!”

      “D-DAMN YOU—”

      “GIANT VOID STORM STEP!”

      Naruto launched himself out of midair and slammed Laxus straight into the ground with enough force to send cracks not only through the cathedral but out into the streets around it as well. A mighty gust of wind shot out though the entire building, kicking up a dust storm that rushed out into the streets as quickly as possible.

      After a few moments the dust and smoke finally started to spread out to give a sight of what had happened to finish the battle. Naruto coughed violently and tried to catch his breath, feeling a sharp sting run through his chest every time he tried to take a breath. No doubt the effect of a few broken ribs and all the strain his body took with that last massive leap. Barely able to lift himself up, Naruto looked down at the unconscious body below him.

      Laxus laid in the center of the crater with wide white eyes and his head to the side. His body was covered in bruises and scales, and a few lines of blood seeping down his chin. Naruto waited for the possibility that he might shoot back up and reveal he still had some fight in him. But mercifully it appeared the battle was finally over. Naruto let out a deep sigh of relief, tumbling back and lying on the edge of the crater as he tried to ease through the pain of breathing.

      It was over. Finally over.

      “Is it done?” Gajeel’s groan permeated the silence that had fallen after the fight, “Because I need some help moving.”

      “Join the club.”

    
    

    
      Naruto leaned against the gate of the guild and looked out over Magnolia with a weary sigh. He waved and greeted a few civilians passing by the guild hall. When they asked why he looked so tired and bandaged up so much, he would answer that the preparation for the parade went a little crazier than expected.

      They didn’t want the people knowing that Magnolia was nearly a casualty of the fighting that had occurred yesterday. So far they had just played it off as rehearsals and stunts they would try incorporating into the parade that had been pushed back until tomorrow night.

      There were still quite a few complaints levied towards them about the fact he, Gajeel, and Laxus had nearly toppled the cathedral over with their ‘practicing’. But there were also a few praises saying they hope to see the same ‘fireworks’ as yesterday.

      Ignorance was bliss.

      “You would probably put less strain on yourself if you came inside and sat down at a table.” He looked over and saw Erza and Mira come out to greet him. Both ladies were covered in bandages and gauze after the tough battle they went through yesterday for their guild. Mirajane seemed to move a little slower and carefully, still trying to get accustomed to the feeling of pain and exhaustion she hadn’t personally experienced in over two years. Erza was still quite mobile and leaned against the wall beside him, “Any reason you want to stand out here?”

      “I spent pretty much the entire day locked up in the guild hall while shit was going down. If I go back in there I might go stir crazy.” Erza chuckled and Mira giggled at his expense as Naruto frowned. The blond ran a hand through his hair before asking, “How’s Jiji doing? He feeling better?”

      “Yes, he’s responsive and says he’ll be up on his feet by the parade tomorrow. Porlyusica-San advices that he just focuses on resting and not stressing himself out too much.” Mira’s smile lowered, “Which probably makes it harder that he’s talking to Laxus right now.”

      “I wish it didn’t have to happen right at this moment when he should be focusing on recovering. But the matter with Laxus has to be addressed as quickly a possible. I don’t envy the situation Master is in, but I’ll trust in his decision.” Erza let out a long sigh and crossed her arms together to try and relax, “Such a stressful situation. New topic; how are you two recovering from yesterday?”

      “It hurts to breathe and every movement I take I feel my bones clatter together. Plus my nose fucking hurts.” Naruto shrugged, ‘Could be worse though. I could be mummified like Gajeel.’ The S-Class Mage would admit to the enjoyment he had when he saw the comrade that stood beside him in such a harrowing fight covered in so many bandages. The furious Dragon Slayer tried to bark and scream at him but his mouth was covered and so was one of his eyes so he just kept waddling around in circles. Turns out he couldn’t just walk away from taking such a powerful lightning strike while his body was covered in metal. He chuckled before looking between his friends, “What about you two?”

      “I still feel a sting through my back every now and then. Lingering effect of destroying all those Lacrima.” Erza gingerly rubbed her shoulders to try and alleviate some of the fatigue and soreness running through her muscles. She also let a small smile grow on her face as she heard Natsu continue to bemoan and scream how he hated being so wrapped up after helping her destroy all those Lacrima. Clearly one of them was more accustomed to damage than the other. Speaking of which, “What about you Mira? How does it feel to be back in the fray after all this time?”

      “It aches.” Mira responded cheerfully while looking herself over. She could remember the last time she had been this bandaged up as the night she and her siblings took on that S-Class job. Still with a smile on her face she looked to her two friends with joy, “But I’m glad I was finally able to fight alongside you all again.”

      “I know I could feel your magic power all the way back in the guild.” Naruto asked, “So what now? Finally gonna go back to taking jobs? I’m sure there are a few people that would be happy to see The Demon fighting for the good guys again.”

      Mira gave a nervous chuckle, “Um, I think I’m okay where I am now. I’ll still help when I can but I’m sure retirement agrees with me more.”

      “I’m not so sure.” Erza added with a teasing glint in her eyes, “Everyone would be happy to see you in the ponytail and gothic look again.”

      “E-Erza!”

      “She’s right. It’d be fun to see you acting like a punk again and flipping everyone off.”

      “Naruto!”

      “You were quite the rebellious spirit. Remember all those swears and names you called me as a kid?”

      “Forget that. I was gonna be a part of her harem, remember?”

      “Enough!” Mira finally cried out with an embarrassed blush on her face. She shuddered and frowned at the smiles and grins on their faces. She glared at them, “Do you both really have to have so much fun at my expense?”

      “Maybe.”

      “We’re just interested in how you will proceed.”

      The couple stopped jabbing at their friend when they heard the rowdy guild suddenly go silent. They looked towards the entrance of the guild and watched as a bandaged Laxus came stepping out. The scarred blond looked out over the town before turning to look at the three of them. They silently glared at him as he simply stared back. After a moment he just chuckled and shook his head, “You three gotta work on your intimidating glares. They’re good but they could be better.”

      “So what did the Master decide? Erza inquired.

      “Why do you care?”

      “Because we do. It’s important.” Mira answered, “The whole guild needs to know how to act around you now. You forced us all to fight each other, held us hostage, and threatened the town. It’s going to be hard working under the same roof as you now.”

      “Well that’s not going to be a problem. You all aren’t going to see me again.” Laxus answered before she could continue, “I’m out. Jiji’s cutting off the rotten branch before it goes any further.”

      The three Mages looked between each other in surprise. They knew that it was the course of action that would be most appropriate for what Laxus had done. But they had a hard time believing that Makarov’s could actually go through with it. Because despite all the stupid shit Laxus did, he was still his grandson. Apparently Makarov had chosen the guild’s side over his own blood.

      Not easily. They could guess just how hard this was for the kindhearted old man. To let go of his own grandson for his guild.

      “Well, no point dragging my feet.” Laxus yawned as he started heading into the street, “Better start moving before the rest of the guild tries to lynch me. Heh, I know Mahiro would probably be looking for the chance to rip into me.”

      “You can’t blame her after everything you did.” Kidnapping her daughter and then taking away her free will would definitely leave a bad impression. Laxus didn’t answer as Erza pushed off the wall, “Laxus, what will you do?”

      “Don’t know. Travel. Pick fights. Maybe start my own guild.”

      “Don’t go to your father.” Laxus’ eyes narrowed on the redhead after the mention of his father, but Erza firmly stood in place and matched his look, “I know how vindictive you can be, but don’t push Master any further. Please don’t do anything rash or drastic.”

      Laxus only stared at her in silence. After a moment he looked away and shook his head, “I’ll see. Bye—”

      “Laxus!” The scarred Dreyar looked back and saw Naruto had stepped up to face him again. The whiskered blond scowled and yelled, ‘You can be a real unbearable dick! Always trying to piss people off and start a fight! And even though you can be strong and cool you always ruin it by opening up your fucking mouth! And it’s shit like that why I never got around to thanking you for helping with Damnation all those years ago!’ Naruto continued to scowl as Laxus stared at him blankly, “But then you had to start attacking the guild and taking Koyuki and trying to hurt Erza and just pissing me off all over again! I never know how I should act with you! So when I see you again — and I’m gonna see you again — I’m gonna punch you in the face, have a drink with you, and then hash this all out with a proper fight! You and me! One on one! Got it!”

      …

      Laxus stared into Naruto’s eyes in silence as he just took in what the whiskered Fairy had announced. After a moment the bulkier blond just gave a chuckle and shook his head, “See ya Naruto. You were also a constant pain in my ass.” The older blond started walking away and disappeared around the corner.

      Naruto stood there for a moment before finally turning away from where the Lightning Mage had walked away. When he did he saw the amused looks on Erza and Mira’s faces. They laughed between each other before the white-haired girl wiped her eyes, “You’re so cute sometimes.”

      “I forget how much like a little kid you can be when you want to.” Erza nodded, “Kind of like Natsu.”

      “Both of you shut up.”

    
    

    
      Laxus hefted his bag over his shoulder after finally clearing out his home. He was glad he already broke the news about being excommunicated from the guild to the rest of the Raijinshū. Fortunately the old man was smart enough to realize they were just doing as they were ordered by him, so he was lenient with those three.

      Still they looked like their world had collapsed the moment he told them he was going away. He had no idea why they were so concerned about him. He was so spiteful and angry at their failure to help him enforce his dream just a few days ago, but now it just seemed petty to be angry at them.

      Hopefully they would move on and stop looking to him for guidance. He was pretty shit at being a leader. Naruto had probably been right about him failing to be a guild master of any guild he built. Laxus looked around the empty streets one last time before with a shrug he started making his way towards the town limits—

      “Laxus-niichan, wrong way! The parade is this way!”

      Laxus felt something tug on his coat and looked back to see he was dragging Koyuki with him each step. The little Senju toddler was desperately trying to dig in her heels and pull Laxus back with her. He stopped before he could trip her over and looked down at the chestnut-haired girl, “Brat, what are you doing? Isn’t it past your bedtime?”

      “Yep! But I get to stay up late tonight to watch the parade!” The young girl grinned and looked back, “Me and Mama are looking for the best spots!”

      Laxus looked up slowly and saw the dreaded woman standing a few feet away with her arms crossed and spite filling her eyes. Koyuki continued to gleefully drawl and ask him to come watch with them but Laxus was too focused on the woman that looked like she wanted to punch his head off.

      As Koyuki happily stepped up to the crowd to watch the parade with the Fairy Tail members, Laxus followed after her while Mahiro walked alongside. As they watched the show proceed on and members from the guild get the crowd raring to go, Mahiro whispered with an edge to her voice only he could hear, “Is there anything you want to say?”

      “Should I? I think even if I say sorry you wouldn’t accept it.”

      “You’re right. I wouldn’t. Even if you didn’t have the stomach to go through with killing anyone, the idea that you would bring my daughter into your fight was enough to make an enemy of me for the rest of your life.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “Nothing.” Mahiro gripped her arms tightly, ‘I respect the Master too much to harm someone he cares about so much.’ Laxus looked at her skeptically before she scoffed, “What, like you didn’t know? What you did is similar to the actions of Dark Mages and are against the rules of the Magic Council. Not like Master had ever been an avid supporter of them, but after what you did there had to be punishment. But he thought this would be the best for you. You’ve become too aggressive. Too violent. You’ve lost sight of what you had here. So maybe you can find it somewhere else with enough time to yourself.” Mahiro shrugged, “Seemed like a nicer punishment than me digging your face into the pavement.”

      “So you won’t ever be as forgiving as Jiji, eh?”

      “She’s safe and sound. That’s all the reason I’m not throwing a fist.” Mahiro’s eyes hardened, “Other than that, if you ever come near my daughter again, I won’t be held responsible for my actions.”

      “Laxus-niichan, I can’t see! Put me on your shoulders so I can watch!”

      Laxus blinked and looked to Mahiro for a response before the older Senju frowned and reluctantly nodded. She watched like a hawk as Laxus bent down and let the happy girl climb up on his shoulders and hold his head for safety. The Lightning Mage felt a stinging pain letting her do this as he was sure his concussion was acting up but Mahiro looked ready to pounce at any little movement he made so he powered through.

      “Ah! Look! It’s Onii-chan and Onee-chan! Look how pretty they are!”

      Laxus rolled his eyes and watched the parade go on as the next float came up. Erza was at the front of the float, getting everyone’s attention as she danced around in an elegant armor with flashy blades swinging in her hands. It was enough to get everyone watching to cheer and scream at the top of their lungs for the beauty.

      Suddenly they heard loud bursts above their heads and looked up to see a figure appearing and disappearing in midair. Then the figure dropped down on the float as well with a gust of wind flying out around it. The wind vanished and revealed Naruto, in a similar armor to Erza’s as the crowd clapped at his sudden appearance. The blond looked to the redhead and offered his hand before she gracefully accepted. The couple started dancing together on the front of the float, swords flying and weaving over them as the crowd cheered in joy.

      Laxus let out a small chuckle at their showing off.

      “There’s Jii-chan! Haha, he looks silly!”

      Laxus looked up and saw his grandfather dressed like a weird combination of an orange cat, rat, and elf. Not to mention he was doing some silly dance that just looked demeaning and enough to make everyone point and laugh. He scoffed and shook his head, “Stupid old man.”

      “Hey, no shake.” Koyuki bumped his head to stop him before she could fall off. Finding her balance the young Senju looked down at her living chair, “Laxus-niichan, why don’t you go up there and play with Jii-chan? I bet he’d be really happy to play with you again.”

      Laxus looked towards Mahiro and saw the woman shake her head. Apparently the news hadn’t been broken to her or the others yet. He droned, “Don’t count on it kid. I’m not gonna be preforming in this thing for a long time.”

      “Really? Why not?”

      “Because I’m going.” Laxus said, “You probably ain’t gonna see me again.”

      “But I don’t want you to go.”

      “Some people do.” He looked to the side and saw Mahiro silently stare ahead even if she heard their conversation, “For the best. I feel tired being around here anymore.”

      “But you have to come back, okay?”

      “Not how it works.”

      “But Jii-chan will be really sad if you go away. You have to come back. Mama’s really happy when she gets to see me again. I bet Jii-chan will be super happy when you come back!”

      “You just don’t listen.” Laxus sighed and looked at the float, “He isn’t—”

      Laxus paused as he looked at the float his grandfather rode on. The old man had stopped his ridiculous dance and instead planted himself on the float while pointing his finger up into the sky. The rest of the crowd watched in confusion at the unknown gesture as Laxus just stared in silence.

      He looked over the parade and saw all the members of Fairy Tail doing it while they walked through the street.

      Laxus looked up one last time and saw his grandfather…

      Looking directly at him.

      And smiling.

      “Come back soon, Laxus-niichan.” Koyuki said over his head with a giggle, “He’ll be so happy to see you when you come back.”

      “Jii-chan!” The little blond boy happily bounced around in front of his grandfather with a grin that nearly split open his face, “I have the best idea for Fantasia! It’ll be great!”

      “Haha, calm down Laxus. You’re going to make yourself sick.” Makarov chuckled at the actions of his ecstatic grandson, “What’s this idea?”

      “Well the parade is gonna be really big, right? And I might not see you when I’m on the float! So instead,” He pointed his finger up in the air, “Ill do this!”

      “Point up? That’s rather silly—”

      “Yeah but it’ll be a sign! Like even though I can’t see you right now I’ll be watching for you! And waiting to see you!”

      “But you won’t know where I am in the parade?”

      “Then I’ll just do it the whole time!” Laxus said with a big smile, “I want you to know I’ll be looking out for you all the time, Jii-chan!”

      “We’ll make sure not to tire yourself out, okay?”

      “C’mon, Jii-chan! Take it seriously!”

      Laxus lifted the little girl off his shoulders and situated her around her mother’s instead. The two Senjus watched him step away, hefting his bag over his shoulder as he muttered, “Yeah, maybe one day.”

      Maybe one day he could come back. Give the old man a break from constantly looking out for him.

      And maybe when that day comes… he can ask for forgiveness.

      Laxus took a deep, shaky breath and wiped his eyes clean as he headed out of the town with Fantasia blaring and glowing behind him.

      Maybe he just needed some time… to remember what it was this guild had meant to him as a child. What he had lost in his desperate attempt to make his own path for himself. It’ll probably take some time…

      Maybe he’ll come back for another Fantasia to see the old man look like a goofball.

      ########Omake: In The Forest — 3########

      “How did you idiots fuck up a simple search job?! All you had to do was look through the forest! And somehow you got caught in a stampede!” The furious leader whipped his hand out and slapped one of the Dark Mages across the face hard enough to slice his cheek open. The other two had busted lips as well from the beatings they had received for their incompetence, “How do you explain yourselves?!”

      “B-Boss, we were just trying to look for some food!”

      “Yeah, a-and when that local brat and her cat spotted us we tried to catch her before she could call for help!

      “Excuses! All you dipshits are doing is making excuses for why you got caught with your thumbs up your asses!” Their leader seethed, “You’d have been better off getting crushed under all those animals!”

      “I-I was Boss!” The Dark Mage with the split cheek flinched as he spoke up, “I got caught under those stupid animals and one of ’em stepped on my throat. I thought I was gonna die if that brat didn’t heal me! Then when I tried to catch her the little bitch got me in the head—”

      “You not only got caught by a little girl but you were saved by her too! Why you—”

      “Stop.” The firm voice spoke up before the leader could backhand his subordinates again. They looked back and saw two figures standing underneath the shadows while watching the punishment proceed. One figure slowly strode forward, the long purple snake slithering up by his leg and following him. The leader quickly shuffled away out of fear and left his underlings to cower under the gaze of the intimidating man, “You say this girl healed your injury?”

      “Y-Y-Y-Yes sir.”

      “And you would’ve died otherwise?”

      “T-T-T-T-T—”

      “Less chatter.”

      “That’s right!” The scared Mage finally spat out as his whole body shook out of fright as his eyes looked to the giant snake that could probably devour him in one bite.

      “And this girl? She have a name?”

      “I-I don’t remember sir.”

      “I can hear your heartbeat. You’re lying.”

      “I-I don’t remember very well cause she beamed me in the head, b-but it was something ending in -dy!”

      “—dy?”

      “L-Like Mendy or Bendy or Lendy or Wendy or Sendy—”

      “Stop. Just stop.” The red-haired man sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose, ‘I’ve never heard someone’s inner thoughts shit themselves before but I’m pretty sure that’s been fixed.’ With a sigh he turned around, letting his snake coil around him without fear as he spoke to his fellow visitor, “What’d you think?”

      “A local girl? Somewhere near the Woodsea that is capable of such proficient healing? Hmm.” The figure stroke his staff in thought, “You all may leave. I shall contact you if I need any further assistance in this matter.”

      “O-Of course sir!” The underlings quickly fled from their main room and left the two men alone.

      “Man, didn’t think we’d get anything trusting the closest outfit to the Woodsea, but from the looks of it we got something valuable.” His snake lifted its body and let its master sit on it as he stroke the creature’s head softly, “We get what we need?”

      “Yes, I do believe so. We may just have what we need in order to finally complete our objective.”

      The Woodsea. Their goal. The body that seemed devoid of life. And the one that may just be able to restore it.

      “Wendy?” He deducted from the only name the nervous fool had prattled off that sounded remotely human, “I look forward to finding her.”

    
    

    
      Done

      Fighting Festival Arc over! Wasn’t that the most compelling, well-written, and best take on the arc you’ve ever seen!

      No?

      Yeah figured I couldn’t fool you guys.

      So as I’m sure enough of you have heard me say and are probably sick of listening about it; I like to plan ahead. I’m planned up to the Magic World. I’m planned up to Volume 4. Hell, I’m planned up to the World Rating Game. And this story is no different, I’ve planned up to the Grand Magic Games.

      (Disclosure: Planning ahead and actually getting around to writing it are two different things.)

      But the Fighting Festival Arc had never been a story I was too focused on. I was sure when it finally came around I’d have a plan for it but I never did.

      And so these last few chapters have been lacking, as I’m sure a few of you have noticed. That’s not to say I just jotted down whatever I wanted as fast as I could. On the contrary these were some of the chapters I spent the longest amount of time writing. And not to say I didn’t like writing them either, but I just felt like I could have done better.

      Honestly, they weren’t the best but I’m sure they could’ve been a lot worse. A comfortable middle ground.

      The next arc however is one I’m very excited for and have been waiting to write. I’m sure you’ve noticed considering the last three omakes have been building up to it. I sincerely hope you all enjoy them as they come out.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    52. Scrambling About

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 52: Scrambling About

      I wanted to start off the next arc right away, but it seems like a drain of energy to go from one big arc right into the next without any pause whatsoever. So that’s why we got this one.

      It’ll be short and hopefully the next one comes out soon.

    
    

    
      “You’re sure it was Jellal? I mean you finished holding off Mahiro and might have just seen—”

      “It was Jellal. Blue hair. Tattoo over his eye. And when he looked at me I knew he recognized me. Like he knew me.” Erza said as Naruto continued to look at her in total disbelief. Before he could ask again she nodded, “It was Jellal. I promise.”

      The blond man still had difficulty even trying to comprehend what he was being told. He looked to the side and could hear the lower floor of the guild still talking loudly and being their normal rowdy selves. Even though the second level was rather empty the couple had to have their discussion in the corner where they could hear each other. With a hefty sigh Naruto ran his hand down his face in disbelief. He shook his head, “He… he was so close. This whole time. I-I thought I would notice his magic, or even recognize his voice.”

      “He masked it somehow.” Erza said, her voice low and her expression complicated as she tried to make sense of the craziness she had witnessed firsthand. The usually scrupulous redhead looked perturbed, just as confused by what she had seen as Naruto when she told him her story, “I asked Master what he knew about Mystogan once he had recovered well enough. He told me he never knew what he looked like underneath the mask and accepted him into the guild because someone asked him for a favor.”

      “A favor? Seriously? Who could ask him to do that?” Erza shrugged her shoulders and he sighed in defeat, “And seriously how can he be a part of this guild all this time? He was in the Magic Council. He was recreating the Tower of Heaven. I-I thought I…” Naruto paused for a moment, reliving the memory of fighting one of his oldest friends to the death and sending him flying down to his doom in an exploding magic tower. He cleared his throat and looked to Erza for clarity, “How could he be in all these places at once?”

      “He said he wasn’t Jellal. I know that’s a rather pointless point to bring up now after everything we’ve discussed but then he said he wasn’t the man I knew.” Erza shook her head, “I just don’t know.”

      “Well then we gotta ask.” Naruto stood up from his seat and headed for the stairs, “We meet Jiji—”

      “Naruto!” Before he could head downstairs a booming voice echoed through the hall. A pair of hands gripped the bannister and pulled themselves up to reveal Natsu with a panicked look on his face before he charged the blond. The pink-haired Mage grabbed him by the collar and started shaking him wildly, “Laxus wasn’t really a Dragon Slayer right?! There’s no way he was taught by a dragon! No way! No way!”

      “N-N-N-Natsu! S-S-S-Stop — STOP SHAKING ME!” Naruto grabbed his friend by the shoulders and tossed him across the room into another table. A few other people came up the stairs to see the commotion while Naruto fixed his clothes and frowned at the moaning Fire Mage. Natsu popped up on his feet as Naruto scowled, “What’s wrong with you?! Jiji told you Laxus had a Lacrima in his body that let him use that magic! What do you want from me?!”

      “It can’t just be a Lacrima! There has to be more about him that told you he was a Dragon Slayer!” Natsu waved his arms, “Wasn’t there something else?! Like did he eat lightning like I eat fire?! Was he looking for dragons?!”

      “No Natsu, none of that. There wasn’t time to talk about dragons and there weren’t any bolts of lightning for him to munch on. If you want to know if he was really a Dragon Slayer, I can tell you about the part where he used a Roar, his skin turned into scales, and he started hitting me. It really fucking hurt. I’m still not convinced my nose is straight yet.”

      “What are you talking about? It’s fine.” Erza said with a smile.

      “Yep, all good.” Gray agreed.

      “You look awesome!” Lucy cheered.

      “She’s right you do!”

      “Perfect!”

      “Looking good!”

      “I want you all to say that again but this time look me in the eyes.”

      …

      No one had the strength. The blond frowned as they shied away, “That’s what I thought.”

      “Besides all that stuff! There’s one really important thing to tell if he was a Dragon Slayer!”

      “How is all the shit I just listed off not enough to convince you?!”

      “Because if he was a real Dragon Slayer…” Natsu ran up to Naruto and looked him straight in the eyes before whispering, “Then he would have a cat.”

      Happy dropped down out of nowhere with the same serious expression on his face as Natsu, “Aye sir.”

      “Are you fucking serious?”

      “That’s not a thing!” Out of nowhere Gajeel came running up the stairs to the second floor and sprinted over to join the conversation. The black-haired man stood over his fellow Dragon Slayer with fury in his eyes and growled through grit teeth, “You’re not gonna go around convincing everybody that having a cat is part of being a Dragon Slayer! We’re the most badass, awesome Mages ever — some more than others — me in particular more than you or Thunderhead! We don’t have to be defined on whether we got some rambling fleabag on our shoulders to annoy everyone else!”

      “We totally do!” Natsu returned Gajeel’s ire in full and pointed to himself, “And it’s not just me and Happy! Naruto told me he met other Dragon Slayers with cats! Tell him, Naruto!”

      “What shit are you making up, Hunter?!”

      “I am Naruto Uzumaki! I disappear and take all the fish I can take! Fear me!”

      The other Mages just stared blankly at the blue cat standing on top of a table with a yellow handkerchief tied around his head and draped in a black blanket for clothing. When everyone just looked at him in silence, Happy looked around and shrugged, “I don’t know when he dressed me up but I just felt like I needed to get into character.”

      “See! It’s stupid shit like that why I refuse to believe Dragon Slayers need cats!”

      “You calling Happy stupid!”

      “Ain’t that pretty obvious by now?!”

      Erza sighed and shook her head as she walked past the two Dragon Slayers butting heads. She made her way through the crowd and headed back downstairs to find her boyfriend sitting at the bar away from the commotion before he was sucked into it. He was trying to cheer up Koyuki as she took the seat next to him, “I can’t believe you thought that trick would work twice.”

      “It hasn’t even worked in once.”

      “One of these days I’m going to have to practice how to do that too. May come in handy.”

      “It’s actually a lot easier than it looks. You’d get it in a day.” He didn’t turn away from the glum looking girl and tried his best to cheer her up with a smile, “C’mon Koyuki, please cheer up. You know she’s gonna come back soon, right?”

      “I miss Mama.” The little Senju mumbled sadly before looking up at her brother and sister with a devastating expression, “Why’d she have to go so soon?”

      “Because the Council called her back, and your mother still had a lot of bad people she wanted to stop.” Erza said softly while rubbing a hand through the younger girl’s hair. It did little to make the situation better but the little girl did close her eyes as she appreciated the loving gesture the redhead gave her.

      Mahiro had been called back by the Council as it started its reformation process after what happened during Siegrain and Ultear’s betrayal. One day one of the messengers appeared in the guild and delivered a summons to the blonde Rune Knight. They wanted her back as a captain to lead a new unit. When that was announced the whole guild gave their goodbyes to their friend. Natsu challenged her to another fight but she casually slapped him aside in a single move.

      But Koyuki was devastated, tearing up and sobbing as she hugged her mother tightly and refused to let go. It took a lot of time to finally detach the sad little toddler from her mother and say goodbye. Since then the little Senju had been sad and her caretakers were doing their best to cheer her up.

      “Here Koyuki, have some milk.” The drink was placed beside the little girl as she started to slurp it up and Mira ruffled her hair. The barmaid leaned down and gave the little girl an empathetic smile, ‘You know your mommy loves you dearly, right? And she loves spending her time with you just like you love spending time with her. But she has a duty to help people. And you know she does her job the best, right?’ Koyuki nodded her head, “So you have to be strong and wait for her to come back and see you, okay? Can you do that for her, and your brother and sister?”

      “Y-Yeah, I can do that.” Koyuki gave a small nod, “I’ll be strong for them, Mira-neechan.”

      “I knew you could.” Mira kissed the younger girl on the head and smiled proudly at her before turning to her friends, “She just needs a little more time.”

      “No rush.” Erza pulled the little girl in and let her sit in her lap as she comforted her lovingly, ‘We’ll be here waiting for Mahiro to return. When we do we can go out camping or something.’ Koyuki perked up at the promise of the outing together as a family. Erza smiled and patted her head before looking up at her friend, “Mira, have you seen Master around? We have something we need to ask him.”

      “He’s in the back at the moment. He’s talking with Freed, Bickslow, and Evergreen right now though so you’ll have to wait your turn.” Mira tilted her head, “What is it you wanted to ask?”

      “It’s something to do with Mystogan.”

      “Mystogan?” Mira inquired, “I haven’t heard anything from him since the incident with Laxus. He hasn’t come back to the guild or contacted Master as far as I’m aware. Why the sudden interest?”

      “We think he’s connected to a friend of ours. And we’d like Master to clarify.”

      As if he had been summoned, the back room opened up and Makarov came waddling out with the three Raijinshū following behind him. The wrinkly old man sighed and ran a hand down his face before groaning, “For the last time, I accept you apologies. Despite Laxus’ rather rough exterior he can be quite…” The Wizard Saint paused before he could say persuasive or charming or charismatic as he thought back to just who his grandson was. With a grimace he looked back at the Mages, “On second thought, maybe you three should consider reevaluating just how easily and susceptible you might be to following anyone that shows you the slightest bit of attention.”

      “Thank you for your mercy, Master. I promise, in Laxus’ name and in the name of the guild, we shall not disappoint you.”

      “Yeah, okay, no worries. Just focus on recovering from…” Makarov shivered, “Seriously Freed, I understand the sentiment but it just doesn’t suit you.”

      Freed blinked in confusion before looking over to see Naruto, Erza, Mirajane, and Koyuki all staring at him in silence. He fixed his collar, “What is it? Is there a reason your staring? Is there something on my head?”

      “Yep, a headful of moss.” Naruto answered, quirking a brow, “Or maybe shaven grass?”

      Erza shook her head, “I’m not sure it looks like the hairs on top of an avocado.”

      “Oh, I think it looks like a bowl of peas was tipped over on his head.” Mira chimed in cheerfully.

      “Hahaha, peas, peas!” Koyuki finally cracked a smile and clapped gleefully while the green-haired man frowned, “Freed-niichan looks so silly!”

      “I’ll have you know I did this as penance for the actions we took against the rest of the guild. The Master wouldn’t excommunicate us or punish us outside of certain job restrictions, so I took it upon myself to take my punishment as well.” He ran a hand through his newly buzzed haircut and continued to hold himself up cordially, “It is only the first step in how we wish to repay our debt to the guild.”

      “Other ways to do that then making yourself look like the captain of thugs.” Naruto said with a chuckle, “Why don’t you just pay us with money? Or I’d totally be fine with you buying me all the meals I want. Erza did that with Natsu and it all worked out, right?”

      “All the money from the contest in one go.” Erza said with a sigh, “Goodness he can eat.”

      “Ah, what’s wrong? The mighty, unflappable Erza moping over money loss.” Evergreen laughed haughtily with a hand to her mouth, “Watch yourself Erza, or I might just sweep in at a moment of weakness.”

      “You can come any time you wish, Evergreen. I’ll be here waiting for you to make a move. Just know I might not be as understanding and merciful as I was earlier if it is just a spar. I can be much more harsh and critical during those.”

      Evergreen actually shrunk back at the casual way Erza so effectively terrified her. Even as the brunette skirted away, Bickslow tried to cover his mouth and smother his laughter but spectacularly failed. As the Raijinshū started to falter and argue amongst themselves, Makarov jumped up and plopped down in his favorite spot on the counter. He sighed when he heard the commotion upstairs and looked towards his S-Class Mages, “What’s going on up there? I was only gone for a minute.”

      “Natsu and Gajeel are having a very heated debate about Dragon Slayers and whether they should have cats.” The barmaid informed him while pouring the old man a drink and leaving it at his side. He thanked her and she smiled before going back to tending the bar, “It’s actually a very intriguing argument to listen to.”

      “WE HAVE CATS!”

      “FUCK OFF!”

      “Yeah I bet. What about you two? Also trying to get away from the madness?”

      “Actually Master, there was something we wished to discuss with you.” Erza turned to the old man with a focused expression on her face, “We wanted to ask you about Mystogan.”

      Makarov sighed and downed a good portion of his drink before dropping the mug back on the counter. He wiped his mouth before looking up at the two Mages with a shrug of his shoulders, “I know what he means to you both, but unfortunately I don’t know anything more than what I told you before. I was asked to take him in, and I decided to do that. I don’t know where he is. I don’t know his name. And I don’t know why he looks so similar to your friend.”

      “We know, Jiji. But we gotta ask,” Naruto turned to him, “Who asked you to take him in?”

      “You aren’t gonna like the answer.”

      The two just stared at him with anticipation in their eyes.

      “It’s the crabbiness, angriest, most spiteful creature in existence.”

      “W-Who?”

      “Well she’s the one who usually deals with how injuries.”

      …

      Naruto’s eyes widened, “Oh no.”

    
    

    
      Naruto took a deep breath and quelled the anxiety and worry in his stomach. He had faced hordes of evil doers. He had bested monsters. He had defeated men that make monsters look harmless by comparison. He could do this.

      He gently scraped his knuckle against the wood—

      “I don’t think she’s here. You wanna try?”

      “Really?” Naruto had made it perfectly clear he wasn’t gonna be the center of attention for the crabby old woman’s ire. She stepped up in his stead and rapped her gauntlet on the wooden doorway, “Porlyusica-San, are you in there? We have something we wish to discuss with you if it’s not too much trouble.”

      The door swung open to reveal the scowl on the old pink-haired woman’s face, “It is.”

      “C-C’mon, Baa-chan, it’ll be real quick.” Naruto swung his foot out on reflex and stopped the door from being slammed in their faces. He flinched at the ache in his foot before she opened the door up again to scowl at them, “Gonna take a lot more than that to send us away.”

      “Very well.”

      Porlyusica grabbed the door with both hands and started slamming it into his foot over and over again. He refused to pull it back but his expression twisted in pain and the whiskered man grit his cheek to power through it. His body slouched over more and more as the two continued their battle of wills before Erza coughed into her hand. The pink-haired healer halted her slamming and looked over to the armored Mage as she fixed a strand of stray hair out of her eye, “I’m deeply sorry for bothering you Porlyusica-San, but this is something we can’t wait to discuss. It’s about Mystogan, the other S-Class Mage from the guild. Master told us you were the one that ask if he could be accepted into the guild.”

      Porlyusica’s frown deepened, her displeasure at having to entertain or interact with others clearly being translated to her two visitors. But Erza remained firm and unyielding in where she stood. The pink-haired woman sighed and finally opened the door before walking back into her home, “Don’t touch anything.”

      “Thank you.” Erza bowed, thanking the woman for her invitation despite her not even looking back. The redhead reached down and grabbed her boyfriend’s collar and lifted him up, “Can you stand?”

      “Yeah, yeah I can stand.” He hissed, “I just don’t wanna take off my boot because I’m pretty sure it’s black and blue under there.”

      “Oh I don’t want to hear you griping! Not after all the things you’ve had to live through!” The old woman barked and pointed at the younger man accusingly, “I’ve had to tape you up and stitch you back together from worse than a slightly bruised toe!”

      “Slightly?!”

      “Plus I just finished working with you! I fixed your ribs and your nose!”

      “I’m not so sure about that second one, Baa-chan!”

      The old woman narrowed her eyes and tilted her head curiously. She hummed and headed back to her station before searching through her tools, “You might be right. I probably set something improperly. Oh well, I guess we’ll just have to set it back.”

      She pulled out a big hammer.

      Naruto immediately paled and Erza immediately slipped in front of him before things escalated. She snatched the hammer out of the medical advisor’s hand and then turned around to chop her lover in the head, “Don’t antagonize her.” She dropped the tool to the side, ‘Porlyusica-San, you found Mystogan somewhere, didn’t you? And you brought him to the guild and asked Master to take him in, correct?’ The older woman stared silently before nodding, “Do you know who he really is?”

      “Why does it matter who he is?”

      “He looks like someone we know.” Naruto spoke up, “Someone we didnt think we would see again.”

      “And who might that be?”

      “A man called Jellal Fernandes. He was the man that posed as the Wizard Saint and member of the Magic Council Siegrain.” Erza sighed, “He was the one at the center of the Tower of Heaven conflict not too long ago. The man we once called friend. The man that tried to use us to fulfill his goal.”

      “And so if Mystogan does look so much like your former friend, what are you going to do if you find him?” Porlyusica looked between the couple critically after asking her question. They looked conflicted by the point that she raised before her frowned deepened, “Do you hope to reignite the friendship you shared with your fallen comrade? Or might you wish to complete some unfinished business you have lingering with you?”

      “We aren’t gonna hurt him.” Naruto spoke up, annoyed that the old woman would even suggest something like that as he scowled, “But he can’t just look like Jellal by coincidence! No way! We have to know why! Where did he come from?!”

      “I found him. Exhausted and collapsed in the ground, nearly delirious. I helped him recover and sent him on his way to Fairy Tail when he was. It’s a place runaways and strays can find a home and be safe. I’d thought you would understand that better than anybody.” Naruto’s face shifted into one of guilt before she continued, “He’s like you. He’s not from this place.”

      The two Fairies shared a look of shock before Erza asked, “What do you mean by that? You mean like how Naruto comes from the same place as Mahiro’s mother and Hashirama-San?”

      “Is Mystogan from the same place as me?”

      “He’s not from here, but he’s not from the place you came from either.” Porlyusica saw a swirl of emotion cross Naruto’s face in an instant. Surprise and concern and relief and disappointment all appeared and vanished from his face in an instant and just left the poor man in confusion before the healer explained, ‘There’s more than just one world that can interact with ours. And Mystogan came here from another one.’ The younger duo looked astonished by what she told them, and they shared a look of disbelief before Porlyusica stepped up to her work station and fixed her potions, “His name, why he’s here, and why he looks like your friend is something you need to ask him yourself. I doubt he will, he’s always been the secretive and personal type. But if the day comes where you find him and can ask him those questions…”

      “Baa-chan?”

      “Look you two,” The woman finally turned back to face them after giving a weary sigh, “If the day comes where he does tell you everything, then you’ll know you’re in danger. So be prepared. Get your guild prepared. Just get ready for anything that might come your way. Do you understand?”

      Erza and Naruto shared a look from her warning before they smiled. Erza stepped forward and bowed her head respectfully to the older woman, “Thank you for telling us about Mystogan, Porlyusica-San, and thank you for the warning. But it seems rather redundant to tell us that. Telling Fairy Tail to be prepared for danger…”

      Naruto chuckled, “It’s like telling us to be ready everyday for the rest of our lives.”

    
    

    
      Makarov sighed while seated on the top of his desk in his back room. He stared down at the Visual Lacrima glowing just in front of him and scratched his temple, “So you all have noticed movement in your areas?”

      “It’s awful, Makky-chan! All these surly, scary individuals are making their way through the roads and scaring off the people trying to make their way into town! Our guild has noticed a very steep drop in attendance! There used to be lines going all the way around buildings and the streets of the town! Now we only fill about a hundred! Oh, so terrible!”

      “Quit your complaining you silly, confused old fool! Unlike you and your guild, we’ve been fulfilling our duties and attempting to help people that have required our assistance! If you take a moment to look at the requests coming your way, you’d probably see a massive increase in people calling for your help! Unfortunately all you’ve been able to do is kiss mirrors and indulge in your own failing beauty!”

      “Ugh.” Makarov massaged his temples as he heard his fellow guild masters argue and squabble between each other again. Well, squabble on one end, passively laugh and jeer the crabby old woman on from the other side. He looked back down at the Lacrima, “What about you, Master Roubal? You were the one that brought these movements to our attention.”

      “It’s the same out here. Two of our youngest members spotted a group of Dark Mages snooping through our supplies and searching through the forest for something. I believe they’re looking for something in the Woodsea, and if these guilds that have been gathering together really are a part of the Balam Alliance…”

      “Then the Oración Seis have started to make their move.” The arguments and bickering over the Lacrima slowly came to a halt to listen to what he said. The short old man crossed his arms in thought, “The Magic Council are still reconvening at the moment, so they won’t be able to take action or send forces out to catch these groups until they are properly reassembled. If this matter is to be taken care of, it’ll have to be by our hands.”

      “Are you suggesting an allegiance between our guilds without informing the Magic Council? My my, how cheeky of you Makky-chan~.”

      “You understand the ramifications if we get called in for this, right? Things will end very badly for our guilds.”

      “I know very well what will happen. Unlike most of you my guild is always on the short list for problems caused. I can probably recite an entire section of behavioral transgressions, recount the costs for damages to a whole town, and bring up all the apology letters I’ve written to towns you didn’t even know existed.” Makarov smirked, “But is that enough to dissuade you?”

      “I don’t believe so, Master Makarov. If this can assure the safety of others, then I am happy to join this allegiance.”

      “Oh Makky-chan, you know I’m always up for danger.”

      “Gah, you crotchety old geezers are going to ruin us! It’s going to take my guild to pacify your foolishness and make sure things don’t get out of hand! It only makes sense for the most capable guild to take control of the situation!”

      “All right then. We can’t let them know we’re drawing too much attention to ourselves, so we won’t send our entire guilds. Pick a group. Individuals you believe can work well together and stand up alone against the threat at hand. We’ll contact each other again when we start making our move. Until then.”

      “It’s gonna be a delight~.”

      “Talking with you fools always gives me an ulcer!”

      “Let fortune favor us on this mission.”

      The Lacrima faded and the call ended. Makarov sighed and scratched his head, “Well, we’re in this now. Better make it count.”

    
    

    
      “An allegiance. And without the Council’s permission. Oh, this reminds me of my days as a bad boy. Oh, good times.” Bob bounced from his back office and walked into the center of his guild before placing a delicate hand on his cheek, “Now, just who can I pick to take care of this mission? Has to be a responsible and capable bunch.”

      The lights overhead dimmed and several spotlights flickered to focus on the center stage. The young men came sliding out onto stage, the trio dancing and doing small movements in perfect unison, proof of their countless hours of rehearsal. One handsome man spun on his feet and caused the female audience to swoon, “Hello all you lovely ladies out there. We thank you for taking the time out of your busy and important schedules to come down and visit us. We know you must be stressed from working so hard, so if there’s anything we can do to ease your worry, don’t hesitate to tell us.”

      “We’re here to help, hand and foot, however you need,” The youngest man smiled and the girls squealed, “I wanna do whatever I can to make my Nee-Sans happier.”

      “I guess we’ll have to help, but not like we’re gonna go out of our way to do it.” The other tall boy reluctantly agreed to the amusement and giggles of the crowd, “Stop laughing, I’m not doing this for you girls.”

      “But of course no evening would be complete without the man himself! Our boss!”

      “Our leader!”

      “Our big bro himself!”

      With no more introduction needed, the man of the hour came gracefully falling down from the ceiling. Unfortunately his foot slipped at the last moment and he fell face-first into the stage. The whole guild went silent as they waited for some sign that he was okay.

      Thankfully he bounced back up to his feet and winked despite his bruised and bloodied nose, “Have you all been waiting long?” The crowd cheered and he basked in the appreciation before nodding, “Yes my dears, times are tough, and days are long. But you know what that means right? More time we get to spend with all you beauties. Give us a call, give us a ring, and the Mages of Blue Pegasus will come to wait on your every beck and call! For what are we?”

      “MEEEEEEENNNNNN~!”

      “That’s right.”

      Bob chuckled, “Looks like I found mine.”

    
    

    
      “You’re going on the mission, so I expect you to lead them to the best of your ability and prove just how much better Lamia Scale Mages are!”

      “I’m sure the objective of this mission is far more important than that, Ooba-sama, but I will still do my best.” The large figure graciously nodded his head, “Thank you for picking me for this assignment. I wish to do whatever I can to defeat the evil forces that plague this country and threaten the masses.”

      “You better beat them! We’re all coming together without permission here, and it’ll be much less annoying to deal with this matter if we actually take out one of the cornerstones of the Balam Alliance along the way! We have no tolerance for failure in this part, got it!”

      “Of course.”

      “Good!” The wrinkly old woman continued to scowl and spin around to look out over her guild and inspect its many members for their mission, “Hmm, now who can we use to help this job move on smoothly?”

      “Who are you thinking, Ooba-sama?”

      “We need skill, resource, and strength to back you up! Cover all bases of the team so that if this whole job falls on us, we can handle it!”

      “Well, recently a few of our old members returned to the guild. I think a few of them might be quite practical to join this effort. And the new lad they brought as well, he is quite exceptional for his age. I’m certain he would be a great asset. As for strength—”

      “TOBY, I FOUND YOUR OTHER SOCK! IT WAS STUCK IN MY JOINT! I THINK IT GOT IN THERE WHEN I SAT DOWN! NO, IN THOSE SEATS I ACCIDENTALLY CRUSHED! I DON’T KNOW, DON’T LEAVE THINGS YOU’RE LOOKING FOR UNATTENDED WHERE MY HUGE BUTT CAN REACH THEM! CAUSE THEY’LL USUALLY GET SMUSHED!”

      …

      “H-He certainly fills the strength requirement, but weren’t we going for something a little more clandestine?”

      “We’re Lamia Scale! Fairy Tail isn’t the only one that gets to throw away subtlety just to show off!”

    
    

    
      This was it. It was finally happening. A force was making their way into the Woodsea and attempting to find the weapon buried under its soil. If they were successful, and they unearthed what had been hidden there for so many years. If it was unleashed upon the world…

      What did he expect? Did he really think sitting here and waiting for the stories and rumors to drift into myths and legends was enough for that abomination to actually disappear? It was never a question of if that weapon was found, but instead when it would be looked for.

      And by a Dark Guild. A powerful one. One of the leaders of the Balam Alliance. The damages they could cause with a weapon like that in their control was unfathomable. The very world could be in jeopardy.

      That he had to entrust the security of the weapon to other people completely unrelated to the matter at hand filled him with more regret and guilt than he could stomach. But capable warriors were needed to stop this threat from going any further, so he had to power through.

      But the worst part was that he needed his guild to be a part of the effort too. And there was only one pair in the whole guild that could actually be of use for the other guilds. But that meant…

      “Hello? Master? Did you call for us?”

      “Can we make this quick? We were just in the middle of supper.”

      The old man sighed and looked up as the two girls took a seat across from him. One had her perpetual frown sunken in her face, and the other looked as nervous and worried as she always did. He lowered his shoulders and looked between them, “I have a very special job for the two of you to take.”

      “A-A special job?”

      “Is that such a good idea, Master? If there’s anymore surprises like the one we had checking up on the food, I’d have to decline.”

      “C-Carla, don’t be rude!”

      “I’m just speaking the truth.”

      “You are. And this job I’m asking you to take is one that I cannot lie to you about. It will be dangerous. There will be foes of great power for you to face.” He could see the trepidation in their eyes, “But thankfully you won’t have to take it alone. You both shall work with a team.”

      “A-A team?”

      ########Omake: The Secret Arts of Love########

      “Please, Juvia begs for you to give her a chance to learn your secrets! H-Her skills have faded as of late, and she fears that if she doesn’t push herself further then she’ll never be able to keep up. So with your years of skill, wisdom, and experience, can you please teach Juvia your techniques.”

      “Ninjutsu is the art of stealth and hiding in the shadows. In ancient times it was used in silent assassination, snuffing out the lives of politicians and powerful figures to either instigate or prevent wars from happening. I use it to hide in shadows, sneak up on my enemies, and learn what I can without them knowing. And I’m not gonna teach any of that to you because I’m 95% sure you’ll use it to spy on Gray!”

      Naruto looked down at the begging Water Mage challengingly as Juvia sweated under his scrutinizing gaze. Her eyes dipped to the side and she mumbled, “T-That’s not true at all. What are you talking about, Naruto-San? Juvia would never do that.”

      “Look me in the eyes and say that.”

      She couldn’t.

      “That’s what I thought.” The blond crossed his arms and quirked an eyebrow, “And why exactly did you think I was gonna teach you any of this stuff to begin with?!”

      “J-Juvia asked Erza-San for assistance, considering she confessed to her love and Juvia has been struggling with hers! A-And she said that you could help Juvia understand her target better if you taught Juvia your skills! No, she said you would do it f-for love!” Juvia clasped her hands together and begged, “Please, Naruto-San! Will you help Juvia for the purpose of love!”

      Naruto scowled and shook in place before clicking his teeth. He knew from the stories his friends had told him that Juvia was a formidable and dangerous Mage in the heat of battle, yet she looked up at him with pleading eyes and a whimpering expression that could put Erza and Koyuki to shame. He growled, “Dammit Erza! She knows I love love!” The whiskered Mage sighed, and Juvia realized that she had somehow gotten the chance she had begged for as he stood up, “Alright, I’ll teach you what I know.”

      “Thank you! Oh thank you, Naruto-San!”

      “Don’t get too excited. This’ll be hard work, you got it?”

      “Yes sir!”

      “Good. I’m gonna teach you all the tricks and skills I’ve learned over the years. Don’t expect to be finished or have any breaks for a long time! It’s gonna take months to get even the basics down! Think you can handle it?!”

      “Yes sir!”

      “Then let’s get started!”

      One Week Later

      Gray felt a shiver down his back as he sat in the center of the guild. He had been on edge all week. Paranoia settled firmly in his brain. He had been seeing shadows in the corner of his eyes. Felt like he had been watched every hour of every day. He even found clothes lying in the street neatly folded and pressed just when he had realized he had accidentally stripped.

      He was going crazy. He was losing his mind. He needed to calm down. He shook his head and picked up a fry from his meal before throwing it in his mouth. He swallowed and grimaced as he realized they needed more salt—

      “Here.”

      “Thanks.” He took the salt shaker from over his shoulder and sprinkled it over his meal. He tried it out and hummed in content as they were now perfect with the help of some…

      …

      Gray slowly turned around to see a curvy figure completely clad in a black shozoku. The mysterious figure bowed her head, “Greeting Gray-sama, Juvnin, Juvnin.”

      “AHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      “Wait Gray-sama!” Juvia threw smoke pellets at her feet and started disappearing and reappearing behind Gray as he sprinted down the street.

      “Young love.” Erza said with a giggle before nudging her pouting lover, “I thought it was going to take months to teach her.”

      “Some people pick it up faster than others. Took me tons of blood and sweat but whatever. Let her have her fun. Doesn’t bother me. Not one bit.”

      It bothered him a bit.

      To be fair, Juvia was a lot more motivated than he was.

      “Accept my ninja love, Gray-sama! Juvnin, Juvnin!”

    
    

    
      Done

      So, the next chapter is the start of the next big arc. And oh man am I excited. I’ve been looking forward to reaching this point since I conceived of this story. It’s gonna be amazing.

      Also, if someone can PM me a good translation website, I’d appreciate it. For the next few chapters I really don’t wanna rely solely on Google Translate.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    53. Fuerzas Unidas!

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 53: Fuerzas Unidas!

      Hey look, the 5th anniversary! And on a Saturday too! How serendipitous.

    
    

    
      This was more than she could handle. Lucy had always been in the mindset that this was one of the easiest jobs available, offered to young people looking for a first job for some extra money. And that when something was wrong or messed up that was just a mistake or at most incompetence.

      She was wrong. She was so, so wrong.

      “Excuse me, Miss? Can I have a refill please?”

      “Of course sir!”

      “We’d like to order now.”

      “On my way!”

      “Can you write us out?”

      “You bet!” Lucy responded with a beaming smile to her customers as she carried another order to a table. She made sure to keep her peppy attitude and big smile on to appease the customers.

      She hated this request. Her feet ached like she had stepped on multiple spikes that stuck in her arches. There were so many people and so many orders and so many tables that she could barely keep track. She was sure she accidentally gave one table the wrong order and they just never spoke up because they were too busy staring at her ass.

      Speaking of which; this outfit had very little room for imagination. Which she understood was probably to lure in a loyal customer base interested in the eye candy, but she’d rather the lingering eyes be on someone else and not her.

      She was lucky that it was just longing looks and no one decided to try their hand and see if they could graze her skin. Maybe they didn’t want to risk the chance since they were Mages. Maybe they were just too shocked to see Natsu so brazenly eating their food while he tried to deliver it. Or maybe they didn’t wanna look up for fear that they might see Gray finally drop the last bastion of clothing and strut around au natural.

      Well, the guys were fearful. They actually got some ladies in because they… were interested.

      God help them if they crossed Juvia’s path anywhere in life.

      Of course while there was some pay accompanying this job it was mostly just a favor for an old friend of Master Makarov’s. An old fellow named Yajima that had recently opened up a restaurant in Hargeon and was looking for a staff to help on his grand opening. When they heard about it Erza and Naruto had offered to go help him with his business. And being that Fairy Titans was a team they all got roped into the serving job.

      Lucy was still a little miffed that her name didn’t get the winning vote. Just a little more and she could have puffed her chest out in pride every time people talked about their team!

      “Ugh, I can’t believe we have to do this kinda stuff! There isn’t even anything involving magic with this request!”

      “That’s not actually true.” Happy piped up with a tray of drinks in hand, “The chef makes all the dishes using his magic. So technically it is Mage work.”

      “Semantics!”

      “Don’t see why you’re so upset. This is a fun job with great food to eat.”

      Lucy marched up to Natsu and yanked the chicken bone out of his mouth before pointing it at his face with a stern glare, “Stop. Eating. Peoples’. Orders.”

      “Seriously, I know your brain’s just a glob of charred meat but a little thinking might do you some good.” Natsu’s eye twitched in anger as Gray’s mocking tone continued to ridicule him, “No one’s gonna want to watch you walk up with their order just to see you chew on it yourself. Consider what the customer wants, stupid.”

      “The customer also doesn’t want to see you expose your butt!”

      Happy tilted his head and looked over at a group of older women, “I don’t know. Those ladies sure do seem to appreciate it.”

      “They don’t count!” Lucy bemoaned, “Just put some clothes on already and make sure they stay on!” Gray grumbled and quickly ran off to slip into something as Lucy looked around at all the people waiting to be seated and all the orders waiting to be brought to the table. So much work. So much more to do.

      And where the hell were Erza and Naruto?!

    
    

    
      “Man, I can’t believe how many people there are coming here today. It’s crazy.”

      “But it is some pretty good food. Can’t blame them for coming to try it. Probably so many people talking about it. Tongue of mouth and all that.”

      “It’s word of mouth and I can’t believe any of them actually got a bite considering you’ve pretty much munched down on every order you serve.”

      “I told you it was really good food.”

      “You have no self-control whatsoever, do you?”

      “I don’t wanna hear that from the exhibitionist!” The two Mages butted heads and snarled at each other before separating and dunking their hands in the sinks. After being chewed out by Lucy in front of everyone in the restaurant about handling food with dirty hands and putting on clothes so they didn’t contaminate the dishes, the two men quickly made their way into the employee bathroom to clean up.

      “Aw man, what the hell?” Natsu’s features were pinched as he frowned and rubbed his nose gingerly, “This place has got some weird ass smell to it.”

      “It’s a bathroom you moron. Granted it hasn’t been used a lot since this is the grand opening and we are its first employees, but I’m pretty sure all bathrooms start off with a stale, nasty stench to it.”

      “Not that!” Natsu closed off his nostrils and looked around before he spoke with a nasally tone, “Smells weird in here. Like fish and sweat and a bunch of other smells I can’t put my finger on.”

      “It’s a pier. We’re by the ocean and people are constantly working on their ships. Do I have to explain all of that to you or can you comprehend that?” Natsu bared his teeth but Gray simply walked past him and beckoned him to follow. Natsu looked around one last time before slipping out the room as well.

      “Was that smell thing aimed at us? Do I smell like fish?” Erza asked in a hushed, angry tone of voice. Her eye twitched and she looked about ready to leap off and chase after the pink-haired moron to exact some vengeance.

      “Whoa whoa whoa. I agree with Gray. He was probably just smelling the stuff from the water and docks. No reason to get angry.” He tried to calm down the annoyed redhead before she got any angrier. He’d almost think that the red on her cheeks was from anger and not the illicit activity they had engaged in while no one was watching, “It’s okay.”

      “Well they ruined the moment.” Erza finally relented and instead huffed to the side, “If they heard us or if he followed his nose—”

      Erza’s voice hitched and a small gasp slipped past her lips as Naruto bucked his hips up under her. She gasped and looked down where her short skirt covered his open pants and hid their connection from plain sight. He wrapped his arms over hers and around her back to keep her close to him. He smiled up at his mortified lover as her heated blush got more pronounced, “But they didn’t. We just had to stay really quiet and not move a muscle.”

      “Then you failed immediately.” Erza pushed his arms off her and instead wrapped hers around his neck as his hands settled on her waist. She made small, short grinding movements against the phallus inside of her and pouted at the flushed, excited smile on his face, “I felt it get harder as Natsu and Gray started talking. It’s like you were excited at the idea of getting caught.”

      “I wasn’t I swear. Just… something about that situation made this whole thing… hotter.”

      “You’re sick.”

      “Oh excuse me,” Naruto looked at the sexy redhead skeptically as she started bouncing up and down on his lap, “I wasn’t the one dragging you off to find a spot to fuck. You’re the one who was so horny you made us have sex in a bathroom.”

      “A relatively clean bathroom and barely used.”

      “Semantics.”

      “I couldn’t help it.” Erza spoke in a soft, sultry whisper just an inch away from his face. Her hot breath wafted over him and her full, glistening lips were so close to grazing his it was almost torturous. She denied him a kiss and instead leaned back so he could get a better look at her uniform; the bright orange waitress outfit with Restaurant 8 printed over the chest and pushed up her breasts to better expose her cleavage. His eyes hungrily roamed over the form her clothes cut as she grabbed his chin to force his eyes up to hers, “This outfit just makes me feel so powerful. I had to try it out on someone.”

      “I guess I should be glad it was me, huh?”

      “Who else would it be?”

      “Think we can convince Yajima-San in lieu of payment to spare this outfit?”

      “He’s going to have to accept it because it’s already happening.”

      “Well then,” Naruto grunted as Erza’s hips bucked a little faster along his length. His hand settled on her back for support before his fingers slipped into the knots holding it together. With a swift pull of a string the top unfolded and freed her breasts from their tight confines. The milky skin of the S-Class Mage was flushed along the top of her chest and Naruto leaned in to take one of her nipples into his mouth. Erza let out a silent scream and stifled her desire to moan and covered her mouth as not to garner too much attention towards the screaming bathroom. She felt the blond’s tongue gently rove over her areola and give a gentle suck and nibble before looking up at her with a heated expression.

      “Okay,” Erza’s mismatched eyes narrowed competitively as she squeezed as hard as she could. She felt Naruto’s stifled gasp through her breast before she started moving her hips at a much faster pace, “If this is how you want to play, then let’s play.”

    
    

    
      “Thanks again for all the help today.” The wizened old man showed his gratitude to the young Mages that had assisted him in his endeavor. They sat just outside in the alley by the restaurant as they took a moment to relax and let the stress of the day seep out of them. The old Fairy Mage dabbed the sweat off his forehead, “Nice long day. The beginning of a new dream.”

      “Congratulations, Yajima-San. We’re happy to have helped however possible.”

      “And thank you for your considerate effort, Erza-kun. By the way you know you can take that outfit off now, right?”

      “I was actually wondering if I could keep this for myself. As a reminder of helping you today.”

      “Of course. But it looks a little creased up.”

      “You said it was a long day.”

      Gray and Natsu were confused by Naruto’s proud smile.

      “And where did you two run off exactly?” Lucy aimed an accusatory look between the blond and redhead, “You disappeared during rush hour! We really could have used your help!”

      “We were going off to see an old friend in the port. He actually brings in a lot of supplies and merchandise from other ships.”

      “We thought you could do business with him, Yajima-San.” Naruto smiled, “Help expand your business a little with new ingredients and whatever.”

      Which technically wasn’t a lie. They finished having sex, slipped out, met Parker, told him about the restaurant, and came back before anything else could be discussed.

      Alibi.

      “I might just take you up on that offer. Thank you for the suggestion.” Yajima scratched his cheek and chuckled, “If I expand my business enough maybe I can start holding events. Pastry specials for the holidays. Unique orders only available at my restaurant. Maybe I’ll even consider holding some kind of contest where we see who can eat the most ramen as possible.”

      “Do that. Do that immediately. Do it right now.” Naruto got on his knees and begged the short man, “I’m begging you!”

      “I will once I have my feet on the ground, my boy.” Yajima patted Naruto’s shoulder empathetically before he leaned back on his barrel and gave a hearty laugh, “Now that I’m done with Council work I’ll have a lot more time for myself.”

      “C-C-COUNCIL?!”

      They all looked towards Natsu and Gray after their sudden exclamation. They saw the panicked, anxious looks on their faces while staring at the old man before Lucy sighed, “You two do know that Yajima-San was one of the members of the Magic Council, right? He only recently retired after the Council was destroyed and needed to be rebuilt.”

      “Plus he was like the only person on the table that actually tried to help us not get into trouble when we did something stupid. You remember that crazy list Jiji brings in about complaints and demerits from our jobs? That list would be a whole lot longer if it wasn’t for Yajima-San.”

      “And it’s going to get a lot longer now that I’m out of my chair. Natsu-kun, Gray-kun,” The two young men shot up straight as the elder Mage warned, “You need to be more careful now. You can’t act so recklessly now that there’s a new Magic Council running things. Any reason to penalize you all or have you take responsibility for your actions will be enough for them to throw the book down on you.”

      “Y-Yes sir.”

      “A new Magic Council. The Rune Knights being mobilized. Things are gonna go back to how they were soon enough. I still can’t believe all of this happened because of just one attack. That — uh — that — um — blast, what were their names again? Jelly-kun and Uber-kun?”

      “It was Jellal and Ultear.”

      “That’s right!” Yajima snapped his fingers and nodded, ‘Hard to believe they were just lying in wait all this time to use Etherion and attack Era. I know you all dealt with Jellal,’ Naruto and Erza shared a look with heavy expressions at the reminder, “But we never did find Ultear-kun’s body in the wreckage of the building.”

      “You think she escaped?”

      “I think it would be a poor judgement to underestimate a young lady that waited all that time in deep cover and brought the Magic Council down singlehandedly.” Yajima shook his head before looking between the young Fairies with a wariness in his eyes, “I know this might not mean much from an old codger that’s been out of the game for so long, but err on the side of caution children. I think things are changing and dangerous moves are about to be made.”

    
    

    
      In hindsight this was probably the warning Yajima spared them. But they just hadn’t thought the dangerous move would become so clear so quickly.

      “The Balam Alliance?”

      “That’s right. That’s what we’re calling the amalgamation of Dark Guilds around the country.” Mira said as she stepped back and looked at the graph she drew in the air. All the Mages in the guild stared at the diagram of dozens of tiny circles representing guilds all connecting to one of the three massive circles at the center.

      Tartaros.

      Grimoire Heart.

      Oracion Seis.

      “So all of these guilds are really just subordinates to the top three in charge?”

      “Kinda reminds me of Phantom Lord.” Gajeel tilted his head, “All those sub-branches of the main branch spread out all over Fiore. Guess this just follows the same principle.”

      “Yeah but these are some seriously bad names.” Macao spoke up as he stared at the list of Dark Guilds. He wiped his head of sweat, “I heard about a lot of the awful things these subordinate branches did around the country. And just knowing they were small pickings to these big ones is unnerving.”

      “Eisenwald?” Natsu repeated one of the names that caught his eye before he tilted his head, “That name sounds kinda familiar.”

      “That’s the Dark Guild we beat when we all first formed a team, remember Natsu?” His constant cat companion reminded his best friend as realization hit him, “We stopped that Lullaby thing from killing all the masters and you fought that Wind Mage?”

      “Oh yeah! Man if that guy was just an underling of these big three I kinda wanna know what they are like.”

      “They’re bad. Can you not glean that off the very obvious chart?”

      “Mira-San?” Lucy ignored her two friends’ arguing and instead looked up at the graph with interest, “That big circle for that Dark Guild, Oración Seis. Seis means six, right? Why do they call themselves that?”

      “Well from the reports it says that the Oración Seis is constructed of only six members. Hence the name.”

      “A guild that only has six members?” The expressions around the guild brightened at the relief, “That’s awesome! That sounds way easier than the rest of these other guilds!”

      “A guild with six members that have so much power and are so influential that they make up a third of the pillars of the Balam Alliance.” Their expressions fell again after Erza’s quiet reminder. Her eyes narrowed as she looked over the list connected to the small guild before shaking her head, “We’ve actually been facing off against Oracion Seis’ branches more than anyone else. I recognize some of the other names under them. I’ve taken out one or two of them by myself while I was on a job. We faced off against Eisenwald and battled Death’s Head Caucus while at the Tower of Heaven.”

      “Juvia recognizes some of those names too.” Juvia added in with a peppy voice, “She and Gajeel-kun actually laid some of them to waste while we were still in Phantom Lord, and some more since we joined Fairy Tail.”

      “So we’ve personally pissed them off by accidently thinning their ranks? Perfect.”

      “Hey, which of the three do you think is the head of this alliance?” Lisanna spoke up with a curious tilt of her head, “I mean do they all just share the power like a checks and balance kind of system, or do they each think they’re in charge and argue about who does what?”

      “I bet it’s Grimoire Heart that’s in charge.”

      The other members of Fairy Tail looked over at the whiskered blond as he narrowed his eyes angrily at the large circle sitting at the center of the diagram, “What makes you think that exactly?”

      “I’ve met them before and they hardly seem like the type to sit back and take orders.” Naruto frowned, ‘I’m sure the three big Dark Guilds have some serious debate about who thinks they’re in charge but Grimoire Heart is probably the one that ends up always calling the shots.’ That would be just like that old son of a bitch to put himself in charge of all the Dark Guilds just because he thought he had the power. His frown persisted before he looked around and saw the quizzical looks his guildmates were giving him, “What?”

      “You’ve met these Heart guys before?”

      “Yeah I fought them, like, twice already.” The looks of disbelief and shock grew even more as Naruto just shrugged his shoulders, “One was a long time ago — before I even joined the guild. The other time was actually pretty recent, but I kinda forgot because someone poked our hall full of big ass holes.”

      “Hehehe, good times.” Several people spared the Iron Dragon Slayer a glare as he fondly nodded his head.

      “S-So what were they like? Were they strong? How many of them did you fight? Did you win?”

      “Well they were crazy and vicious; way more than a usual Dark Guild. And I thought some of the members were actually calm and collected but they kinda threw that out the window when one guy blew off his own arm just to cauterize a wound I gave him. I fought several members that actually had some serious power and their magic was just… weird.”

      “Weird? But you still won, right?”

      “I survived and got to come home. That’s the closest thing I can call a win after that encounter.” There were some murmurs and looks of worry knowing one of their strongest Mages struggled to fight against the prominent members of this other guild. Naruto scowled, “But that’s nothing compared to the old fucker in charge of them all.”

      “And what’s he like?”

      “Evil. Just pure, unfettered evil, that wouldn’t hesitate to slaughter a village for his means, whatever it is he wants. He beat the shit out of me when I was a kid and that was when he was weakened. I knew it but it was still so terrifying. I got so angry fighting him I just punched him as hard as I could and scratched his eye out with my old prosthetic.”

      Naruto’s voice was quickly drowned out as other members of the guild just blanked in horror. Almost like a collective thought they all imagined the sight of an army of faceless demons — a corner of the strongest Dark Guilds in the entire country — all coming and attacking their hall like a bombardment. Meanwhile a group of even scarier monsters were being led by a horrifying creature with only one eye that had their guild in its crosshairs because one of their members royally pissed them off.

      Someone whimpered in fear and no one could really blame them.

      “Then there’s Tartaros.” Erza spoke up again, squashing their panic as she crossed her arms and stared at the name floating in the air, ‘Of all the Dark Guilds on this graph that has to be the one we know the least about. And they’re strong enough to control this entire alliance from the shadows.’ These enemies were frightening, but there was nothing scarier than a foe you knew nothing about controlling so much from the shadows. She stepped up closer to the graph and looked down at the large circle completely isolated from the web of other Dark Guilds, “Raven Tail.”

      “Isn’t that the guild Laxus’ dad made when he was excommunicated from Fairy Tail?”

      “Ivan Dreyar, and yes it is.”

      “Laxus’ dad?” Lucy whispered the name before noticing the frown on some of the older members faces. She leaned in towards Lisanna, “Does that mean he was the Master’s son? What was he like?”

      “He was an awful man.” Lisanna whispered, ‘He thought Fairy Tail should be prioritizing itself with more dangerous, more unethical jobs. He wanted to become the guild master so he could sell Fairy Tail’s services out like a mercenary service. One day Master had enough and just threw him out before he could do anything that would endanger the guild.’ Lisanna showed a sad expression, “I think he manipulated Laxus enough back when he was just a kid and warped his perspective of the guild and its strength.”

      The Master’s son was one of the reasons Laxus turned out so different? That sent a shiver down her back at the frightful idea, “I-Is there a chance Laxus would—”

      “What are you all doing?” All eyes turned to Makarov as the tiny Mage walked back into the hall and looked around at all the Mages gathered together in front of the bar. He stretched up to look over their heads and saw the diagram depicting all of the known Dark Guilds in the country. He sighed and lowered himself back to the ground, “Huh, so you were already talking about it. That’s lucky. Makes what I’m about to say a lot easier to bring up in conversation.”

      “What’s that, Master?”

      “That guild in the center, Oración Seis, yeah… we’re gonna attack them.”

      “WHAT?!”

      “OH! ME! PICK ME! I WANNA HIT THEM HARD JII-CHAN!” Natsu eagerly jumped up in place and waved his arm around frantically.

      “NO, I’LL DO IT!” Gajeel yelled over Natsu before pointing at his metal arm, “EVERYONE HERE KNOWS HOW GOOD I AM AT WRECKING OTHER PEOPLE’S GUILDS AND SENDING A MESSAGE! NOT SENDING ME WOULD BE THE DUMBEST MOVE EVER!”

      “Enough.” Makarov raised his hand and silence quickly fell across the hall. The old man gave a heavy sigh and massaged the bridge of his nose, ‘My fault. That was my fault. I misspoke there and caused some confusion. We are going to fight them, but we aren’t just going to walk up to them and attack. And we aren’t doing it alone.’ Makarov made his way through the crowd and jumped up on the counter so everyone could see him, “We’re going to be joining a team composed of other guild members to attack Oración Seis together.”

      “Seriously?!”

      “Holy crap!”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard a bunch of guilds teaming up just to take down one Dark Guild before.”

      “This decision was reached unanimously between a number of other guilds when we took notice of Oración Seis’ increased activity recently. So we have decided to move against them in return and take them out as soon as possible.”

      “Ah come on, Jii-Chan, we don’t need some other guilds to help us with this! We got this!”

      “I agree Master! We can show these bastards just how manly we are by ourselves!”

      “If only one guild were to attack a corner of the Balam Alliance, the rest of it would turn their attention and force on that guild in return. It’s safer to join ranks with other powerful guilds in order counter that possibility.” Makarov crosses his arms, “Plus I already brought up the point that one guild could attack, but everyone else vehemently disagreed. Not only because it would be dangerous, but they’re afraid we might fuck it up somehow. And… well I didn’t have the heart to disagree.”

      Honestly with some thought… no one else really could either.

      “So what are we gonna do, Jii-San? Get a bunch of guilds and get all their members together just to stomp on six people. I mean I’m not saying it’s bad but even that seems a little one-sided in my opinion.”

      “We aren’t sending everyone. That would draw too much attention and be too disorganized to actually work.” Makarov shook his head before holding up his finger, “Each guild is to send one team in to represent it in this alliance. Skilled Mages we can trust to handle the fight and have proven to work well together and possibly with others. I’ve given it some thought… and I think I decided on our choices…”

      Lucy held her breath and waited for him to finish but watched as Makarov stood in silence. She thought maybe he was blanking on something before she looked around to see several other members looking in her direction. Gajeel and Elfman looked displeased while others nodded and smiled.

      Wait…

      “Oh no. No no no no no no—”

    
    

    
      “WHYYYYYYYYYYYY?!” Lucy cried out in horror as she climbed out of the wagon and fell to her knees in despair. The others stepped out in an orderly fashion while Natsu dropped to the ground in a lifeless heap after suffering through the trip. Lucy’s eyes watered in fear as she reeled back and screamed, pulling on her hair, “WHY WAS I INVITED TO FIGHT THE SCARY MAGES?! WHY ARE WE OUT HERE TO FIGHT AGAINST ALL THESE UNKOWN DARK MAGES!”

      “Jiji already explained that to us.” Naruto patted the horse’s mane before waving their driver and the carriage away, “Our team has proven that we have excellent teamwork and members strong enough to face the threat expected of this fight. We have the most members of any other team in Fairy Tail and we all can take care of ourselves.”

      “NOT ALL OF US! I MEAN WHY AM I HERE?!” Lucy frantically pointed at herself, “WHY NOT GAJEEL?! OR JUVIA! SOMEONE MORE SUITED TO CRAZY HORRIBLE STUFF LIKE THIS!”

      “Because if you weren’t with us than we wouldn’t be a full team.” Erza quickly answered as she picked Lucy and Natsu up from the ground and on their feet. They stumbled for a moment before looking at the redhead standing proud and tall in front of them. Her back was to the others and she looked up as her hair swayed in the wind, “Everyone in the guild trusts us with this assignment. Master believes we are the best choice to combat this evil. And I believe so too as long as we are all together. When the six of us come together, we are the Fairy Titans! And as your leader I swear there is nothing we cannot beat together! Who’s with me!”

      The other Fairies were simply looking at her with frowns or just expressions of disappointment. Lucy sighed, “I can’t believe we are actually calling ourselves that now.”

      “Well get used to it. We agreed the winner would get to choose the team name and I won.” Erza stated, “Get used to it.”

      “Happy and the Happettes would have sounded so good.” Happy sadly mumbled.

      “And once again I don’t remember choosing you as the leader of the team.” Gray pointed out. He clammed up when Erza’s fierce glare zeroed in on him. He gulped before leaning over and nudging Naruto in the side, “Hey, you might be the only one who can reach her and convince her to stop before it’s too late.”

      “I support her in her endeavors and whatever strategic choice she makes.” He leaned back in towards Gray, “Plus I can’t tell her no after all her excited planning and joy at making up future team exercises. It’d be like yanking candy out of a baby’s hand.”

      “You’ve doomed us. I hope you realize that.”

      “I do.”

      The Fairy Mages turned back to the giant building they had arrived at for the meeting between the teams of the ‘Light Alliance’. It was a large building, with heart-shaped designs almost everywhere on the exterior, blindingly bright colors, and ridiculously out of place in such a dense forest location.

      It screamed Blue Pegasus.

      “Geez I think I can smell him in the furniture.” Naruto gagged at the powerful aroma wafting in the air as Natsu almost passed out from the intensity. All Dragon Slayers had enhanced senses compared to that of a normal human, and sense of smell was something Natsu excelled at. Unfortunately it seemed that was to be a detriment to him now instead of a blessing.

      As the pink-haired man bucked and struggled for his life on the ground, the other Fairies looked at their surroundings with interest. Lucy tilted her head, “I don’t think anybody else is here but this is definitely the designated meeting place. Do you think we arrived before everyone else?”

      The lights of the building all turned off in unison before several spotlights brightened the stairway to reveal the figures standing upon them.

      Happy shook his head, “Nope.”

      “Yeah, forget I asked.”

      The three figures illuminated in the light struck poses upon the stairway as a faint melody sung through the air. They started moving in unison and descended the stairwell at an even pace while approaching the ground level, “Welcome, denizens of the Fairy Tail guild. We welcome you from your long travel and hope you weren’t dying from anticipation waiting to meet us.”

      Naruto looked down, “Only one of us was actually dying and it wasn’t from anticipation.”

      “But have no fear! Your salvation is here! The men you’ve been waiting to meet your whole lives to feel complete are finally here to greet you. Allow us to introduce ourselves to our wonderful new comrades. We are the Trimens of Blue Pegasus.” The man at the head of the group reached the ground and winked at the newcomers. He was a handsome gentleman with sandy-brown hair who sent a sly wink to the ladies, “I am Hibiki of the Hundred Nights.”

      The young man beside him was still just a teenager, with soft features and a head of bright yellow hair, “I am Eve of the Holy Nights.”

      A tan man with a small frown on his face nodded in their direction as well with little interest, “And I’m Ren of the Hollow Nights.”

      “I’m sensing a theme with these guys.”

      “My my my, we are truly blessed to be in the presence of such lovely ladies like this.” Hibiki spoke in a flattering tone as he casually walked up to the group and took Lucy’s hand. He started leading the blonde Mage over to the side as Lucy looked around in confusion before she found herself seated on a very elegant, very comfy couch she swore wasn’t there a moment ago. The young blonde beauty looked around in surprise before she found herself covered on both sides by Ren and Hibiki. The brunette gave a charming smile and raised a drink for her to take, “I have to say even though the journey was long and the future trials may be perilous, seeing you gives me more than enough hope to live for the next day.”

      ‘W-Womanizer!’

      Lucy gawked at the cheesy line fed to her before she saw the plate of decorative snacks placed together to look asthetically pleasing to the eye. She looked up at the dark-haired man offering her the food only to see he was looking away from her. His eyes tentatively panned over to look at her a few times before he spoke with a cold tone, “Here, you look hungry. I’m not giving it to you because you’re such a pretty lady. I only want to make sure you aren’t starving.”

      ‘T-Tsundere!’

      “And is there anything I can get you today, Madame?” Eve graciously bowed to Erza as the red-haired woman tilted her head in thought.

      “If you have milk or perhaps strawberry cake I wouldn’t be opposed to that.”

      “But of course!” Eve disappeared, dashing away and leaving a trail of dust behind him before returning with a plate of her desired goods. Erza happily picked up her strawberry cake and took a bite with a delightful hum as Eve bowed his head, “To be honest I was anticipating this meeting, Titania-San. I have heard many inspiring tales of your feats and heroics for the Fairy Tail guild. Your strength and adaptability are the stuff of legends among many Mages in Fiore. And while there are not many pictures, whispers of your beauty suggest you may be the descendent of a goddess walking among us. But now seeing you with my own eyes I realize that those tales greatly downplay your true wonder. Such intensity and clarity within dual-colored eyes, as well as an expression of serenity upon a face gifted by the heavens. Truly you are—”

      Eve was halted as something grabbed his collar and lifted him off his feet. He hung in the air for a moment before being carried off and gently lowered back down with the other Trimens. He looked up in confusion at the older blond that had carried him and saw the deep frown on the whiskered man’s face. He dusted off his hands before marching back over to Erza’s side.

      “It may have been a little overboard but he was just trying to be polite.” Erza took another bite of her cake, a coy smile on her face as she looked up at her boyfriend, “No reason to be so upset.”

      “You’re enjoying yourself way too much.” He sent an accusatory look at the lovely redhead as she closed her eyes in bliss after another bite from her treat, “We’re about to begin an extremely dangerous mission against god knows what and you have to enjoy a cake right now?”

      “No reason to go into an important mission feeling stressed.” She simply answered while savoring her delicious, mouth-watering cake.

      “I completely agree, my dear.”

      The plate shattered and the cake splattered on the ground after slipping from Erza’s frozen hands.

      “It’s the Boss!”

      “Leader!”

      “Aniki!”

      “Now now boys, no reason to get so excited. The only time you should show enthusiasm like that is when you are entertaining the fairer sex.” The deeper, mature, and silky smooth voice resonated through the entry hall as all eyes turned back to the stairwell. They saw a figure sporting an elegant white suit slowly descend the steps. No one but Naruto noticed just how still and pale Erza went once she saw the figure arrive, but unfortunately he was also a little nervous and stepped away with a bead of sweat coming down his forehead.

      “Greetings to our guests. I am Ichiya Kotobuki, Mage of Blue Pegasus, and it is such a pleasure to see you again after all this time, Erza-San~.” The… odd-looking gentleman spotted his red-haired target and winked at her. Erza gasped as a cold shiver went up her back and made her tremble in fear, “How fond the heart grows when we are separated for so long.”

      “You are one of the boss’ lady friends?”

      “We would have been even more accommodating if we knew you were so close with our leader.”

      “I’m sorry Erza-San! If I knew you were Aniki’s lady friend I never would’ve hit on you!”

      Lucy leaned in towards Happy, “These guys are kinda scummy, aren’t they?”

      “Why don’t any of them call him the same thing?”

      “I-I am not his lady friend! His delusions are not my reality! I’m with that one! That guy over there! A very long history between us! Very sweet man! And he should be over here HELPING ME WHEN I NEED IT!”

      “S-Sorry Erza, but I’ll leave this to you.” Naruto whispered barely loud enough for them to hear as he waved to her with a shaky palm, “I have problems with this guy as well. So if only one of us has to take the burden—”

      “Greetings, Naruto-kun, it has been quite some time since I last saw you.” Naruto flinched and went still as a statue when he realized Ichiya had appeared by his side and was closely examining him. The older, shorter man’s eyes bore into his as his nostrils flared with each deep breath he took, “You certainly have the air of an older man coming off of you now. You are almost as manly as me, although you still have quite a ways to go.”

      “H-Hey, Ichiya-San.” Naruto muttered as his eyes panned anywhere but where Ichiya was looking up at him. He dared to look down and froze in horror at the wide, expressive eyes on the odd short man that seemed to have no shame.

      Lucy, Happy, Gray, and even Natsu came out of his stupor to look at the sight of the two normally unflappable S-Class Mages seeming so small in front of the bizarre Mage. They all looked towards Erza for clarification as the redhead sighed and ran a hand over her face, “Ichiya is a Mage from Blue Pegasus that I have met on several jobs over the years. He is a surprisingly competent and skilled Mage, but I don’t have much resistance when it comes to working with him. I’m not sure how Naruto knows him but it was enough to build up a trauma and he gets deathly still and anxious when Ichiya is around.”

      “As flattering as ever, Erza-San.” The Requip Mage gasped in shock when she realized just how close Ichiya had gotten as he took deep, lasting breaths around her, “Since the last time I saw you it seems you have become even more exquisite. Your boundless ability to grow is still as shocking as ever. And this parfum… so mature and elegant. Sniff, sniff—”

      “BACK OFF!” Apparently Erza’s tolerance had reached its threshold as she reeled back and slapped the gruff man across the face. Ichiya went flying across the hall, a trail of droll streaming behind him as he spiraled through the air. The Fairy Mages’ jaws dropped in shock as the Trimen looked on in horror.

      “Meeeeeeeeeennnnnnnnnnnnnnn~!” Ichiya moaned as he sailed towards the exit directly at another approaching figure. Their hand reached out and caught the incoming man before he could strike them. Ichiya’s face was crushed tightly within the iron-like grip as he groaned through the fingers crushing his features, “You have my gratitude for catching me. May I offer you some advice on capturing the heart of a young maiden or perhaps my beauty tips—”

      “Now I sincerely hope someone didn’t deliberately throw this grotesque creature at me the moment I walked in. Let’s hope it was just an accident,” Ice sprouted up around Ichiya’s face and froze his features solid as the man with sharp eyes and blue hair lowered his hand. His eyes narrowed dangerously as he looked ahead at the people on the other side of the room, “Because if it was on purpose, I might just consider that an invitation to a fight.”

      “Lyon?” Gray muttered in shock.

      “Gray?” The man identified as Lyon tossed the frozen man aside before scoffing and wiping his hand over his coat, “Heh, Fairy Tail must be desperate if they’re sending you out on a mission as important as this.”

      “Oh hey, I remember you!” Natsu balked with a grin, “You actually found a guild to join! Oh that’s awesome! I told you it was a fun idea!”

      Lyon rolled his eyes, “Oh great, you’re here too.”

      Naruto blinked in confusion and looked around for some clarification from his team. Luckily Happy seemed to notice his confusion and came up to his ear, “That guy is an old friend of Gray’s when they were being trained by the same lady. We met him on Galuna Island when we were doing that S-Class request we stole.”

      “Oh, so Gray knows him. Was he there trying to fix the problem on that island too?”

      “Nope, turns out he was trying to melt this ice that was their old teacher and free a giant demon that was summoned by Zeref and killed all these people years ago. He was gonna free it so he could kill it and prove he was stronger than their master but it was already dead by the time it was freed. In fact he was the reason that job was posted in the first place.”

      “…” Naruto blinked in shock before scratching his head, “Man, I miss the strangest things when I’m gone.”

      Lucy shrugged, “To be fair, I think you experience enough strangeness to make up — UOFF!” The blonde Mage suddenly toppled over as the rug was yanked out underneath her. She sat back up and gently rubbed the back of her head before raising her fist, “What the heck was that about?!”

      “Sorry, but I just had to prepare myself in case of a sudden attack.” A soft, sweet voice appeared from behind the form of the rug as it rose into the air and took the form of a twisted living creature. The doll stepped aside and allowed its master, a beautiful young woman with dark pink hair and blue eyes in a pink dress, to step forward. The young woman flicked her head back and sent a particularly condescending look in Lucy’s direction, “There are some folks here too deprived of love that they might just be savages. A young lady has to protect herself you know.”

      “Oh great, you’re here too!” Lucy cried out.

      “Wherever Lyon-sama goes, I must follow.” Sherry said in a breathy voice, “Could’ve done without seeing you though.”

      The temperature in the building quickly dropped as the tension rose in return. Naruto quickly looked between the sharp looks Gray gave Lyon, the caution Lucy had around Sherry, Erza trying to calm herself while the Trimens unthawed Ichiya, and Natsu looking ready to jump into whatever fight started first. He sighed and shook his head before stepping forward to resolve matters before they got out of—

      “NARUTO!”

      Everyone jumped back as a massive figure came running into the building and tackled the whiskered blond off his feet. The massive figure lifted the S-Class Mage off his feet and crushed him in a vicious grip that strained his bones and caused his back to fold in from the force. The air from Naruto’s lungs rushed out as he let out a dying gasp from the pain.

      It was almost impossible to discern the act as something like a hug.

      “I HAVE MISSED YOU! IT’S BEEN SO VERY LONG SINCE I LAST SAW YOU KID! YOU USED TO BE SUCH A TINY PERSON AND NOW YOU ARE ONLY JUST SMALL! OH MAN IT’S GOOD TO SEE YOU AGAIN!”

      The members of Fairy Tail and Blue Pegasus stared up at the strange sight of the rock golem smothering the Fairy Mage in his grasp. The giant creature had an old stone helmet for a head, and a smoother large body with the Lamia Scale insignia over its back. They watched the giant living construct voice his joy while the young Mage writhed in pain in his grasp, “Um, what the hell is that?”

      “And why the fuck is it so loud?!”

      Lyon sighed, his shoulders sagging as the tension disappeared from the room, “That’s Kichiyo. He’s a golem that Lamia Scale picked up years ago and has been a member ever since. And he’s that loud because that’s how he is. Kichiyo,” The young man stepped up and got the golem’s attention, “You can let him go now. Remember how we talked about not hugging things so tightly they pop?”

      “OH YEAH!” Kichiyo immediately released his grip and Naruto toppled to the ground, groaning and gasping for air, “I FORGOT THAT HUMANS DON’T HAVE VERY STURDY SPINES! REMEMBER HOW I NEARLY CRUSHED YOU TO DEATH WHEN YOU JOINED LYON! AND WHEN SHERRY AND THE OTHER REJOINED THE GUILD! I WAS SO HAPPY TO SEE YOU AGAIN!”

      Sherry shivered in horror at the memory, “I still feel my spine click into place when I get out of bed in the morning.”

      “Well, that’s certainly interesting.” Erza said, recovering from her Ichiya experience and coming over to help Naruto sit up. She patted his back and swore she heard a pop before looking up at the golem curiously, “But why did you hug Naruto?”

      “BECAUSE HE WAS THE ONE WHO BROUGHT ME TO THE SURFACE!”

      Naruto gave a loud cough and stretched his back out until something popped, “Y-Yeah, I did. He was the guardian protecting this weird old sanctuary under a lake and protecting those dragon swords I have. I didn’t wanna leave him under there for the rest of time so I grabbed his head and brought him out. I dumped him on Jura after that.”

      “So I suppose you’re to blame for the constant ringing in my ears and misshapen spinal cord then?” Lyon leveled a stern glare at the whiskered blond, and while it was a lot less intimidating, Sherry aimed a small look of her own at the man. Kichiyo was a part of the guild and their sworn comrade, but still… there was some blame to be thrown around.

      “Last time I remember seeing you, you were just a helmet I carried on my back.” Naruto looked the golem over and chuckled at the large, dark stone that composed his new body, “Looks like you upgraded.”

      “THAT’S RIGHT!” Kichiyo made a show of his sleek new form and started flexing, not realizing he didn’t have any muscles to bulge while he did so, “I LOOK SEXY AS HELL IN THIS NEW BOD JURA HELPED ME SCULPT! ALL THE LADIES WOULD LOVE ME IF I DIDN’T CRUSH THEM UNDERNEATH ME AND I ACTUALLY HAD ANY GENITALS TO USE!”

      Lyon could feel the confused looks being sent his way as he sighed, “He’s… still adjusting to the outside world.”

      “Enough.” A strong, demanding voice boomed through the hall and stole the attention of everyone in the room. They all looked towards the entrance to see a tall, striking figure walk through the entrance. The large man wore nothing over his upper body, baring it out for the world to see his defined muscular structure and the imposing figure it struck. The man had a strong jawline and expression as he stepped into the hall, and a ornamental headgear adorned over his head. The pressure and presence coming off the man was intimidating enough to make everyone silent before he spoke, “We have been chosen to work together on this task of utmost importance. In order to succeed we will need to put our trust and faith in one another to the point where we can trust the people at our back to protect our lives. I would implore each and every one of you not to get worked up so soon before we even begin the operation.”

      “I’m sorry, Jura-San.” Lyon bowed his head apologetically to his leader, “I got a little carried away seeing some familiar faces.”

      “As did I Jura-San.” Sherry bowed her head as well in a show of respect as the rug lost all life and slumped back onto the ground.

      “That’s fine. As I said we’re going to be working with these people from now on, so a show of trust—”

      “JURA, CHECK IT OUT!” Kichiyo yelled as loud as possible and pointed down at the blond man beside him, “THE LITTLE BASTARD GREW UP NICE AND TALL! NOW HE’S A BIG BASTARD!”

      “Kichiyo, don’t casually call me a bastard please.” Naruto stood back up and dusted himself off before looking at the man across the hall with a look of indifference. It slowly changed to a small smile, “You don’t look any different from the last time I saw you.”

      “I cannot say the same for you, Naruto-dono.” The imposing man showed a smile of his own as he crossed the hall and stretched his hand out to the blond man. Naruto was quick to show a grin and take the offered hand before shaking it, “You have grown up into a fine man over the years. It brings a smile to my face every time I hear about your actions in the paper, even if it is immediately followed by property damages and complaints about negligence.”

      “And you became a Wizard Saint since then. I sure hope that hasn’t gone to your head or anything. Speaking of head,” Naruto smirked and looked up, “Are you trying to fool people into thinking you’ve got a full mane hiding under that hat or what?”

      “And I see your good-natured jesting hasn’t changed despite your age.”

      “Somethings never change, Magic Head.” Naruto chuckled a little harder seeing the miffed expression on Jura’s face hearing that nickname again after all these years.

      “Amusing.” Jura muttered before giving a quick, strong grip to the handshake. Naruto let out a tiny squeak but forced the yelp to stay down his throat. Jura finally let go and the whiskered man cradled his bruised hand before the Wizard Saint looked around the room, ‘I suppose if we are finished with pleasantries then we should move on to introductions.’ The large man stepped back and the fellow members of Lamia Scale fell into place beside him, “I am Jura Neekis, accompanied by Lyon Vastia, Sherry Blendy, and the golem Kichiyo. We represent Lamia Scale, and hope to see this task through to success with the rest of you.”

      “OH YEEEAAAAHHHHHHH!”

      Once their ears stopped ringing from the golem’s enthusiastic roar, the entire hall went black in an instant. Suddenly one set of lights turned back on and illuminated the group of men in suits and poses.

      “Hibiki Lates!”

      “Ren Akatsuki!”

      “Eve Tearm!”

      “They are the Trimens of Blue Pegasus, and I am its shining star, Ichiya Vandalay Kotobuki!” The short, gruff man pointed at those around him and winked, “Nice to meet you~. Meeeeeeennnnnnnnnn~!”

      Erza felt a cold shock go through her spine and shivered before coughing into her fist, “This is Naruto Uzumaki, Lucy Heartfilia, Natsu Dragoneel, Gray Fullbuster, Happy, and I am Erza Scarlet. We are the Fairy Titans of Fairy Tail!” The other fairies tried to stop her from saying the name but could only palm their faces at how fast she responded and the odd looks the others gave them, “A pleasure.”

      “Pfft.”

      Gray snarled with a blush, “SHUT UP LYON!”

      “Now that we have that out of the way, it’s time to proceed with the assignment. Our foes—”

      “A moment, Jura-San.” Hibiki interrupted, “I’m sorry for cutting you off but we aren’t all here just yet. This is a joint fight between four guilds, and we are still missing the representative from the Cait Shelter guild.”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow at the familiar sounding name.

      “So the Cait Shelter Mages haven’t arrived yet?” Jura narrowed his eyes as Hibiki nodded, “That is unfortunate. If they haven’t already arrived at the appointed time then we may have to entertain the possibility that the representatives have met some kind of trouble on the way to the meeting point. Perhaps they crossed a creature from the forest or met members of a Dark Guild stalking in the Woodsea—”

      “OOF!”

      All eyes turned to the entrance to see a small figure had tripped over their own feet just before entering and had slammed on their face. The little body let out a tiny whimper and rubbed their nose.

      “Or they were just late.” Jura shrugged, “Might you be a Mage from Cait Shelter?”

      “Y-Yes sir.” The gathered Mages were surprised by how young and soft the voice was, but were even more surprised to see it fitted the little girl it came from. The diminutive girl stood back up on her feet but immediately cowered and sunk into herself when she noticed all the looks being sent her way. The little girl had dark blue hair that went all the way down her back. On her bare shoulders was the Cait Shelter tattoo signifying her as a member of the guild. But despite her position the girl struggled to raise her head and look up from her feet in embarrassment as she whispered, ‘I-I’m sorry I was so late. P-Please forgive me. I’m one of the Mages from Cait Shelter, W-Wendy Marvell.’ The blue-haired girl tried to raise her gaze but looked aside instead, “I-I’m not actually very good in a fight myself, b-but I know many spells to support others! S-So I can still be of help!”

      “It’s… a kid?” Gray muttered in surprise.

      “We’re about to fight a corner of the Balam Alliance and they send a child to join us?”

      “Stand up straight, Wendy! No one is going to take you seriously if you keep muttering and balling up like that!” The little Mage flinched and cowered before looking back at the stern voice reprimanding her. Following up behind the young Mage was a white cat standing on her back legs. Her paws were crossed in front of her and she had a stern, unfriendly expression while looking over the room, “You need to stand up for yourself in situations like this. Lord knows how these garish people may try to take advantage of you and your abilities.”

      “C-Carla, don’t say that.”

      “Whoa! It’s a cat just like Happy!”

      The Fairies looked down at their own blue cat only to see him with a gaping jaw and glassy eyes while staring at the white cat. He stuttered, “S-S-She’s beautiful.”

      “Oh gross, he’s enamored.”

      Wendy shook from her nerves, her embarrassment and timidity overloading her senses as she heard the other Mages start to whisper about her. Her anxiety continued to grow and she tried to calm herself down before noticing that she was not alone. She slowly craned her neck back and looked up at the tall figure that had suddenly appeared in front of her. Her mind blanked and she let out a small whimper as the imposing figure lowered himself down to face her.

      “Hey.”

      Wendy’s mind went blank before she quickly responded, “H-Hello sir! I’m sorry for not noticing you sooner! I-I was just—”

      “Hehehe,” The blond man chuckled and gave her a kind, simple smile, “Guess you don’t recognize me, do you?”

      “H-Huh?”

      “Back off please.” Carla stepped in front of Wendy defensively and frowned at the man casually addressing her, “I’d prefer if Wendy spent her time with respectable, decent members of society and I can tell by a glance that you are not one of them.”

      “I still see someone’s got your tail in a knot you crabby little cat.”

      “Excuse me?! What kind of vulgar person says that to a complete stranger…” Carla paused and looked at the man closely before her eyes widened in horror, “Oh no, not you.”

      Wendy stepped around her companion and looked at the man closely once more. The spiky blond hair. The blue and brown eyes. The older face that still showed a kind and warm smile to her. Wendy’s eyes widened before they started to water as well, covering her mouth to stifle her gasp, “Naruto-San?”

      Naruto grinned and chuckled, “You’ve grown up a lot, Wendy.”

      “Naruto-San!” Wendy’s trepidation almost vanished and quickly jumped forward and embraced Naruto. He was quick to put a hand on her back so she didn’t stumble as the girl muttered happily by his side, “I-I never thought I’d see you again.”

      “It’s good to see you too.”

      The two shared a silent moment to reconnect after so long…

      “Psst, Naruto. Hey, Naruto.” The S-Class Mage looked behind him and saw Happy looking up at him with a hopeful smile, “You know these girls, right? And you put in a good word to the cute cat for me? Please~. I’ll give you fish.”

      …

      Well, it was nice while it lasted.

      ########Omake: Because It Had To Be Done########

      Lightning strikes, the light comes in, and Naruto narrows his eyes.

      ~When there’s trouble, you know who to call~, FAIRY TITANS!

      ~From their guild hall they can see it all~, FAIRY TITANS!

      Erza flies down and summons several swords before they swirl around her at amazing speeds.

      ~When there’s evil on the attack, you can rest knowing they got your back, cuz when Fiore needs heroes on patrol~

      FAIRY TITANS GO!

      Natsu pops up with a smirk, igniting his whole body in flames before spitting fire that envelops everything.

      Lucy runs in and comes to a sliding halt, giving a cute wink before pulling out her keys and summoning her spirits.

      ~With their magic powers they unite~, FAIRY TITANS! ~Never met a Dark Mage that they like~, FAIRY TITANS!

      Gray slams his hands together and with a mighty roar creates a field of icicles and jagged weapons with his magic.

      Naruto drops down from the shadows, wind kicking up around him as he drew his black blade with a glare.

      ~They’ve got the bad guys on the run~!

      ~They never stop till the job gets done~!

      ~Cuz when Fiore is losin’ all control~!

      FAIRY TITANS GO!

      Erza, Naruto, Natsu, Lucy, and Gray all slide in together with Happy flying in and throwing a paw in the air.

      1, 2, 3, 4, GO! Fairy Titans!

      “HA!” Max slammed his hand down on the Lacrima and showed an eager grin, “How’s that for advertising! People are gonna want you from all corners of the country! And with your increase in demand, maybe a little 37% slide to your new manager, eh?”

      The rest of the team looked confused, horrified, shocked, and just downright cringed at the visual they had watched and unfortunately starred in. Somehow Max had gotten all the footage he needed to crop together a promotional video from what they did around the guild. Obviously most of them didn’t even like the video and didn’t want to entertain the idea.

      Unfortunately one person did, and it was enough.

      “WE’LL TAKE IT!” Erza screamed in joy with stars in her eyes.

      The other Fairy Titans palmed their faces and groaned.

    
    

    
      Oh, feels good to finally reach this point and reintroduce Wendy and Carla. Been waiting a long time to bring them back into the fray.

      Expect a lot of elder sibling instinct from now on. Like who can’t try and protect that adorable summer child with every fiber of their being.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    54. Seis Huelga de Oración

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 54: Seis Huelga de Oración

      Oh it is such a breath of air to be writing for all these new characters. Don’t get me wrong because the Fairies are great, but adding new people with different personalities and figuring out how they talk and properly act while adding on top the ones I already familiarized myself with and how they all act together.

      It’s a challenge… but damn is it fun.

      Plus, this was one of my favorite arcs from the show. So yay for me finally making it here!

    
    

    
      It took a few more moments for Wendy to disengage from Naruto, releasing her hug and wiping the tears from her eyes with a little sob. The S-Class Mage simply smiled at her reaction, “Are you okay?”

      “Y-Yes.” Wendy nodded, “I’ll be okay.”

      “She’d be better if you gave her some space.” Carla quickly stepped between the young lady and the older Mage. The white cat tried to forcefully push him away with all the strength she could muster, but unfortunately all her little paws could do was press against his knees. But while her physical strength couldn’t measure up, she more than made up for it with her scowl and sharp tongue, “In case you haven’t perceived it yet, her current condition is because you have waltzed up and upset her. So if you would be so kind as to just go away.”

      “Wow fussy-cat, do you seriously not recognize me?”

      “Unfortunately I do, but I have been actively repressing our last meeting since we had it. Now would you just leave Wendy—” Carla paused when she saw the terrifying sight of a blue cat peeking around Naruto’s waist and staring at her with big shaky eyes. She stepped back warily, “What in god’s name is that creature behind you?”

      “Oh, that’s Happy.” Naruto shuffled aside from his crouched position. The blue cat panicked and jumped back behind the blond Mage for protection, “He’s a cat that can fly, just like you.”

      “Really?” Wendy finally spoke again and looked down at her friend, “Can you believe it, Carla?”

      The white cat looked forward and stared at the bashful Fairy cat hiding from her gaze. He peeked out from behind the whiskered blond’s butt, acting shyly before waving his paw, “Hi.”

      “No.”

      Happy’s world shattered at her callous, immediate refusal. The blue cat stumbled back from the front group and waddled backwards with his legs acting like jelly under his weight. He dropped forward and landed on his knees as the shock must have taken its toll on his psyche.

      Until he blushed and giggled, “She’s shy.”

      ‘You’re delusional.’ The unanimous thought of everyone present after what they had witnessed.

      Wendy heard the sound of metal clicking against metal as boots stepped across the floor. Another figure stood by Naruto’s side with a small smile on her face, “So you know this girl?”

      “Yep.” Naruto stood back up and smiled, “This is Wendy Marvell, a Mage I met a few years back when I was still being punished for stealing that S-Class job.”

      “Then it’s fortunate for us that you already know one of our future comrades.” She stepped forward and offered her hand to the shorter, stunned girl, “Hello Wendy, my name is Erza Scarlet. It is very nice to meet you.”

      “W-Wow.” Wendy seemed to have missed Erza’s introduction as she stared at the older woman in shock. The smoothness of her face and the beautiful color of her red hair. The different colors of her eyes that Wendy couldn’t look away from. The voice that greeted her with kindness and a smile filled with warmth that also conveyed that she could change at any moment to a firm, powerful demand, “Y-You’re Titania, Erza Scarlet-San, aren’t you?”

      Carla sighed, “She just introduced herself Wendy. Keep up.”

      “I-I’ve always wanted to meet you, Erza-San.” Wendy held Erza’s hand with both of hers. The young blue-haired girl’s eyes twinkled and shimmered in wonder, “I’ve always been a really big fan of yours! All of the stories and interviews about you in Sorcerer’s Weekly inspire me to be a better Mage!’ Wendy’s exuberance was halted when she realized she was still holding Erza’s hand. Her hands snapped down to her side as she blushed with embarrassment,” I-I suppose it is more along the lines of I set myself a goal, but have failed to actually pursue it. I-I haven’t done anything to properly pursue the path of a better Mage, a-and this is really the closest thing I have ever done to a real job.”

      “Yet you’ve come here to help us stop the Oración Seis and their plans before they can be completed.” Erza countered, “I think that shows you have bravery, and a desire to help your guild and others more than you realize. I hope to see some of your devotion for myself while we work together.”

      “T-Thank you.” Wendy was flustered by Erza’s praise and ducked her head, even if a small smile came to her face as she rolled her feet in the rug.

      “Have a backbone, Wendy!” Carla’s sudden escalation made Wendy nearly jump out of her skin from fright. The white cat continued to frown, “You can’t just flounder and fizzle at every slight compliment you receive. You are a Mage, and representing Cait Shelter to the rest of these people! You must have confidence, bravery, and — Wendy?”

      “Hello, little lady.” The others looked surprised by Wendy’s sudden disappearance before looking aside. They saw the timid young girl seated at the couch, being treated by and watched on by the ‘charming’ members of Blue Pegasus, “You must be exhausted from the travel here. All by yourself as well. Quite commendable for a young lady such as yourself.”

      “I love the color of your hair! And your outfit is so eye-catching.”

      “If you want a drink you can tell me. Not like I’ll get it for you but you can say.”

      Wendy’s eyes were blank as her face was red, “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa—”

      “No! No no no no no! Wendy, get away from those people! This is very different from trying to branch out! This is diving into the center of debauchery and evil! Young lady get back here!”

      Ezra and Naruto stood beside each other and watched the white cat quickly run up to her friend’s side as Wendy failed at handling the Trimens’ eccentricity. The redhead spoke, “So that’s the girl you told me about?”

      “Yeah. She was the one who told me Jellal was alive years ago. she said when her mother disappeared and she was left alone, Jellal appeared and protected her. It’s what gave me hope that the next time I saw him he might be…”

      There was a moment of pause between them before she smiled, “She’s a very sweet girl. I can see a gentle soul in her eyes.”

      “Yep,” Naruto nodded with a chuckle, “She’s just as nervous and jumpy as the last time I saw her.”

      “Hmm…” Ezra hummed, but Naruto noticed a hint of something in her voice. When he looked over he saw a conflicted expression on Erza’s face, “That’s what has me concerned.”

      “She’s… so young.” Lucy noted as she, Gray, and Natsu all stepped over to join their friends. The blonde continued to looked perturbed by the presence of such a young girl on their mission, “I thought they would send someone our age or older.”

      “She smells kinda familiar.” Natsu scratched his head, “I can’t put my finger on it though.”

      “Don’t smell the kid man. It’s weird enough the pretty boys are trying their usual comedy shtick on her.”

      “Wait, Natsu are you seriously not getting it?” Naruto asked incredulously. When the pink-haired man shrugged the whiskered Mage could only sigh, “She’s the Dragon Slayer I was telling you about.”

      “She is?!”

      “Do you not remember anything I told you about her? Blue hair? Young? Has a fucking talking white cat just like Happy?! Did none of that cross your mind?!”

      “Oh.” Natsu meekly scratched his cheek, “I actually just kinda tune out what you say when I get bored. I do that for most people when I get bored. Why do you think I never listen when Jii-chan chews me out about all the damage I cause?”

      The other Fairies stared at the pink-haired Mage in silence. They all let out a sigh of disappointment and shook their heads. However Erza did channel all of their thoughts and delivered a swift punch into the Dragon Slayer’s ribs that sent him tumbling over.

      That was cathartic enough for now.

      “I suppose now that the members of Cait Shelter have arrived, that means we are all here.” Jura stepped up to their side, “If we can proceed with the mission preparations—”

      “Hold on, Jura-San. There’s a serious problem with all of this.” Lyon made his way over to join the discussion with a displeased expression on his face, “Is Cait Shelter pranking us? Is this supposed to be a joke? We are about to tackle the Oración Seis and wage a war with them, and they send us a child that can’t even look us in the eye? I can’t be the only one seeing how poor in taste this is, right?”

      “She is pretty nervous.” Lucy noted with her concern in her voice.

      “If the master of Cait Shelter has sent her, then they trust that she is the most suitable to handle this fight.” Jura stated while looking at his fellow Mages, “We cannot simply judge this girl’s proficiency from one introduction and a meeting.”

      “Wendy is a Dragon Slayer,” Naruto spoke, frowning at Lyon and his perpetual scowl, “Her potential is much greater than we think, plus she’s a healer. Saved me from a poisonous Wyvern attack when I was just a kid. She can be an asset.”

      “Fine, her healing power is exceptional, but what about when we’re stuck in a fight? Can she hold her own in the thick of it, or do we have to keep one eye on her at all times?” Lyon glared at Naruto, not bothered by the blond’s anger being sent his way, “Do you think her combative skill has changed enough since the last time you met for her to be fighting alongside us?”

      “Enough Lyon. We are working together now, and there is no point in making bad blood between us before we even begin.” Jura cut off all discussion before Naruto had the chance to challenge the Maker Mage’s point. The Wizard Saint looked between them all, ‘Whether or not Wendy-dono has the combat ability is not a reason for us to be fighting now. If she does then that is that, but if she does not then we can rely on her to heal our wounds after battle. Whichever path we take, these are the people we are fighting alongside and trusting our lives with. It would not do to have strife within our own ranks.’ Naruto grumbled and Lyon huffed before both reluctantly agreed with Jura’s point, “Shelf your misgivings for the time being and let us see how Wendy-donor proves herself in the field.”

      “YEAH! WE CAN’T JUDGE THE LITTLE LADY ON HOW USELESS SHE IS JUST YET! LET’S SEE HOW SHE DOES FIGHTING ALL THE BIG SCARY DARK MAGES AND THEN WE’LL SEE IF SHE CAN FIGHT OR IF SHE PEES HERSELF! WE’LL HANDLE THINGS FROM THERE!”

      Kichiyo’s voice continued to echo through the entire building for a few seconds in case everyone in the main hall couldn’t hear him. Wendy blinked and tilted her head in confusion. All eyes turned to the rock golem and glared at him balefully, “Do you ever use your inside voice?”

      “YEAH! IT’S THE SAME AS MY OUTSIDE VOICE! I ONLY HAVE ONE VOICE DUMMY! DUH!”

      Jura rubbed the bridge of his nose before sighing, “We have wasted more than enough time now. Let us proceed with our meeting. Ichiya-dono? Ichiya-dono?”

      “I’m here! Apologies, I did not mean to leave.” The short Pegasus Mage was making his way back down the stairs with a towel to dry off his hands, “It’s just moments after I was batted around with my head encased in ice I realized there was a call that I must answer. So I vacated to the lavatories to… admire their parfum.”

      Several faces grimaced at the obvious implications that he had left to take a dump.

      “Now, without further ado, let us proceed with the debriefing. Maestro.”

      Hibiki stepped up to the center of the room and raised his hands. When he did, transparent screens appeared under them and filled the air. The other members of the alliance looked on in awe at the strange magic that started to spread out overhead. The sandy-blond gentleman started to type away at the screens, “Give me a moment to bring up the information.”

      A second later, a large screen appeared in the air and grabbed the attention of everyone present as a feed of the Woodsea played outm “The Woodsea is one of the largest natural landmarks in all of Fiore. Archeologists have searched through it for decades and have found many ruins leftover from ancient civilizations. But it is believed that somewhere in the expanse of forest there is a powerful magic sealed inside of it…”

      “Nirvana.” Ichiya spoke up, “An ancient magic which has been lost to time for so long that no one knows just what it is capable of doing. But suffice to say that if the Oración Seis are looking for it now, they must have some idea of its capability.”

      “As such they have started to pull back all the other Dark Guilds under their control.” Another image appeared of some unsavory characters being spotted heading towards the Woodsea from other villages and towns, “We believe they are spreading out and searching for Nirvana together as we speak.”

      “Then let’s stop wasting time and get out there already!” Natsu exclaimed and made for the exit before Gray’s hand snagged his scarf.

      “Before we get out, we need to understand our enemy. Does anyone here know anything about the Oración Seis?” No one answered, except for Natsu who was knelt on the ground and struggling for air, “Alright, then we need to show you what we’ve gathered on our enemies so far. It’s not much, but what we do have will prove essential in the long run.”

      The floating screens changed, the images of the Woodsea swapping out for an odd-looking man with spiky hair and a pointy nose. The leather-clad figure didn’t impress the Mages walking up in the footage, until he disappeared in a blur and the people that had come to catch him had been blown away like dolls. The camera that had been brought to catch pictures of him dropped to the ground and focused on the man with blood dripping down his hand.

      That earned a few surprised looks from the Mages gathered.

      “Racer.” Ichiya informed, “What you just witnessed was all the footage and intelligence we could gather on him. From the disappearance to the state of his victims, we can guess that his moniker isn’t simply for show.”

      “So we’re dealing with someone who can move so fast he can beat a team of people before they even know what happened?” Lucy asked, her eyes restricting in fear at the prospect, “C-Can’t Jet run really fast? Maybe we could give Levy-chan a call—”

      “I doubt Jet could handle an opponenet like that.” Erza stated firmly as she stared at the screen.

      “Next up is Cobra.” The screen changed to a man with deep burgundy hair and a cocky smirk on his face, a large purple snake coiled around his body, “From what we can gather, this man either has a connection to poisonous snakes or he can communicate with them somehow. Whichever it is, he’s somehow able to use them to locate his enemies like a sonar.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Ichiya and the Blue Pegasus Mages looked towards the screens to show a still taken of Cobra from a safe distance away. Before another picture took its place of the Dark Mage whipping around to look up in the photographer’s general direction. The next several pictures were a combination of his quick run over and the cameraman’s desperate dash away. However once again it ended with the camera being abandoned and a spray of blood filling the edge of the cracked screen.

      Wendy tried to hide her frightful gasp behind her hands. However it fell on deaf ears as everyone else present was too preoccupied with the horror they had just avoided witnessing.

      “This man has been referred to as Hoteye, the Heaven’s Eye.” The picture of a large, tall man with bright orange hair and an oddly geometric face appeared, ‘We don’t know much about this man other than he is quick to a fight and extremely powerful.’ The image of a town laid to waste and rubble appeared on the screen, “And we only know that much because he recently destroyed this town singlehandedly. From surviving witness reports, apparently he did this in response to not being able to find a treatment for magic sickness. Whatever his magic maybe we need to be wary of anyone who can do that on a whim.”

      “Next up is the lovely Angel.” The form of a pretty young woman with a bob of white hair and in a feathery white outfit appeared in the air, “This gorgeous femme fatale has an air of mystery and intrigue surrounding her beautiful form. Rumor has it she can look directly into your soul and whisper sweet nothings into your ear that make you surrender your heart to her. Truly she is the most dangerous and fearsome of our opponents—”

      “Uh-hum!” Naruto coughed loudly and stopped Ichiya’s nonstop prattling. The other Mages were unimpressed by his odd tangent as the blond circled his hand around to signal that they should move on.

      “Right.” Hibiki stiffly continued, ‘This man is known as Midnight. Despite our best efforts there was nothing we could find or gather about him that could be of any use.’ They looked up at the tired young man with spiky black hair, “In a group of people we aren’t totally certain of what they can do, he is the biggest enigma we are facing.”

      “He doesn’t look that tough.”

      “Appearances can be deceiving.”

      “And this man is the eldest member and de facto leader of the Oración Seis, Brain.” Eve was the one who spoke up as the screen filled with a dark-skinned man with six black lines marking his face, “Decades ago this man was a distinguished teacher and instructor for the Rune Knights. He had mastered many forms of magic and helped revolutionize many more for future Mages to use.”

      “So just six people,” Lucy gulped, ‘But all of them so powerful that we have no chance of stopping them alone.’ The blonde raised a shaky hand, “Should I remind you I’m really not much of a fighter at all?”

      “I-I’m the same.” Wendy announced in an equally frightened tone.

      “They sound tough.” Natsu said with an excited smirk on his face.

      Erza looked between the six members, “If each of these members are as powerful and dangerous as you say, then what are our plans for fighting them?”

      Ren stepped forward, “Firstly, if you do happen to face one of the Oración Seis, the best option to take would be to not fight them alone. Each one of them is strong enough to wipe out an entire guild by themselves, so a team meeting them head-on is the best chance we have.”

      “HEAR THAT GUYS! WE’RE IMPLEMENTING THE BUDDY SYSTEM! WHOEVER GETS STUCK WITH ME IS GONNA HAVE THE MOST FUN POSSIBLE! KNOCK KNOCK JOKES GALORE!

      “And second is that we don’t actually need to fight them directly if necessary. With the size of this landscape, they can’t be searching and organizing this large of a search party without using some spot as their base of operation. If we can attack that place before they realize we’re moving, we’ll have the upper hand.”

      “Which is where the Blue Pegasus treasure comes into play, the magical bomber, Christina.” The gathered Mages gaped at the still of a giant airship designed like a flying horse hovering in the sky. Hibiki continued, “When we find the base, we will use the Christina to level it down and render them immobile. Once we do, we can surround them and apprehend them before they can make a move.”

      Lyon scoffed, “You can’t honestly believe capturing a third of the Balam Alliance will be that easy, do you?”

      “Of course not. Honestly, everything I just explained is for the most ideal result.” Hibiki’s Archive disappeared as he fixed the sleeves of his designer suit, “When we’re out in the field we must be prepared for unexpected variables and any changes we’ll have to make in the heat of the moment.”

      “Where in the world did you even get a bombardment ship?”

      “We’re Blue Pegasus, the most charming and eligible guild in all of Fiore,” The Pegasus Mages posed and winked, “We have our ways.”

      “Bet Jewels they got dirt on some guys with deep pockets.” Gray whispered as Naruto chuckled.

      “So now we know our enemies, and we have an outline of what we need to do. Find their base and ambush them.” Erza announced, her voice firm and commanding as she looked around the group, “Our next course of action is—”

      “LET’S GO FIND THEM!” Natsu charged down the hall and burst through the door to run into the forest, “ORACIÓN SEIS, WE’RE COMING FOR YOU!”

      “AYE SIR!” Happy called and followed after his friend.

      The Fairies sighed while Erza shook with grit teeth, “Goes in one ear, gets lost, and just dies in that empty shell of a head.” Her eyes opened sharply and she sprinted through the hall, “If we let him go on alone, he’ll burn the whole forest down!”

      Gray shrugged, “She has a point. Come on, Lucy, no point crying.”

      “Whyyyyyyy~?!”

      “Guess we’ll lead.” Naruto jogged in place with a cheeky smile, “You’re welcome to come if you want.”

      “OH, PLAYFUL TEASING!” Kichiyo threw his arms in the air and shook the ground as he followed after the Fairies, “THIS IS BONDING WE’RE DOING! YAY!”

      “I’m not letting Gray get the better of us. Come on Sherry.”

      “Of course, Lyon-sama!”

      Wendy timidly waited behind as the Blue Pegasus Mages announced that they would never surrender to the brutish actions of such unlovely guilds and chased after them. The blue-haired girl hesitated and looked down at her feet nervously—

      “Come along Wendy,” Carla’s voice spoke up and grabbed the young girl’s attention as the bipedal cat stepped in front of her, “You wanted to prove yourself to all these other Mages, didn’t you? Well you aren’t going to do that just standing in the same place.”

      Wendy looked at her partner for a moment before taking a deep breath and nodding in agreement, “Right! Let’s go, Carla!”

      “Jura-San, please wait for a moment.” The Wizard Saint stayed as the two young Cait Shelter Mages ran out of the building and disappeared into the forest. The Lamia Mage looked down at the short, suited man that strolled up to his side. Ichiya’s eyes sparkled and he pointed up to the bulkier Mage, “I need to ask you honestly; what do you think our chances are against them?”

      “Speaking truthfully then I believe that we are more than capable of handling the Oración Seis, but only if we can work together.” The Wizard Saint said, “At the moment, with all of us acting so confrontationally and attempting to show each other up, we are not treating this so much as an alliance as we are a competition. And if we do not correct that behavior than it will most certainly be our downfall.”

      “I noticed their attitudes too. The spirit in each of them burns brightly in an effort to prove themselves to each other. I remember being just that competitive in my youth as well, but right now might not be the best time for that drive.” The Pegasus Mage nodded, “I suppose it’s fortunate we have you here to keep us level. With one of the ten Wizard Saints on our side, I’m sure there is no threat we could face that couldn’t be handled.”

      Jura hummed but shook his head negatively, “I am honored by your praise, Ichiya-dono, but the truth is that while I might have the title of Wizard Saint, that does not automatically make me beyond every other Mage here. I share the title but compared to individuals like Makarov-dono or the former Jose-dono, I am severely lacking in skill and ability.”

      “Are you saying your title is just for show?”

      “I have some power, but not enough to guarantee victory before even meeting our foe.” Jura said modestly, “Our success lies in all of us working together.”

      “I see.” Ichiya nodded, “So then by that logic your defeat is guaranteed if we can kill you before you all can coordinate, right?”

      Jura’s eyes widened at the line of questioning their conversation had gone, but they constricted at the sudden spiking pain that flared from his side. The Wizard Saint slowly looked down…

      To find the tip of a small dagger sticking out of his abdomen, the rest of the blade imbedded from behind by his ally.

      Jura lurched forward with a pained groan, the blade slipping out and spilling with blood as he put some distance between him and his attacker. He gripped his side tightly as blood seeped through his fingers, “I-Ichiya-dono!” His voice became progressively more strained with the blood he lost, “W-What have you—”

      “Shh.” Ichiya shushed the injured man before pulling out a vile and letting the Perfume magic waft out from the test tube and into the Wizard Saint’s face, ‘First, tell me what this feels like.’ Jura gasped and gagged as he writhed in pain, clutching his wound even tighter as his screaming caused his wound to worsen. The mighty Mage screamed as Ichiya started to glow, “Yeah, apparently that’s a perfume that saps people of their will to fight, while a strong potency causes great pain to the target. For such a dumb Mage this guy has some weirdly effective skills, probably for use as a deterrent.”

      “Y-You’re not I-I-Ichiya-dono. Who—”

      The short man popped in a puff of smoke and revealed a pair of light blue skinned creatures that looked exactly the same.

      “I’m Gemi!”

      “And I’m Mini!”

      “W-What?”

      “Like them? Their ability to copy a person’s appearance, personality, and memories are extremely useful.” A light, airy voice pleasantly sang as the sound of heels clicked against the marble. Jura strained himself and looked up as a young woman in a feathery outfit strolled over to their side, the beaten and bloody form of Ichiya being dragged behind her as he moaned. She gave the downed Wizard Saint a pleasant smile, “You idiots didn’t even notice as I kicked the shit out of this guy with his pants down. Thankfully I did it before he could pull anything out and I got scarred for life.”

      “Y-You’re Angel!”

      “That’s right!” The white-haired girl dropped Ichiya on the ground and winked, ‘You weren’t the only one observing the Woodsea perimeter for anything odd. Once our guys spotted a bunch of you goody-goodies coming together and planning to meet up, we figured you were making a move against us. So we decided to move first.’ She clicked her tongue and shook her head condescendingly, “Seriously, you losers come here and think you’re gonna stop us just like that? We’ve been preparing for this for years, dumbos. Not gonna let you lot get in our way.”

      “W-We will stop you.” Angel looked down as Jura lifted himself up and glared at the white-clad Mage with determination burning in his eyes, “Even if we may fall, the others will take up the fight and put an end to your plans. You will not succeed while they still have the will to fight.”

      “Hmmm~,” Angel hummed, “Riveting speech, and a very compelling argument. But counterpoint…”

      Angel swung her leg in and shoved the tip of her heel into Jura’s gash. The Wizard Saint let out a strangled gasp before he toppled over and fainted from the pain. Angel looked down at the red staining her formerly spotless footwear and pouted.

      “Seriously an ambush? Geez, you remember we’re the Dark Mages, right? We’re the ones who are supposed to utilize underhanded tactics in order to take out the competition. Case in point…” Angel stood over Ichiya and reached into his pocket to pull out a Lacrima, “Gemini, you said these guys actually have a magical bomber at the ready?”

      “Yes ma’am!”

      “They indeed do!”

      “Interesting.” An evil, mischievous smile stretched her lips, “Well it’d be downright criminal not to take her out for a spin.”

    
    

    
      “COME ON OUT! WHERE ARE YOU, ORACIÓN SEIS!” Natsu yelled as he sprinted through the Woodsea, “WE’RE GONNA KICK YOUR ASS AND STOP WHATEVER CRAZY SHIT YOU’RE PLANNING! YOU DON’T FUCK WITH—”

      “Shut up.” Erza’s stern voice was followed by a swift slap to the back of the head that slammed the Dragon Slayer’s face directly into the dirt. Without missing a beat her hand whipped out and grabbed his leg to drag him behind her as she jogged, “We’re trying to locate them without alerting them to our presence, remember?”

      “THAT’S RIGHT, STUPID! STEALTH MISSION, UH-DOI!”

      Gray sighed, “On second thought, with the people present, a full-on assault would be easier than trying to make them quiet.”

      “You’re whining more than usual, Gray.” Lyon snarked as he ran by his fellow Maker Mage’s side before picking up the pace, “Of course you always did complain when things weren’t easy for you.”

      “Oh man Lyon, you’re lucky I’m the bigger man or I’d sock you right in the nose.”

      “Is that a challenge?”

      “Go, Lyon-sama!” Sherry cheered, “Show your love through your competitive spirit!”

      Lucy started taking more shallow breaths as the continuous running started to take its toll. The young blonde slowed down, “C-Can we stop running please? It seems like a wasted effort if we don’t even know where we’re going.”

      “Are your legs feeling shaky around us, pretty lady?” Eve ran up to her side.

      “A maiden like you shouldn’t have to keep up with these brutes.” Ren added from the side.

      “If you like we could carry you.” Hibiki said with an alluring wink, “It would be our pleasure.”

      “Oh wow, look at me go!” The formerly tired Mage sped up and left the Trimens in the dust, “My second wind! Miracles do come true!”

      Naruto looked around at his impromptu teammates and saw them all filled with energy, despite the task hanging over their head. Erza was smart to shut Natsu up before he could scream anymore, but honestly the stealth and ambush aspect of this plan didn’t even seem like a viable idea to follow. And it wasn’t just because they had the tact of a bull running through a plate shop.

      As far as he knew he was the only one present to fight a pillar of the Balam Alliance. Grimoire Heart hadn’t expected a sudden attack like that, but they held him back and beat him down until Hades came in to save the rest of them. If this guild really was equal to Grimoire Heart, then they weren’t going to take a sudden attack from them sitting down.

      When they did make contact, they were going to have to play it out carefully.

      Naruto looked back and saw the stragglers lagging behind the group slightly. The white cat tried to hide her exhaustion as best she could but keeping up with all their running on her tiny legs was bound to be difficult. And right beside her, Wendy was trying to keep up as best she could with the older Mages. But her cheeks were turning red and there was sweat building up.

      And Naruto didn’t think it was all just from running.

      He slowed down considerably and started jogging by their side, “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Naruto-San,” Wendy spoke with a little gasp, not noticing his approach as she was deep in her own thoughts, “I-I’m sorry we’re going so slow.”

      “There’s nothing to apologize for, Wendy!” Carla exclaimed with a dirty look up at Naruto. Her voice was a little ragged as she struggled to keep the pace but continued to glare at the taller man, “Why don’t you go back up ahead and leave us alone? Maybe all your bravado has actually failed you and your lagging behind because you’re tired?”

      “Yeah, no. I could walk at a mildly brisk pace and I’d still outrun you, sourpuss.”

      “Grrr—”

      “But that’s not what I was talking about. I wanted to know if you were okay. You looked like you were thinking pretty hard about something.”

      “O-Oh, you noticed.” Wendy looked away and hid her face from view before turning to look up at Naruto with a shameful expression, “T-The truth is, Naruto-San, that I don’t know why Master picked us to help on this mission. I think the best reason I could come up with is that my healing magic would be invaluable to you all but besides that… nothing.”

      Carla looked up at her friend, “Wendy—”

      “I’ve tried getting stronger and more courageous since I saw you all those years ago. I’ve tried following the example Grandeeny and Jellal set for me, b-but I never got any better.” Wendy said in a hushed voice as she lowered her eyes, “I want to help all of you and stop these people, but when I think about I-I—”

      Fear.

      Anxiety.

      Doubt.

      Worry.

      Those were all the feelings she must have been experiencing at the thought of fighting these monsters. And he was guessing that because he had felt them before when he fought overwhelming enemies. The feeling of your legs freezing and shaking underneath you, and the shame that followed knowing what you wanted was never possible as long as your instincts betrayed you.

      And she was only twelve.

      “Wendy,” Naruto’s firm voice stopped the young Dragon Slayer’s quiet murmuring as she looked up at him. The blond’s eyes were stern as he looked down at her, “I understand wanting to help us, and to fight your fear, but if we face them and you find yourself too scared to move… then I want you to take Carla and hide.”

      Wendy nearly tripped, “W-What?”

      “I won’t let you get hurt and I’ll make sure you’re safe when the fighting starts, but we won’t be able to watch out for you in the heat of it. So if you’re so scared you can’t move, then I want you to put your safety first. You’re the best healer we have here, so you’ll need to keep yourself safe in case any of us get hit hard.”

      “B-But—”

      “I agree.”

      “Carla!”

      “It’s the most practical and logical choice, Wendy.” The little cat said resolutely while looking up into Wendy’s uncertain eyes, “As the best healer here you need to prioritize your safety over theirs during a battle, because you’re the only one that can fix them afterwards if their injuries are too severe. Plus out of this entire group of ruffians, we’re the ones with the least amount of combat experience. Throwing ourselves into a fight solely to prove to ourselves that we’re courageous is suicidal. It’s the best move to make, Wendy.”

      “But I wanted to help everyone. To prove to the guild that I could do this.” Wendy whispered, “I—”

      Naruto’s hand immediately came down in front of her and stopped her from taking another step. The little Dragon Slayer looked up at the whiskered blond in confusion only to see him glaring ahead of them. She looked ahead and saw other members of their group having stopped in place as well. They were still and staring in the same direction as Naruto, Wendy following their gaze before gulping in fright.

      A tall man with burgundy hair and tan skin leaned against a tree, his arms folded over his white jacket and eyes closed. They dared not move, because they recognized the man’s face instantly when they saw it. He slowly opened one eye to look at them, feeling their gazes lingering on him while he stood aside. He opened both eyes and greeted the group with a cocksure smirk, “Well, I was wondering when you’d get around to making it here. We thought about letting you all just keep running along like chickens with your heads cut off but thought better and decided to come greet you. Y’know, cause we’re so nice like that. I’m—”

      “Cobra.” Erza said deeply.

      “Oh good, you know already. Kinda rude to take the wind outta my sails like that but whatever.” The Dark Mage shrugged and slipped his hands into his pockets as he kept smiling at his audience, “So you came out here to find us, right? How can we help—”

      “You’re part of the Oración Seis!” Natsu pulled himself out of Erza’s grip and jumped back up on his feet with a challenging grin, “Get ready buddy because you’re gonna fight me first!”

      “Wow, you… are unnecessarily loud.” Corba said with a flinch as he pushed his finger in his ear and cleaned it out, “I am right here man, you do not need to—”

      “WE FOUND ONE!” Kichiyo announced cheerfully as the golem threw his arms up in the air, “WOW WE ARE REALLY GOOD AT THIS!”

      “OW!” Cobra yelled, “What the fuck?! That thing talks?! And it’s the loudest fucking creature in the world! Hey asshole, shut whatever you use as a mouth and let the grown-ups talk!”

      “I AM A GROWN-UP! I’M SEVERAL CENTURIES OLD, YOU MEANIE!”

      “SHUT THE FUCK UP! I’M RIGHT HERE YOU DON’T HAVE TO YELL IT!” Cobra hissed before scratching his head, “I can already tell I’m not gonna like any of you.”

      “Feeling’s mutual.”

      Lyon slammed his fist down on his palm and swung out as an eagle made of ice formed from its magic. The dynamic construct rocketed through the air and flew at blinding speeds before exploding by Cobra’s head. A rush of white mist ran over the space it exploded and the tree he had been leaning against toppled over after its body had been so thoroughly destroyed.

      The cold air drifted away and revealed the Dark Mage still standing in place, his head slightly to the side as he had easily dodged Lyon’s sudden attack. The Mages looked on in shock as Cobra looked behind him at the area of tree that had been decimated right behind his head. He whistled, “Ho-lee shit. That would have been a great move if I hadn’t totally known you were going to do that.” Cobra stretched his arms nonchalantly before raising his chin and exposing his neck for all to see, “Second chance, and I promise I won’t dodge this time. Any—”

      Erza immediately summoned a sword from her Requip and spiked it towards the open Dark Mage. The sword stopped just an inch from piercing his throat, but this time because a leather-bound man with a long nose had suddenly appeared and grabbed it by the hilt. Cobra hid his neck and smirked at the shocked redhead, “Oh, you’re a feisty one, sweet cheeks.”

      Racer dropped the blade, “What would you have done if I didn’t come out and grab that?”

      “Totally knew you were gonna though.”

      “Next time I won’t.”

      “Aww, I know you don’t mean that. Seriously,” Cobra tapped his ear with a sly grin, “I know.

      “Fire Dragon’s Roar!”

      “Ice Make: Cannon!”

      The attacks landed from both sides and enveloped the two Dark Mages casually having a conversation. The steam caused by the two extremes colliding started to dissipate as the Mages got ready for a fight. It finally settled only to reveal neither Oración Seis member. However their eyes immediately fell down to Erza’s sword, and how it was poking out of a patch of ground that looked to be liquid and bubbling.

      “Scatter!”

      Erza’s warning came just too late, as Cobra came sprouting out of the ground in front of her and aiming for her jugular. His hand pulled back before it could be sliced open with a sword and the armored redhead raised her sword and took a stance against him. The Dark Mage smirked, “Didn’t hear that. Pure reflex, huh? Man you are gonna be fun to tear down.”

      “Erza!”

      “We got—”

      Before Natsu and Gray could take a step in her direction, the ground in front of them exploded in a viscous geyser. It was immediately followed with a heel swinging in for their cheeks and sending the two Fairies flying. Racer landed on the ground and his glasses shined under the sun before he disappeared.

      “Move—” Lyon’s warning was cut short as his head violently jerked aside with the foot swinging through his temple.

      “Lyon-sama! I’ll make you pay!” Sherry cried out as the ground and rocks around her piled together and created a golem from her Puppet magic. The giant lumbering hunk of rock groaned with each step and swung a massive limb down to crash into Racer’s body. But the speedy Mage vanished in a blur, slipping under the puppet’s legs and slamming his shoulder into the pink-haired woman’s chest. The rock puppet toppled over with its puppeteer floored and Sherry gasped for breath as Racer sped away.

      “Wendy,” Naruto ripped his cloak off and sent it to his Requip space as he tried to follow Racer’s blinding speed, “You need to get out of here.”

      “But—”

      “Now!” Naruto concentrated his magic into his fist as a glow started to encompass it. Carla grabbed the Dragon Slayer’s hand and dragged her away before things could escalate. Naruto yelled and slammed his fist into the ground, splintering the earth and making it uneven and jagged. If it was supposed to impede the quick Dark Mage’s movement, it failed as he easily traversed the wrecked ground and charged the blond. Racer lunged forward and slammed his knee into Naruto’s chin and sent the blond’s head flying back.

      “Not enough!” The S-Class Mage threw a punch and released a blast of air at the speedy Mage’s body. Racer easily dodged it and made some distance between him and the Fairy. Naruto landed in a kneeling position and drew Kokuryū from his Requip as his jaw ached, “Fast, but I’ve taken harder hits.”

      “I guess you have.” The pointy-nosed man said, “And I guess we’ll find out just how many of those you can take before your head cracks like an egg, huh?”

      “Ughhh, shit.” Natsu lifted himself up and rubbed his aching head from the strike he took. He looked around and saw Erza holding back Cobra while Naruto fended off Racer. His eyes narrowed on the Dark Mage who continued to disappear and reappear in bursts on speed and jumped to his feet with fire flowing off his body, “Bastard! I dare you to try that again when I’m ready for you! Come here you little—”

      “Natsu!”

      “What?!” The pink-haired Mage looked down at Gray. He watched in surprise as Gray’s body slowly started to sink into a bubbling patch of rock beneath him. The Dragon Slayer looked down and saw he had already sunken to his knees as well. His hands waved around wildly, “What the hell?! What did you do?!”

      “Don’t put this on me you idiot!” Gray barked, “I can’t get out of this damn thing!”

      “I can free you from your current predicament, but of course it will come at a price.” The two men looked over and saw another patch of ground start to liquefy and bubble. A form breached the surface of the liquid earth as a large, bulky figure started to rise up from the marsh. The large blocky man emerged into the air and kept his book close to his chest as he pontificated, “For money makes the world go round! And to help others at a cost is the greatest thing you can do, for frugality encompasses all other virtues! Simply pay a nominal fee of 30,000,000 Jewels each and I shall release you to assist your friends!”

      “We don’t have that kinda cash on us!”

      “Does it look like these pockets are deep enough?! That guy can barely keep his clothes on for a good day so no way is he gonna be able to pay that off!”

      “Oh.” Hoteye deflated at the realization this wasn’t going to be as lucrative an opportunity as he had hoped. With a sigh he waved his hand limply and the ground started to rise up like a wave. Natsu and Gray tried to keep their bearings as the ground suddenly shifted to their over and the Liquid Ground sucked them in even further. The two Fairies were suddenly launched out of the wave and impacted the solid ground hard enough to splinter and crater it. Natsu and Gray let out some low groans and struggled to catch their breath as Hoteye stood over them, “Time is money gentleman, and every second of mine you waste is another reason for me to hurt you.”

      “Natsu! Gray!” Lucy cried out to her friends as she saw them writhing on the ground at the foot of the Dark Mage. The blonde looked around at the fights Erza and Naruto were engaging in to see they wouldn’t be able to assist. Lucy bit her lip before looking to the Trimens, “Hey, they need our help!”

      “Right! We’ll hold Hoteye off and you try and get them away!” Hibiki announced as he and his comrades charged in to help the Fairies to their feet. But Hibiki felt a strong tug on his arm and looked back to see Lucy clinging to his arm, “Wha—”

      “Wait, don’t leave me alone!” The blonde Fairy pleaded with tears in her eyes, making sure his arm was being sandwiched by her considerable cleavage. She pulled him back, “Just let them go off and fight, b-but I need you to protect me! C-Can you please do that for me?”

      “Lucy-San, I don’t think now is the time for—”

      “Hey!’

      Hibiki looked up and saw a second Lucy standing just a few feet away, staring at the scene in front of her in shock. The sandy blond Pegasus Mage looked down at the woman clinging to his arm and saw the look of fear and terror disappear from her face. Instead it was a look of mischievous glee.

      And the shine that covered her skin before it was his face looking back at him.

      Hibiki doubled over as his sudden clone slammed his knee into his gut and dropped him on the ground. The Hibiki imposter charged forward at the stunned Ren and Eve. Both raised their hands and prepared to attack but the doppelganger pounced on Eve and knocked the younger man back with a hook to the jaw. Before the young Pegasus could fall, the Hibiki double grabbed him by the collar and spun before throwing him into Ren and knocking them both over.

      Lucy opened the flip on her belt and reached for one of the golden keys. Before she could grab it she felt a stinging, sharp pain across her shoulder that caused her to cry out. She gripped it tightly and felt the pain over her skin before looking up to see her own face. The doppelganger pulled the end of her whip tightly and smirked before pulling back and flicking it. Lucy cried out again as the end of the whip struck her shoulder blade and caused the Fairy Mage to topple over. She touched the whipped areas as tears brimmed the side of her eyes, “H-How—”

      “Ta!”

      “Da!’

      The Lucy clone popped and revealed the two twin spirits that created her. Lucy and the Trimens looked on in surprise as the blonde gasped, “Y-You’re Gemini!”

      “That’s right. Our perfect little infiltrator.” Gemi and Mini vanished and in their place a young woman clad in white strutted out of the forest with a pleasant smile on her face, ‘We knew who you were, what you were planning, and how you were going about to do it. All thanks to Gemini taking the form of that weird creepy stout guy in a suit.’ Angel grimaced, “Kinda wish I wasn’t hiding out in the bathroom when I jumped him but that’s the benefit of hindsight.”

      “T-That’s impossible!”

      “Aniki would never lose to someone like you!”

      “It’s unfathomable for someone as distinguished as Boss to get caught off guard!”

      Angel blinked, “We’re talking about the same guy, right? Little dude? Smelly? Looks like his face was sculpted from marble and then hit with a really big hammer?”

      “Y-You’re a Celestial Spirit Mage. With a gold key.” Lucy said in a breathless voice as Angel looked down at her, “You’re just like me.”

      “Yep. Well, we’re the same in the way a dingy sack in the same as a castle, but you can have your delusions.” Angel waved her hand aimlessly before looking at the Mages with a cocky grin, ‘By the way if you’re waiting for the Wizard Saint to come to your rescue, then I wouldn’t bother. That guy’s lying in a pool of his own blood as we speak.’ She lifted her foot and showed the blood that stained her shoe, “I even stepped in some of it while I was making my way out.”

      “Liar!” Lyon hissed as he lifted himself up and planted his feet in the ground. His eyes were narrowed and his face was creased from the vicious glare he aimed at the white-haired woman looking at him with derision and a smug smile, “There’s no way someone like you could take out Jura-San!”

      “Well technically it was Gemini looking like that little werido and stabbing him in the back. But if I have to repeat myself… his blood stained my pretty shoes.”

      “You… YOU BITCH!” Lyon took his stance and molded his magic into ice. A tiger formed from the magic and let out a primal roar as it charged at Angel with predatory rage, “TEAR HER HEART OUT!”

      A green and black spiraling beam flew out of the forest and skewered the tiger construct before it could get any closer to the Dark Mage. The fighting came to a lull; Naruto keeping his guard up against the Racer while Cobra kept his distance from Erza’s blade even after she had changed to her armor for speed. The injured Mages lifted themselves up and looked over as two more figures emerged from the shadows of the forest.

      “You efforts to stop us were trival and fruitless, even before you made the mistake of underestimating us. We have aimed for this goal for years, taken precautions and building our strength so that when the time came, we would be able to take our objective without any little gnats to get in our way. The moment you came to this forest with the intent to stop us,” The dark-skinned, white-haired man walked out with his skull walking stick in hand as its eyes continued to glow. By his side was a young man sitting on a floating carpet and had his head rolled forward as he napped. The tattooed man lifted his staff up and pointed its end at Lyon, “Was the moment each and every one of you forfeited your lives to us.”

      The sky blue-haired man scowled and flared his teeth, “You will pay for this.”

      “Perhaps one day, far in the future lad, but not from you.” Brain said blankly as he released another blast of swirling magic from his staff.

      “Lyon-sama!” Sherry cried out as the magic attack grew ever closer to tearing into the Ice Make Mage. He tried to form something to protect himself—

      Lyon was nearly swept off his feet as a giant stone arm pulled him around. The spiraling magic attack obliterated a chunk of rock as a stone arm fell to the ground.

      “Kichiyo-San!”

      Lyon stumbled, “Kichiyo, what the hell are you doing?!”

      “YOU’RE NOT GONNA BE ABLE TO FIGHT AND MAKE THEM PAY IF YOU DIE, STUPID!” The lopsided golem reprimanded as he grabbed his severed arm and tossed it at full strength. The stone limb flew through the air before shattering against the barrier Brain raised around him and Midnight. Kichiyo wasted no time burying his hand in the ground and uprooting a massive piece of rock that he threw next, “JURA WOULDN’T DIE LIKE THAT, SO DON’T BELIVE THEM FOR A SECOND!”

      Angel raised an eyebrow as she avoided the path of the golem’s rocks, “Weirdly optimistic talking boulder you’ve got there.”

      “Such an intriguing and unique creature!” Hoteye commented before his face brightened with joy, ‘Perhaps we could sell him off for a pretty Jewel! Oh, such a brilliant idea!’ The Liquid Ground Mage raised his fingers to his eyes and let them glow a bright orange before whipping around with a faint smile, “And I see your weaknesses as well.”

      “SCREW—”

      “—YOU!”

      Hoteye raised two pillars of liquified rock and let them take the brunt of the ice and fire attacks coming behind him. They dropped and he waved his hand again as another wave of earth went flying at his enemies. Natsu and Gray jumped back, avoiding the attack with vitriol anger in their eyes. They yelled, weaving their magic around them as they hurled attack after attack at the orange-haired Dark Mage. Hoteye laughed heartily and wielded the melted ground around to block their attacks.

      “You’re friends look like they’re having some trouble.” Racer said as he slid to a stop across from his opponent. The whiskered blond had a few more bruises on his face and arms, but Racer’s blindingly quick attacks had failed to leave any lasting or critical damage against him. Naruto just held his blade up in his ready stance as his eyes narrowed on Racer, “Aren’t you worried they might need your help?”

      “They can handle themselves just fine.” Naruto said with a smirk, the air around him starting to pick up as his and Racer’s hair swayed with the wind, “I’d be more worried about yourself.”

      “I guess you’re right.” Racer said before bend on his knees, “Fortunately, my friends do worry about me.”

      Racer jumped up and avoided the ground underneath him turning to mush. Naruto’s eyes widened and he tried to jump back to avoid the patch of Liquid Ground. But a pillar of it sprouted from the ground and latched onto the S-Class Mage before pulling him into the marsh. Naruto tried to pull himself out but his arms and legs were sucked in and struggled to get freed.

      “In case you’re wondering, this is where you need to worry about yourself.”

      Racer flipped over the Liquid Ground and Naruto’s head, flipping in the air and landing kick after kick in a matter of seconds against his face. Naruto’s head whipped side to side violently with Racer’s rapid kicking before he leapt off the blond’s shoulders and spun through the air. He chuckled at the bloody condition on the blond Fairy’s face before he disappeared in a burst of speed.

      Racer sped through the entire area and landed punches and kicks against every Mage he could reach. The Blue Pegasus Mages fought alongside Lucy against Angel and her Celestial Spirit that copied their appearance and techniques. Natsu and Gray tired to push against Hoteye desperately while Racer’s blows landed against their bodies faster than the eye could see. Lyon and Sherry tried to attack Brain and Midnight, their attacks either landing against a barrier or swerving away harmlessly while Kichiyo batter away as best he could with chunks of rock from his body being chipped away every second.

      “I can hear your heart beating faster and faster. I’d almost call it erratic if your breathing wasn’t so calm.” Cobra mocked as he leaned back and avoided the redhead’s lunging swipes. Erza turned through the air with her blades in hand and landed before dashing forward, her speed exponentially heightened with the power of her Flight Armor. She charged her foe and swung her swords until they became nothing but silver flashes of light, but still the burgundy-haired man leaned out of their way and dodged them by a hair’s breadth, “You must be worried about your pals while we knock them on their ass.”

      “I will help them, and I will start by making sure you can’t assist your comrades in any capacity!” Erza yelled, lunging forward and swiping at his feet. Cobra leapt over her attack and Erza immediately sprung from the ground to slash him, but the Dark Mage’s foot lashed out and caught her hand before she could properly swing. She narrowed her eyes and summoned a third blade from her Requip, letting it fall close to the ground before she kicked the pommel. The blade flew up and nearly barreled through her opponent’s head if he hadn’t so deftly avoided it by leaning back.

      Erza took this opportunity to knock her attacker off her hands and send him flying back. Cobra flipped through the air and landed across from her as she charged without hesitation. Only to have his hands wrap around her wrists at the moment of her swing and stop their movement completely. They struggled for dominance, Erza scowling at her foe as Cobra just kept his cocky smile on his face. She had him beat in speed and weaponry. She moved so fast she barely had time to think about what she was doing. She was doing everything she could to land a single cut against him. So—

      “How is he still dodging?”

      Erza’s eyes widened as Cobra finished her thought with a chuckle, “It’s the only thing on your mind right now. How does he do this? How does he do that? How am I not cutting this handsome devil to ribbons so I can go off and help my loser friends? Simple,” Cobra’s grin grew wider, “I hear you. Every breath you take. Every move you make. From the sound of your lungs expanding to the noise of your muscles constricting, I hear the whole damn thing.”

      “Super hearing. I suppose you must utilize some form of Sound magic then?”

      “Well these babies aren’t just my most charming feature.” Cobra said about his unusually pointy ears as he pushed against Erza’s arms, ‘I heard you deadheads running from literally miles away. I hear what your next moves are and what you’re thinking. I can’t hear what that big hunk of rock is thinking but he screams it so loud I think I get a migraine. And I can hear all the fear and doubt crippling you and your friends as you realize you weren’t ready for this fight.’ Cobra chuckled, “Oh, and since you seem so curious — no, the name ain’t just because it’s cool.”

      Cobra let out a high-pitched whistle and something long and purple darted out of the forest. It slithered along the ground and up Cobra’s back before lunging over his shoulder. Erza’s breathing hitched as her entire field of vision was blocked by the gaping maw of a snake and it’s long fangs.

      The redhead ducked back and avoided the serpent’s nasty bite before she was yanked off her feet. Cobra took the moment to pull the S-Class Mage and hurl her through the air. Erza hissed as she slammed into the ground but picked herself up and summoned another sword to her hand. The long purple snake coiled itself around his body before laying its head in his hand, “Her name’s Cubellios. Isn’t she stunning? And she likes making new friends. Careful, she’s a bitter.”

      Erza’s eyes narrowed and she raised her sword higher in response. But before she or Cobra could make a move, she felt a fierce strike land on her back and nearly break it. Erza spun around and swung her sword, the speedy Mage avoiding her swing by yards as he ducked away. Erza’s footing was the next thing to go as the ground beneath her nearly sucked her in. She let out a gasp before the earth erupted and threw her through the air violently. She was pelted by the rocks and stones, stumbling when she landed and roaring valiantly as she reared her sword back to attack—

      She was frozen by an unbearable pain in her arm.

      A strangled, pained gasp escaped her lips as the redhead’s eyes swam in her head before looking to her side. Directly into the eyes of the massive purple serpent.

      Cubellios’ face was buried into Erza’s arm. Her fangs had dug into Erza’s flesh and refused to separate. The tone of Erza’s skin started to fade and change color as she struggled to steady her breath. The snake drew its fangs back, the Fairy Mage feeling the uncomfortable and painful sensation of its fangs slowly pulling out of her skin and muscle before finally freeing itself. Cubellios released its bite but the color of the bite was still discolored, two small but steady lines of blood seeping out of her bite marks.

      “Don’t have a nice, peaceful way of taking you out. Sorry. All we got is the painful, slow way.” Cobra’s voice permeated the faint ringing that filled Erza’s ears as she realized she was no longer standing up and laid on the ground. The Dark Mage stood over her for a second before stepping away, “Try to think of the good memories while you pass.”

      “Erza!”

      “Erza-San!”

      “Titania!”

      “NOW YOU DID IT!” Kichiyo raised his remaining fist and threw it at Brain’s head while the rest of his comrades were incapacitated or beaten down by their foes, “KNOCK KNOCK!”

      “Useless.” Brain muttered, a Dark Caprico shooting from his staff and piercing through the golem’s fist and arm. He waved it aside, dragging the magic attack through the stone construct’s body and reducing it to rubble as his head and remains toppled to the ground. He looked around at their opposition and their injured or defeated state with a hint of mirth on his face. He stepped forward, ‘Do you see now? You came here prepared to oppose us, but you so brashly stormed into this fight that you were not properly prepared for our true power. You all were too foolish for believing you could stop us,’ Brain raised his staff as it started to swell with magic power, “And you shall pay for your ignorance with your lives.”

      “S-Sky Dragon’s Roar!”

      Brain’s gaze shot to the side as a powerful concentrated tempest blew his way and tore through the ground along the way. His swung his staff in its direction and summoned a barrier to shield him once again. His defense struggled from the sheer power of the vortex before finally the wind died and faded away. The Dark Mages all turned to the sudden attacker and saw a frightened, blue-haired girl having stepped out from behind a boulder with the blue and white cats staring at the situation in horror. The young Mage struggled to keep her nerves and took a shaky breath before announcing, “I-I won’t let you kill them!”

      “Oh?” Angel hummed, ‘They have a little junior league of losers too? That’s just adorable.’ Angel giggled when Wendy flinched and her legs nearly buckled beneath her, “She’s pretty cute. What do we do with her; let her pick up the pieces or just have her join her friends? Cause I’m easy at this point.”

      “You’re easy at every point.”

      “Fuck you Cobra.”

      “That an offer? Cause I have too much respect for myself.”

      “That’s enough, both of you.”

      “J-Just get away from Naruto-San and Erza-San and everyone!” She cried out, “Get away from them!”

      “T-This is bad.” Happy shuddered.

      “Wendy!” Carla called out, her attention moving away from the Dark Mages and their defeated companions and focusing solely on her charge, “Get back here!”

      “Wendy?” Brain muttered, his attention and focus revived by the cry of the white cat’s plea. He stepped forward, the clap of his staff against the ground silencing the young members of the alliance and making Wendy’s terrified gaze focus solely on the white-haired man, “Tell me child, is your name really Wendy?”

      “W-Why do you ask?”

      “Tell me Wendy,” Brain continued despite her never giving him a proper answer, “Do you remember just some weeks ago when a group of our men came to the Woodsea? One was injured quite fatally and you brought him back from the brink.”

      Her eyes widened but she shook her head, “I-I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Cobra?”

      “Yep, this is her. Playing the whole thing out in her head.” Wendy’s breath hitched as the man smirked with his serpent hissing at her, “Oh, I can practically hear her bleeding heart from here.”

      Angel raised her hand, “Umm, am I missing something here?”

      “What this is, my dear Angel, is an honor.” Brain raised his staff and looked between his subordinates, “My dear Prayers, this is truly an auspicious day! For we are in the presence of a powerful, and gifted young healer, who can mend any wound, and ease any disease.”

      Midnight still slumbered, but the other members of the Oración Seis all seemed to be hit with clarity at his meaning. Angel smiled widely, “Oh, this is the girl we needed, isn’t it?”

      “And she came to us.” Cobra cackled, “Ain’t we lucky.”

      “Truly serendipitous!” Hoteye announced with joy in his voice, “And we didn’t even have to spend a single Jewel in order to find her!”

      “We require your assistance, girl.” Brain stepped forward and offered his hand to the young Dragon Slayer, “Now If you come with us willingly—”

      “Wendy run!”

      “Get out of here!”

      “S-Sky—”

      A hand slapped itself over her mouth and grabbed her arm firmly to stop her from running. The young Mage’s eyes shook in her skull as she looked up at her attacker. Racer looked down at her and shook his head, “Nope.”

      “Wendy!”

      “Let her go!”

      Happy and Carla ran up to her side as Wendy reached out for someone to help her. She felt the wind rush on her face and found herself on the other side of the clearing with the other members of the Oración Seis.

      “Um, Wendy? I think you grabbed the wrong cat.” Happy stuttered as the Dragon Slayer held his paw tightly.

      “Well if we have everything we need, how about we just—”

      “WRAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Spires of rock and earth jutted out of the ground and obliterated the patch of Liquid Ground that held the blond Mage. He was perched on the highest point and spiked the Earth Sword through the air, the cleaver slamming into the ground and creating a trench and flying stones that forced Angel to duck and Hoteye to protect himself. His eyes narrowed in on Racer and his two prisoners with gritted teeth, his legs being braced by his Armor while he gathered his Wind around his feet.

      He launched himself with a Storm Step, a mighty sonic boom rocking the area as he launched himself at Racer in order to rescue his friends. The speedy Mage vanished just before Naruto landed and dragged Wendy along to avoid his path. The mixed-eyed blond roared and dashed in to help her—

      His head whipped back and avoided the vicious bite of the purple serpent. Before he could strike the reptile’s open body his attack was blocked by Cobra’s forearm. The blond growled as Cobra narrowed his eyes, “Not gonna let you touch Cubellios.”

      “I don’t give a shit about your stupid snake.” Naruto snarled as he pushed against the Dark Mage and let wind start to gather around him, “I am not letting you take them.”

      Cobra narrowed his eyes and struggled against Naruto’s force as he pushed forward. Strain showed on his face… before his eyes widened in surprise. Suddenly, a wide smirk and chuckle took its place so quickly that Naruto was alarmed by his sudden change, “Oh, now I remember. You were there, both of you, weren’t you?”

      “The hell—”

      “That girl you have in your heart,” Cobra whispered as Naruto’s eyes widened, “Maybe you should say goodbye to her first, huh?”

      “YOU — GAH!’

      A Dark Caprico shot into his back and made him stumble forward. Followed by a geyser of Liquid Ground shooting up behind him directly into the blond’s back, earning a pained gasp from the S-Class Mage and unbalancing him. Cobra grinned widely and buried his knee into Naruto’s gut. The blond’s body doubled over and the Dark Mage followed up with a giddy laugh and a devastating hook to the cheek.

      “Gemini!” Angel summoned her twin spirits who whooped in response. They came together and took Kichiyo’s intact form as the Celestial Spirit Mage smirked, “Give Cobra a little help, okay?”

      Naruto lifted himself but only in time to see the massive shadow looming over him. He looked up at the form of the golem and watched in time to see the massive stone fist the doppelganger struck him with and cracked the ground beneath him. The blond bounced off the ground and spat up blood as Gemini glowed and vanished once again. He struggled to lift himself off the ground and looked around at his comrades. They were beaten, bruised, and bloody upon the ground but still did what they could to lift themselves up. He looked ahead and saw the Oración Seis stand together with Happy and Wendy; the blue-haired girl staring at him with tearful and frightened eyes.

      “I…” Naruto panted, blood dripping from his lip as he looked into her eyes, “I promise we will find you.”

      “The only thing you’ll find is oblivion, and the fools to follow will be examples of those that try to stand against us.” Brain said as he raised his staff, the sky going dark as something huge cast them in a shadow.

      The members of the alliance looked up and saw a familiar ship in the form of a flying horse. The Blue Pegasus members stared up in shock as their airship hovered over them while its cannon started to glow.

      “By the way, we’re taking your little ship for a joy ride.” Angel called out over the loud hum of the cannon and the flap of the wings, “You were gonna use it against us so don’t complain, okay?”

      “Eliminate them.”

      Wendy tried to cry out through the hand covering her mouth but Racer dashed away with her still in his grasp. She felt tears sting her eyes as the ground shook violently and the echo of the blast carried out over the forest. The shape of the smoke and explosion were still visible even as they got farther and farther away.

      But despite the despair that threatened to grip her heart, Wendy spotted Naruto’s gaze just as she was carried off. The eyes that promised that they wouldn’t be gone for long. That they would find her and they would stop these monsters.

      That was all the hope Wendy could hang on to while she found herself in the grasp of the Oración Seis.

    
    

    
      Done

      I wanted this chapter to end at a different point but I kept writing and realized holy crap, this is never gonna end at this rate! There was probably still 2~3K words left to write! Had to cut off on some point.

      So I left it on a cliffhanger. Know how much you all love those. But to be fair this is the start of another arc, are you seriously expecting shit not to get cut off somewhere?

      I was looking back at the Oración Seis as a threat and realized yeah, these people were some pretty damn heavy-hitters back in the anime and manga. They floored the Light Alliance. They knocked Fairy Tail during their return in the Starry Sky Arc. They even pretty much beat down Jellal after the 7 year break, and that was just 3 of them with a little backstage meddling by Midnight.

      I’m serious when I said I love writing for all these characters. I started writing and I just couldn’t stop. I forgot how much fun it was to write for this story. I hope you all enjoyed it too.
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      Thank You and Bye
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      Chapter 55: Luz y Oscuridad
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      A quiet lull hung over everything as darkness was all around them. The explosion had rained down on them and had obliterated everything in the area.

      There was no sound. There was no light. But there was ache and pain. Was this — it couldn’t be. Was this—

      “Everyone okay?”

      Flames suddenly sprouted out of Natsu’s hand and illuminated the darkness. Lucy blinked in surprise and sat up before immediately hissing and laying back down. The blonde Mage looked at the numerous cuts and bruises over her body, as well as the lash marks she had received from her Gemini doppelgänger which stung like hell. She settled back and moaned, “Are we all okay?”

      “Define okay?” Gray groaned and lifted himself up, a few drops of blood dripping from his chin and into the dirt. The Maker Mage lifted himself up on his knees, “My bones creak and my muscles ache and my pride has pretty much been shot to shit.”

      “But you can gripe about it so you’re still alive, as surprising as that is.” Lyon’s voice echoed as he lifted himself up as well, Sherry moaned and pushed herself up on her knees. The Lamia Mage looked around at the divot in the ground they had fallen into and the roof of rock that had covered them from the explosion. He sighed in relief, “We were saved before the blast from the ship could land on us.”

      “How?”

      The layer of rock that shielded them creaked and broke before slowly peeling backwards. Light bled through the cracks and nearly blinded them. The ground that had sunken in to protect them slowly started to rise and bring them back up to the clearing they had battled in. They were raised into the thicket of smoke and dust that lingered over the bombed area. Trees and greenery had been burnt to a crisp, the rock and stone cracked and even melted by the intensity of the blast that shot down upon them.

      They had avoided a finishing blow, but it was clear to all of them that they had lost the first battle.

      “I am glad we were able to reach you in time.”

      “Jura-San!” Sherry and Lyon exclaimed as they picked themselves up and ran over to their comrade’s side. They stopped and looked shocked to see the bandages around his waist that failed to stop the intense bleeding from his injury, but he seemed to power through the pain to find them, “That woman had lied and said that she had killed you!”

      “She almost did. The pain, injury, and blood loss were quite debilitating.” Jura admitted, “I would have been in dire straits if Ichiya-dono hadn’t regained consciousness and treated my injuries.”

      “As humiliating as it was to be left behind to die, it was fortunate that that Angel woman left us to lick our wounds. Oh, I never thought the day would come where I would appreciate being underestimated and looked down upon.” Ichiya stepped up to Jura’s side, his face bruised and beaten and his once pristine suit now marred with dirt and blood. The short Mage just took it in stride and focused on more pressing matters, “How is everyone fairing?”

      “Erza and Naruto are down!” Gray called over, “They got hit pretty hard!”

      “Wendy.” Carla quietly muttered as she fell back on her butt and stared aimlessly ahead, “Wendy no.”

      “B-Big bro,” Hibiki groaned alongside his teammates, “We’re sorry we couldn’t live up to your example.”

      “The example of getting dropped in a bathroom?” Lyon snarked as he and Sherry made their way over to the severed head of their golem friend. The blue-haired man knelt down by its side, “He was really trying to protect us during that fight.”

      “We charged in so recklessly, but he sacrificed himself to ensure that we didn’t pay for our mistakes.” Sherry regretfully whispered. She gently placed a hand on the smooth stone of the helmet and whispered with a tear in her eye, “His love for the guild and everyone in it was truly admirable. I’m sorry, Kichiyo-San.”

      “AWWW, IT’S OKAY SHERRY!” The pink-haired girl screamed and Lyon jumped back in shock as the helmet started speaking again, “I’M JUST GLAD YOU BOTH ARE OKAY AND EVEN JURA IS STILL ALIVE! MAN, I WAS WORRIED ABOUT THAT!”

      They blinked, “C-Can you die?”

      “NOT SURE! BUT NARUTO DID THIS TO ME A FEW YEARS BACK AND I WAS OKAY AFTER THAT! AND JURA-SAN IS STILL KICKING SO THAT MAKES THE WHOLE PROCESS EASIER! YAY!” The large helmet cheered and shivered in place, “MAN, WE GOT OUR ASSES HANDED TO US!”

      “Shut up!” Natsu yelled from a few yards away, “They just got the drop on us!”

      “That doesn’t mean we weren’t beaten, Natsu-kun.” The Dragon Slayer flinched from Ichiya’s blatant words before the Pegasus Mage reached into his suit pocket, “We ran into this mission rather haphazardly, not expecting our foes to be prepared for us so soon and as capable in a fight as they were. We are alive after our ordeal, and that should be reason enough to celebrate.”

      “You call this celebratory?”

      “Considering we all could be dead? Yes.” The Pegasus Mage responded quickly to Lyon’s sarcasm and made the Lamia Mage frown. He fished out a vial and stepped forward until he was roughly in the middle of where all his allies were recovering. He popped the top and allowed the perfume to waft out, “This is a special parfum for your injuries. It won’t heal you, but it will ease your pain and make it easier to move. I wish I could offer a more sound method of recovery but sadly this is all I have.”

      “No problem.” Gray noted as he stood up a little straighter and moved his arms with wider range, “It’s actually working like a charm so far.”

      Lucy sniffed, “It smells so nice.”

      The Trimens lifted themselves up and nodded with tears in their eyes, “That’s our bro! So gallant!”

      “I WISH I WOULD FEEL RELIEVED BY THE PLEASANT AROMA BUT I DON’T HAVE A NOSE!BUT I’M GLAD TO SEE THE REST OF YOU ARE RECOVERING!” Kichiyo yelled despite the sincerity in his words being quite honest.

      Natsu felt the sluggishness that plagued his body lightend up just a little as he moved his limbs, “Dammit! I’m gonna make those asshats pay! They may have gotten lucky this time but they’ll pay for it now! Think they can beat us and take Happy away just like that?! No goddamn way!” Fire raged off his body, “C’mon everyone, let’s go find those pricks and—” The fiery Dragon Slayer paused as he spotted one of his friends struggle on her feet, “Erza? Hey, what’s wrong?”

      “M-My arm.” The redhead tried to lift herself up but stumbled on her feet as she tightly gripped the arm hanging at her side. She clenched her teeth and tried to power through the pain but was unable to handle such terrible agony. The snake bite on her arm had started to cause discoloring in her skin and the proud S-Class Mage looked fevered as her eyes clouded over, “T-The snake bite. It stings.”

      “Oh god,” Lucy gasped, “Poison?”

      “My remedy cannot cure poison or other afflictions such as that.” Ichiya shook his head in regret, “I am so sorry Erza-San for my inability to ease your pain. MEEEEENNNNN~!”

      “What do we do?” Lucy asked as she tried to help her friend up to her feet, ‘She shouldn’t be moving, right? But we need to get her to a hospital or a medic or — EYAH!’ Lucy caught her skirt before it could fall down after her belt was suddenly yanked out of it, “Erza?!”

      “W-We don’t have time. We can’t make our way back through the Woodsea without transportation, and the closest town is at least a day’s away.” Erza groaned as she tied the belt around her bicep tight enough to cause her pain. Her eyesight was starting to wane and she faltered on her feet before sitting down in the dirt. She held poisoned arm up, “We have to stop the Oración Seis, and make sure they don’t find the Nirvana. And if this arm is going to kill me from its poison—”

      “No.” Lucy shook her head, “Erza don’t even think about it.”

      “I won’t,” Erza panted, ‘I won’t let this kill me.’ She raised her shaking arm, “Just do what you must so we can continue fighting.”

      “Are you insane?!”

      “We can’t do that?!”

      Lyon stared at the redhead woman as she bit down on a portion of her armor to bear with the pain she was awaiting. The Maker Mage’s eyes narrowed before he slammed his hands together and formed a sharp blade from his ice, “Very well. I’ll make it quick. You won’t suffer Titania.”

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing Lyon?!” Gray roared in anger as he glared his fellow Ice Mage down sharply. He stood in front of the Lamia Mage and shielded his fellow Fairy, “There’s no fucking way I’m going to stand aside and let you just maim my teammate like that!”

      His former senior scoffed, “So you’d rather let the poison spread through her system, cripple her, and kill her slowly instead of just cutting off the limb? Even when there are alternatives and prosthetics for her to have afterwards?” Lyon forced Gray aside, “Seems your childishness continues to persist no matter what the occasion.”

      Lucy shook her head, “There has to be a better way!”

      “Unless you know how to handle her poison then there isn’t.” Sherry frowned at the blonde, “If you’re squeamish then I suggest you turn around.”

      “No!” The Celestial Spirit Mage yelled and shook her head, “There has to be some better way for us to handle this!”

      Ichiya fished around in his suit, “Hold on. I know there has to be one of my wonderful parfums that can work as an anesthetic before this starts.”

      “Big bro you can’t actually be sanctifying this!” Ren looked in shock before turning to Jura. He stepped up to the Wizard Saint, “You need to tell your guy to stop now before he makes a mistake!”

      “It was Erza-dono’s wish.” Jura nodded his head, “If she wished it done, then I believe that Lyon is doing the right thing.”

      “Are you kidding?!”

      Lyon held his ice sword over the point where Erza’s arm started to discolor and where the belt tied off her bloodstream. He raised it over his head and brought it down in a sharp swing that made the others scream in shock. A wave of intense heat over his head came and went in an instant and caused the blade to melt before it could cut.

      “GET AWAY!” Natsu roared as he stood in front of the injured redhead and snarled, “YOU AREN’T HURTING HER!”

      Another sword was raised up behind Erza and glinted from the sunlight.

      “Wait!”

      The sword came down on her arm and caused the redhead Mage to gasp.

      A hiss came out from the blade as it pressed against the poison in her arm.

      Erza’s eyes nearly rolled back as she finally lost her balance and toppled over. She was only stopped from landing flat on the ground as an arm grasped her shoulder and held her up gently. She forced one eye open and looked up in a fevered pain at the one that was holding the blade.

      “I’m going to chalk this dumb idea up to you being poisoned, and leave it at that.” The whiskered blond smiled softly down at her, “Just rest, okay? We’ll have this fixed when you wake up.”

      Erza’s eyes lidded over before she drifted to sleep. Naruto lowered her to the ground and kept his Sky sword pressed against her poisoned bite. There was some steam coming off where his blade met and her injury did, but he didn’t spot any changes to the discoloration or any ease on her face.

      “Oh thank god.” Lucy breathed a sigh of relief and stepped up, “Will she—”

      “This isn’t healing her.” He answered her question before she could make it, ‘This thing’s healing properties only work on physical injuries. Believe me I’ve tried.’ A sad look filled his eyes as he gently moved some hair out of her face and saw the pained expression only slightly lighten with his help, “I think if this thing isn’t at least stopping the poison from moving then at most it lessens her pain.”

      “So if that’s not going to help her,” Gray stepped up, “What will?”

      Naruto looked over to Carla as the white cat stared back. She nodded, wings extending from her back and lifting herself up to stay level with those around her, “Wendy’s healing abilities far outdo the cheap imitation of pain-relieving odors and that sword. If you want someone to help that woman recover, then you will need her.”

      “Wendy-chan can heal poisons like this?” Eve asked, “That’s astounding.”

      “She did it for me once when I was cut by a Wyvern’s poison scales. Healed it in seconds. If we want to heal Erza, we need her magic.”

      Lyon quirked an eyebrow, “So you want to leave her writhing in pain and risk her death until we can get the girl back from the Oración Seis?”

      “We were going to get her back in the first place. They took her, and Happy, and we aren’t just going to let them get away with that.” The blond said before turning his glare on the stoic blue-haired Lamia Mage, “And don’t think for a second I was ever going to let your blade touch her. Be glad it was Natsu that stopped you and not me.”

      “Is that supposed to be a threat?”

      “Enough!” Carla shouted and floated in front of everyone, “We are running on borrowed time here, and we can’t waste it arguing and being petty about what happened.”

      “Carla-dono is right.” Jura stepped forward, “Our mission is still the top priority, and we have added incentive to complete it now with Wendy-dono, Happy-dono, and Erza-dono’s safety on the line.”

      “We can’t all just stay in a group.” Lyon noted, “It’ll take too long to search this entire forest for the Oración Seis and the girl.”

      “Then we can split up.” Gray said, “Only problem is if we all go in separate directions and find what we need—”

      “I can be of assistance on that part.” Hibiki stepped forward as his Archive appeared around him, “I can monitor each of your movements and locations in relation to each other and keep you all updated on how you are faring. If one of you finds Wendy-chan, I can inform everyone about it. And if you run into a member of the Oración Seis, then I can give your location to everyone else for backup.”

      “That is really handy.”

      Jura stepped forward, “So then we have our objectives. Locate Wendy-dono and Happy-dono and return here to heal Erza-dono. If we run into a member of the Oracion Seis then it will be troublesome, so we should split up into groups of two each; to better search this expansive area and to assist each other in case a fight does occur.”

      Hibiki summoned his Archive screens, “I’ll be staying here to monitor each of you.”

      “I’m staying here too.” Naruto announced as he bent down by Erza’s side with his Sky sword still in hand, “I need to be here to ease her pain—”

      “No.” Lucy firmly said as she stepped up and knelt on Erza’s other side to look Naruto in the eye, ‘You are one of our strongest fighting forces on this team, and we need you out there looking for Wendy and Happy and stopping the Oración Seis. I know you want to stay by Erza’s side, but you know if she was awake right now she’d tell you to stop worrying at her side and go out there to help.’ The whiskered blond frowned as he realized she was right, and looked down at Erza in worry. He spotted Lucy offering her hand, “I need to give the sword my magic so it can work, right? No different from any other Holder magic I’ve used.”

      “Lucy,” The blonde girl smiled confidently and nodded. Naruto returned the expression and offered her the handle, ‘I’ll leave her to you. Make sure to focus your magic carefully, or that thing will leave you drained.’ She nodded and the S-Class Fairy stood up, facing the other members of the group, “I guess that just leaves one person extra.”

      “And that shall be me.” Everyone looked at Ichiya in surprise as the short Mage proudly stepped forward, winking and posing as he flipped his hair back. A shiver went up their backs before he continued, “I was the one first ambushed by our enemies, and they procured Christina because of it. I solemnly swear that I shall take this mission upon myself and capture our foes singlehandedly.”

      The others were skeptical, but the Trimens seemed on the verge of tears from their leader’s manly and honorable decree. With their mission set the Mages all looked up with determination in their eyes.

      It was time to save that little girl.

    
    

    
      “She’s younger than I thought she’d be. Who’d expect a kid this small to be such a powerful healer.” Cobra said, eyeing the frightened girl over as she and Happy huddled together in the corner. The young Mage looked on the verge of crying as the burgundy-haired Dark Mage showed doubt, “Uh, Brain, you sure this kid is up to the task? Because her inner thoughts sound like they’re gonna wet themselves.”

      “It’s because you’re forcing the girl to look at you, Cobra.” Angel teased from the side, laughing joyously at his annoyed expression as she leaned back in her seat, “Maybe she wouldn’t be so frightened if you weren’t leering over her like that.”

      “Have faith, Cobra.” Brain interposed between his two subordinates before an argument could escalate. The old man had a content, nonplussed smile on his face as he turned to the blue-haired girl. He spoke in a confident, calm manner, belying the cold and ruthless man she had seen order the strike down on her comrades not too long ago, “This girl will be the solution to our predicament. With her magic he will wake up from his unfortunate state, guide us to Nirvana, and then we shall have control over everything.”

      “Hey!” Happy pulled out from Wendy’s grasp and glared up at the Dark Mages holding them hostage, “What are you guys gonna do with Wendy, huh? If you plan to hurt her then — uh — I guess I have to stop you? I mean I’m here and I’m part of Fairy Tail but I’m only now realizing just how big most of you are.”

      “Some rare breeds of cats can go up to thousands of Jewels on the market. This one has blue fur, as well as being anthropomorphic and having sapience.” Hoteye beamed with joy, “That would fetch a high price if we sold to the right bidder!”

      “Might wanna lower your expectations just a smidge, Hoteye.” Cobra shook his head, “Listening in on what the little guy’s got going on in that skull of his and it ain’t much. You might have to ditch the intelligent part of your selling point.”

      “And all these big guys are being mean to me!”

      “I’m a girl, you annoying little fleabag!” Angel snapped.

      “You are?!”

      “Enough.” Brain raised his skull cane before Angel could attack the blue cat. The white-clad woman frowned and seethed in anger before turning on her heels to march away. The wise old leader then looked down at the blue cat before a wry smile came to his face, “This little animal may have been picked up on a whim, but it can still help us test out our new associate.”

      Happy blinked, “What do you — OOF!” The skull cane came swinging up into his body and slammed him up into the top of the cave before the blue cat dropped back to the ground in a bodily heap. The blue cat laid on the ground, “O-Ow.”

      “Happy!” Wendy cried out and quickly crawled over to his side to see his bruises. She looked up with teary eyes at the horrid Dark Mage that had beaten the poor creature down, “Why? H-How could you do something so awful?”

      “The feline is beaten and injured. And it’s your friend, no?” Brain questioned, ‘Why not heal it?’ Wendy balked and shivered in shock, “Show the extent of your healing ability?”

      “Y-You—”

      “Don’t.” Wendy looked down as the little blue cat lifted himself up on his paws. One of his eyes was swollen shut after getting smacked into the rock but he continued to look to Wendy, “You don’t have to listen to anything these guys tell you to do, Wendy. We just have to wait for everyone to come and kick their butts.”

      “Everyone?” Angel scoffed, “Are you talking about the nobodies and losers we bodied in the forest before we blew them up with that cannon? Because in case you didn’t notice they’re dead now.”

      “No they aren’t.” Happy denied, ‘You think you beat them but you didn’t. People like you never do.’ A grin came to the cat’s face, “You think you’ve won, but then Natsu and the others come and beat you down. That’s always what happens to people who think they can beat Fairy Tail. And you’re no different.”

      The members of the Dark Guild and Wendy all listened to the blue cat intently, “You’re gonna lose.”

      “Young lady, I won’t repeat myself. Heal this creature,” He aimed the end of the cane at the cat as a green and black swirl formed at the end of it, “Or I’ll just continue hurting it until you do. Or perhaps you’ve realized the futility in keeping a creature like this as a companion?”

      “No!” Wendy shielded the beaten feline from the Dark Mage’s threat. She was frightened by the powerful magic she had aimed at her before she shook her head, ‘I-I’ll heal him.’ She turned around and faced Happy, holding her hands out as a faint warm light emanated out and covered him. She hung her head in guilt, “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” The Fairy Mage whispered as his bruises and swollen eye started to disappear. After a few moments he was fully healed of everything. He looked over himself and then up at the disappointed blue-haired girl. He reached up and pressed his paw to her cheek, “Just trust in Natsu and the others. They’ll come to help us. I promise.”

      The strength in Naruto’s eyes even while that magic attack dropped down on them. The feeling of hope that she wouldn’t be here for long.”

      “Little cat’s inspiring hope in her again.” Cobra chuckled, “That’s cute.”

      “Hey!”

      A loud indignant yell echoed through the chamber and caused Cobra to cover his ears in pain. Everyone looked back to see Racer standing at the mouth of the entrance with a massive cross hoisted over his shoulder. He stepped in and dropped the heavy object on the ground. The speedy Dark Mage let out a long exhale before clapping his hand against it, “Next time we need something really fucking heavy brought over here, how about we ask one of the countless nameless grunts we have under our employ to do the bitch work?”

      Angel tilted her head, “I thought that was exactly what we were doing?”

      “I could pull out every tooth in your mouth before you even realized how much of a dumb bitch you are.”

      “Silence.” Brain sternly said and shook his head, “My god why is there so much animosity between you lot?”

      “Maybe they just need to have sex and get it all out of their systems?” All eyes turned to Happy, “What? Apparently that’s what Erza does with Naruto sometimes when they have an argument.”

      Wendy blushed, “T-They’re in a relationship?”

      “Ew! Ew! Ew! I don’t want the picture or even the insinuation that I would sleep with these bozos!” Angel gagged and shuddered in disgust before covering her head and humming, “Getting it out of my head! Getting it out of my head!”

      Brain rolled his eyes before looking to Hoteye and motioning towards the cross-shaped figure. The large man gave a quick nod and grabbed it before pulling it further into the cave. He turned it towards Wendy and Happy before letting go. Brain stepped up to its side and looked down at the child and cat, “Now that we’ve established how strong your healing magic is, it’s time that we get to the point. I want you to use your magic to heal the man inside of this.”

      “Y-You want me to heal him?”

      “Yes.” Brain nodded, “The man inside of this is privy to information and magic that very few people in Fiore even know about. One of those secrets is the location and activation code we need to reach Nirvana. We have been searching this Woodsea for a very long time now without anything to prove for it. Of course we know it is here, the strange and ancient magic traces seeped into the very soil of this land and the fact that parts of the forest have started to become affected by its lingering magic show that it is still here. But with his help we’ll be able to locate it.”

      Happy gulped, “A-And you want Wendy to heal him?”

      “Indeed. He is very sick. And he is in desperate need of her healing touch.” He flipped a switch in the back of the coffin as it let out a mechanical hiss and opened up to reveal what was inside. The cross coffin pulled away and revealed the half-naked, magically sickened body of the man inside. His skin was marred with an odd pattern indicative of a magical illness, and he wasn’t responsive even as his coffin opened.

      But Wendy’s eyes widened and breath hitched as she spotted the familiar blue hair and eye tattoo of the person that had saved her life, “Jellal.”

      “Jellal?!” Happy balked, ‘This guy is Jellal! You guys want her to heal and fix Jellal!’ The blue cat quickly turned to the frightened, speechless girl and shook her arm, “Wendy, you can’t heal this guy no matter what! He’s a monster! He hurt Erza and Naruto! He tortured their friends for years! He tried to kill all of my friends!”

      “Yes, he attempted not too long ago to use a very dangerous and powerful system to resurrect the great Dark Mage, Zeref. His use of that magical system was actually to the chagrin of many of my own subordinates.” Brain looked back at the faces of his fellow Oración Seis and their displeasure at being made examples of. He smiled, ‘But he failed, and instead found himself at the center of an unstable and uncontrollable sea of magic, Etherion. Luckily he was pulled out of it by some associates of ours, but unfortunately we haven’t be able to awaken him since then. He’s too sick. Stuck in a coma because of his magical poisoning.’ The dark-skinned man smiled slyly, “But now we have your advanced healing ability. And we might just have a chance to reawaken him from his deep slumber.”

      “You can’t help them, Wendy! He is an evil man! He might tell them where Nirvana is! O-Or use it for himself if he can!”

      “I know. I know who he is.” Wendy whimpered, her head hung low as she gripped the dirt. The girl’s voice shuddered, “I read about all the awful things he did. How he nearly destroyed the Magic Council. How he used a forbidden magic that could have destroyed the country. A-And if he nearly killed Erza-San and Naruto-San, then I can’t help him. I won’t. Not matter—”

      “Her heart is racing.” All eyes shot to Cobra as the burgundy-haired Dark Mage interrupted. A smirk stretched his lips, ‘And not out of fear. All your memories and feelings are welling up so loudly in your heart little girl that I can hear them.’ Wendy gasped and tears fell down her cheek as he stepped forward, “What was that word you used early, Brain? Serendipitous? Well maybe destiny does want us to find Nirvana and reach our goal. It turns out this little lady knows Jellal.”

      “Oh does she?”

      “And not just knows — she’s smitten.” Wendy’s cheeks burned while sad tears came down her cheeks. Cobra sneered, “She has all these little fantasies and dream scenarios about meeting him again. She loves this man. But more importantly… she feels indebted.”

      Happy blinked and looked to the young girl stifling her sobs, “Wendy?”

      “W-When I was younger, m-my dragon, Grandeeny disappeared without a trace.” She wiped her eyes to little avail, ‘I-I was so scared while I wandered and I didn’t know what to do. Until a boy came and kept me company. He protected me. He helped me. H-He was the first friend I ever made. A-And then one day he left too, but left me at Cait Shelter where I’ve been ever since.’ She sniffled, “I promised myself one day I would meet him and see him again. A-And thank him for what he did for me.”

      “Wendy.” Happy held the girl’s arm sympathetically, “I’m sorry, but if you wake him up—”

      “I-I know. I know who he is and what he’s done. And if he tells them where Nirvana is, then it’s all over.” Wendy rubbed the tears away and looked up at the Dark Mages, childish defiance in her red-rimmed eyes, “I won’t help him.”

      Brain stared down at the girl. He then turned to look at his subordinates. He finally looked to Cobra, who gave a short nod in assurance. The old man sighed and nodded his head.

      He drew out a knife, stabbed Jellal in the arm, and yanked it out as blood spilled freely from his cut artery.

      “No!” Wendy gasped as the tears started again.

      “W-What did you do that for?!” Happy gasped.

      “Brain!” Angel stomped her foot as the others besides Midnight and Cobra looked on in shock, “Don’t kill him! We need him to find Nirvana!”

      “The girl will not help us, so there is no need for Jellal anymore.” Brain casually said as he turned to the comatose man, blood steadily spilling out of the wound on his arm and dripping to the floor. The white-haired man shook his head, ‘Some years back, this boy came to me hoping that I might teach him my vast wealth of magical techniques and knowledge. He picked up on so many different styles and magic so quickly that I believed I had stumbled upon a once-in-a-lifetime prodigy. And when he told me he would apply for a seat on the Magic Council, I knew I had a chance to gain all the knowledge and information I had been aiming for since joining the Rune Knights. But he acted on his plans first, and now I appear to be losing my chance to find Nirvana.’ Brain spoke callously as he started to flay some of the skin from Jellal’s chest, earning a horrified cry from Wendy as she saw it happen. Blood dripped from the knife before he turned it to the unconscious man’s throat, “All that effort and no result. I suppose if he really won’t wake up then there’s no point—”

      “Stop! Stop it!”

      Wendy’s desperate shriek echoed through the cave and stopped the knife from making its decisive blow. Brain looked back and saw Wendy on her knees, head hung low as tears dropped into the dirt. The composed old man stepped aside, cleaning his bloody knife as he looked down at the little girl, “The injuries I’ve left on him will kill him in a matter of moments. If you really have the resolve of letting the man who saved your life die, then you can just sit back and let him bleed out. You don’t even have to make the choice. Just sit down and do nothing.”

      Wendy hiccuped and looked up at Jellal’s unconscious form. A part of his chest was dripping with fresh blood after his pectoral had been flayed. His arm continued to leak blood like a steady faucet. If she allowed it like this, then they would never find Nirvana and their mission would be for naught.

      But…

      Cobra smirked, and that caused a satisfied smile to form on Brain’s face.

      Wendy sniffed and wiped her eyes. She stood up and clenched her tiny fists, “I-I’m sorry, Happy.”

      “Wendy.”

      “I can’t. I-I can’t just let him die.” The little blue-haired Mage stepped up to the comatose man and raised her hands. Her magic formed and light started to cover Jellal’s body as his bleeding came to a steady stop. His skin slowly started to heal, and the magical patterns that formed from his illness steadily, slowly receded.

      Cobra stepped around the coffin, “I hate to ruin this moment of basking in victory, but we have a slight problem.” The others looked towards the man as he gently caressed the purple snake around his shoulder, “I can hear the faint sounds of fighting and screaming from here. It’s pretty damn far away, but it’s those kids we bodied early. They aren’t dead.”

      “Surprising, but not overall disheartening.” Brain stated, “We have the girl, and she is healing Jellal. All we need is time. I shall keep a watch over her and the cat, so they don’t attempt to sneak away. Cobra. Hoteye. Angel. Racer. Go out there and greet our dear foes with their reckoning.”

      Hoteye closed his book. Racer fixed his glasses. Angel licked her lips. Cobra smirked as Cubellios flicked its tongue.

      “Oh, this’ll be fun.”

    
    

    
      “I never thought in a million years that you would decide to follow me through the forest.”

      “I was weighing my options and out of all the undesirable choices, you were the least irritating.”

      Naruto let out a chuckle and he leapt through the air to strike a Dark Mage across the face as he ran through the forest. Countless more subordinate Dark Mages covered the ground and blocked the way he and Carla were running through. Fortunately they were so busy bragging and postulating about how they were going to beat him that Naruto just knocked everyone out in the blink of an eye with a swift strike to the chin. He made quick work out of every enemy that stood in his way as he talked over his shoulder to the white cat, “But you hate me, don’t you? How am I the least irritating option for you?”

      “Well I couldn’t stay around with the injured woman, making small chat with the womanizer and the scantily-dressed lady.” Carla commented, “Which left me with either your other teammates—”

    
    

    
      “I’m gonna find Wendy, heal Erza, save Happy, and kick Oración Seis’ ass all by myself!”

      “Well I can do that all of that but faster, and without leaving a burn track through the forest while I do it!”

      “I’d like to see you try!”

      “Then sit back and watch!”

      Natsu and Gray continued to feud, running off to continue their search while they left a field of unconscious Dark Mages on the ground either burned by fire or frozen by ice.

    
    

    
      “—or the unpleasant man from Lamia Scale that threatened to cut off Titania’s arm and his lovestruck cohort. Or the duo from the womanizing team that nearly traumatized us.”

      “Wendy seemed to take their flirting fairly well.”

      “Fine then. Traumatized me. Are you happy?”

      “Sorry. I see your point.”

    
    

    
      Lyon frowned in annoyance as he charged through the Woodsea with his target in sight. His sharp eyes shifted upwards and spotted the massive flying battleship in the form of a winged horse that floated over their heads. The experienced young Mage knew that as long as that battleship continued to hover in the air, an aerial attack like the one they had been hit with before could come at any moment, and unlike last time Jura wouldn’t swoop in at the last second to save them from it.

      This meant they needed to neutralize that threat before it could blindside them again.

      “Lyon-sama, are you sure this is the best use of our time!” Sherry called out to him as she followed his brisk pace. She looked up at the magnificent ship flying overhead, “There’s no guarantee that we can even reach that ship!”

      “It’s not guaranteed, but we can do it.” Lyon said firmly, ‘We were planning to fight and kill the mighty demon of Zeref, Deliora. That was said to be an impossible task, but we powered through it anyway.’ A confident look crossed his face, “I refuse to believe something like this is beyond us.”

      Sherry gave a small smile and with renewed spirit chased after her comrade.

      “Of course this won’t be easy. Especially when we’re being followed by two unwanted tagalongs.” Lyon and Sherry both looked back displeased to see the suited forms of Eve and Ren keeping pace with them. Lyon frowned, “Do you have to follow us so closely?”

      “We aren’t following you because we want to.” Ren retorted, “But we overheard you taking about getting to the Christina and destroying it before they could use the cannon to attack us again. But that ship is the pride and joy of Blue Pegasus, and we can’t just allow you to destroy it so casually.”

      “So you’d rather it remain in the hands of our enemies and attack us whenever they wish?”

      “Not at all.” Eve smiled brightly, “We just thought it would be a better use of our time if we reclaim the Christina instead of destroying it. It still requires us to get up to the ship and defeat the interlopers that commandeered it, but instead of blasting it out of the sky we use it for its original purpose. An aerial view over the Woodsea for us to observe our enemies and locate Wendy-chan faster.”

      “And you think you can do that?”

      “I was part of the Rune Knights for some time. I have some experience with tactical raids like this. However we can’t do it alone—”

      “We could, but Eve seems to be adamant on wanting to make friends with all the cool kids.” The young blond blushed and aimed a glare at his tan friend as Ren continued to dash through the forest, “We just came to warn you that we are going to take back our ship, and if you aren’t with us on this then you’re against us. Which in that case, it would be better if you just stay out of our way.”

      Sherry gave a frustrated glare towards the suit-clad man, “Surprisingly aggressive for a tsundere.”

      “Not like I care what you think.”

      “There it is.”

      “Enough.” Lyon looked back at the Pegasus Mages before looking back at his teammate. He then turned to stared up at their objective before clicking his tongue, “Fine. We get up to the ship together. Whether we repossess it or blow it out of the sky will be a choice we make when we get there.”

      “Fair enough.”

    
    

    
      “It wouldn’t have been that bad to stick around with Jura.”

      “You’re right, the Wizard Saint is the most collected and centered individual on this team, and most likely would have been the easiest to get along with.” Carla grimaced, “His compatriot however—”

    
    

    
      “SMASH! SMASH! SMASH! SMASH! IT IS SO MUCH BETTER TO HAVE A BODY! I CAN’T BELIEVE I HAD TO GO TEN MINUTES WITHOUT HAVING ONE AGAIN! TALK ABOUT DÉJÀ VU!” The golem said, admiring his new bulky body as he swung his arms around in a wide arc and knocked the Dark Mages off their feet, “YOU REMEMBER WHEN WE MET LIKE THAT, JURA?!”

      “I remember very well, Kichiyo.” Jura easily knocked out the group of criminals that tried to jump him with a single punch. He continued to beat his foes with minimal, short strikes before looking at the unconscious men at the golem’s feet, “You remembered to hold back against these men, right?”

      “OH DON’T WORRY, JURA, I ALWAYS REMEMBER EVERYTHING YOU TAUGHT ME ABOUT RESTRAINT! IF I DIDN’T THIS WOULD BE A WHOLE LOT MESSIER! I REMEMBER THE OLD DAYS IN THAT UNDERGROUND TEMPLE WHERE EVERY TIME I MET SOMEONE NEW IT IMMEDIATELY FOLLOWED WITH ME SMUSHING THEM TO PASTE! IT WAS SO CRAZY EASY TOO! A KNOCK TO THE HEAD OR A SWIPE TO THE SIDE OR A GENTLE KICK AND THEY’D PRETTY MUCH EXPLODE INTO MIST! IT WAS SO EASY—”

      “Kichiyo.”

      “RIGHT! OFF TOPIC! LIL’ TINY MAGE GIRL, WHERE ARE YOU?! WE’RE HERE TO SAVE YOU AND BE TOTALLY NICE AND GENTLE WHILE WE DO IT!”

      Jura palmed his face as his guild’s golem charged through the trees.

    
    

    
      “Then you could’ve just gone with Ichiya-San.”

      The blond man and white cat silently stared at each other as they continued to make their way through the forest at their brisk speed. Nothing was said between the two for nearly a minute as Naruto’s statement hung in the air.

      He shook his head, “Sorry, that didn’t even count as a joke.”

    
    

    
      “I am conflicted.” Ichiya gracefully said, slowly opening his eyes, ‘On the one hand this situation can be not be considered anything other than unfavorable. On the other hand, to deny these people a meeting with me is far to cruel and callous for a gentleman such as myself.’ A manly tear ran down his bruised and rough face, “Oh, whatever is a man like me to do?”

      The Dark Mages looked at the suited creature they had tied up on a stick, “Hey, are we sure this thing is human?”

      “That ain’t our problem to deal with. Just bring him to the bosses and let them figure it out.”

      Ichiya nodded, “Oh, whatever am I to do?”

    
    

    
      “So in the end that left me with following you in order to find Wendy, and I’m doing that with gritted teeth mind you.” Carla finally answered with a crossed frown and twitch in her eye. She looked back and saw the endless path of unconscious Dark Mages that had tried to jump them for the Oración Seis. Her eyes turned down to the blond man she had so quickly derided before she hummed, “I’m surprised how strong you’ve grown since we last saw you.”

      “Of course.” Naruto chuckled, “I was just a kid back then. Making silly mistakes and stupid decisions that were just too much for me to handle. But now I’m a man!”

      “And so does that mean you don’t make stupid decisions or mistakes anymore?”

      “Oh no, I still do! I just have the ability to fix them a lot easier now.”

      Carla rolled her eyes and looked at the young man skeptically, before she noticed his eyes and expression harden as he continued to charge forward. She remained stoically silent, “How did you get your strength exactly?”

      “Lots of fights. The right people training me. Things I needed to protect giving me a reason. And things I couldn’t that I should have, pushing me forward.”

      “Wendy has been trying to grow stronger, like you and that man Jellal.” The blond’s face flashed with a moment of doubt before he focused back on the task at hand. The cat continued, “She has grown stronger since we met you years ago, but still she has doubts and fears.”

      “What’s wrong with that? I have doubts and fears all the time.”

      “Yes, but yours obviously don’t cause you to freeze.” Carla said with firm eyes, “Wendy always wants to do whatever she can to become stronger and a better Mage, but sometimes her fear and doubts about herself cause her to falter. I want her to become the Mage she says she wants to be, but right now that’s not who she is. And I needed to protect her from anything that would hurt her until she was. I don’t know what to do anymore.”

      “She has the strength and will. It was obvious when she came running out from behind that rock and faced the Oración Seis even while the rest of us were on the ground that she wants to help us however she can. She froze in fear, but I know that won’t keep her forever.” Naruto said, “The time will come when she controls her fear, and makes a stand. And when she does she’ll be on her way to becoming a great Mage. You’ll see.”

      Carla let the blond fairy’s words sink in as they continued to charge forward. The image of her young charge standing in front of her, her shoulders still and firm despite the fear that might grip her flashed through her mind for just a moment. It seemed so hard to believe, but she thought she could imagine the great and powerful Mage Wendy could become so clearly it was almost like a memory.

      She came out of her thoughts and looked around as she only saw more forest pass around them, “Do you know where you’re going?”

      “I’m trying to follow the number of assholes until I reach the big prolapsed anuses themselves.”

      “What?! Y-You don’t know where you’re going?!”

      “I can’t track them! They didn’t exactly leave a lot of clues for me to follow!”

      “I can’t believe this!” Carla halted in her flight and floated in front of the blond man with annoyance, “I followed you because you seemed capable in finding Wendy, but you’re just running around like a headless chicken!”

      “Well you’re the one who can fly! Maybe you can give me an aerial view instead of chewing me out!”

      “Can’t you question some of the men you defeated back there?!”

      “There’s no way people as ruthless as the Oración Seis actually told those weaklings their hiding spot!”

      “You don’t know that!”

      “I know that better than you!”

      “Oh, and here I thought you’d do whatever you could to save the woman you love!”

      “Hey!” Naruto barked as Carla matched his glare, “Watch what you say!”

      “You want me to watch what I say? Then watch this!” Carla yelled, “You—”

      Attack. Attack. So fast. So soon. Coming now!

      “Racer!”

      Naruto eyes widened at her sudden exclamation before he grabbed the white cat and leapt in the air. A speedy blur passed just underneath them and left a smoking trail in its wake before they landed on the ground. Carla took a sharp breath of surprise as Naruto stood up and looked at his attacker.

      “Didn’t think you’d see me coming.” The long-nosed Mage said as he tightened the glove on his hand and turned to face the whiskered Mage directly. The spiky-haired man rolled his neck and tapped his foot on the ground, ‘I can honestly say I’m surprised any of you survived getting bombed like that by that gaudy airship. I thought at least one or two of you would have died.’ Racer coldly said before he laced his fingers together and cracked them, “Well Cobra did get his snake to bite that redhead, so she’s probably on her way out.”

      Carla felt Naruto’s grip on her tighten for a moment before he released her. She floated in the air as the whiskered Mage stood back up and eyed the Oración Seis member, “You must be pretty stupid if you think anything you or your people could do can kill her.”

      “Not kill her. Just make her suffer before she finally kicks the bucket.” Racer chuckled, “I’m guessing the rest of your loser club made it out too, right? No worries. The others are making their way out and will find them no problem. They’ll all be dead soon.”

      “Look, I’m gonna kick your ass one way or another.” Naruto cracked his neck, “So how about you just tell me where you took Wendy and Happy and I’ll promise not to leave you broken?”

      “Broken? Hahaha!”

      Naruto raised his arms and just barely caught the leg of the fast Dark Mage before his foot could dig any deeper into his sternum. Racer kicked off with his other foot and sent Naruto flying through the air, “Bitch you ain’t got the speed to even touch me.”

      The blond flipped and landed in a crouch on the ground, but Racer was already on him in an instant. The Dark Mage smirked as he dug his fist into the blond’s cheek and forced blood out in a single hit. Racer smirked and continued to land hit after hit on the whiskered man’s cheek at blinding speeds. A little harder and his teeth would break. A few more hits and his neck would snap from the whiplash. He may be an S-Class Mage, but everyone was so weak when they looked as still as a statue. This was—

      “You done?”

      Racer’s eyes widened behind his glasses as he saw Nartuo’s mismatched eyes glare into him despite the punches to the face.

      “WRAAAAAAHHHHHH!”

      Racer was blown back by a gale force wind that exploded off of Naruto’s body. The Dark Mage bounced off the ground and dirt like a stone before finally catching his footing and coming to a stop. He looked up and saw the wind around the Fairy Mage’s body pick up before finally settling. The blond looked directly at him, smiling and wiping his face before spitting a pinch of blood off to the side, “I already told you I have taken a lot harder hits than anything you could dish out.”

      “And I told you I’d crack your skull like an egg.” Racer hissed as he looked over himself. He saw little cuts and blood seeping out from where the sharp winds had actually sliced him. He ran his finger over his nose and cleaned it of the blood coming out before his killing intent increased, “I’m going to break you like a twig.”

      “I offered to let you off easy.” Naruto said as he matched the intent coming towards him, “You’d better remember that.”

      Carla hovered over the two fighting Mages with a worried expression on her face. She looked around and tried to spot where her friend would be, but couldn’t leave Naruto only to fight.

      “Wendy. Everyone.”

    
    

    
      “So? You smell anything?”

      “Besides the blood and tears of all the guys we’ve beaten down so far?” Natsu snarked back irritably as he raised his nose and sniffed the air. He hissed in annoyance and slammed his foot, “Dammit, I can’t catch Happy’s scent at all! What the crap?!”

      “Okay, calm down.” Gray harshly smacked the back of the Dragon Slayer’s head to stop his freak out and grab his attention again. The Maker Mage sighed and turned to his teammate, “Maybe you’re just too used to Happy’s scent? That’s probably the reason you can’t pick it up from so far away with so much else going on around you.”

      “But I need to smell him to find him!” Natsu complained and gripped his hair as he groaned angrily. He suddenly stopped and poked his nose a few times, “Can I reset my nose?”

      Gray shrugged, “Maybe if we broke it, which I am totally up for by the way. But I feel like that would be a step back from what we’re aiming for.” The two Fairy males stood together and wracked their heads about what they needed to do. Gray opened his eyes again before asking, “What about if you focus on the girl’s scent?”

      “I don’t know Wendy’s that well.”

      “But you said she smelled like a dragon, right? So she still has that dragon smell that you and Gajeel have lingering on you, right?” Gray said as he remembered the multiple loud, petty arguments their local Dragon Slayers had when it came to being around each other and having their smell linger around. The Maker Mage nodded, “Shouldn’t the smell of a dragon be more prominent than anything else around here? So if you focus on that then maybe you’ll get what we need.”

      Natsu seemed to mull the idea over before closing his eyes and taking a deep breath through his nose. His senses were overloaded with all types of scents and smells that lingered and wafted from the forest and into him. The smell of a dragon. The smell of his cat as well. He took a deep breath and what he felt most was…

      “Mud.”

      Their eyes widened and they leapt back as the ground by their feet bubbled and exploded in a geyser of Liquid Ground. They felt a rush of pain cover their bodies and slammed into the ground as a massive man stepped out into their line of sight.

      “We are so close to reaching our goal, and cashing in on the biggest cash flow in history, and now you and your cohorts are disrupting us right at the climax. Oh well.” Hoteye raised a tendril of earth with a wave of his hand before shrugging, “I’d offer you relief for an acceptable payment, but the price has gone up considerably since before. And if you couldn’t pay it before… then farewell.”

      Hoteye sent the spiraling tendril out to attack the floored men, but looked in mild surprise when the spear of Liquid Ground was frozen on the spot. Gray had lifted himself into a kneeling position and used Freeze to flash-freeze the Liquid Ground before it could reach them. Natsu and Gray lifted themselves up and stepped around the tendril of frozen ground.

      “Guess we got lucky that one of them came to us.” Gray commented as he pulled his shirt off, leaving him topless, “You don’t have to feel ashamed about your nose not working for you.”

      “Like you know anything about shame. Don’t make me laugh. But I’m glad we got someone to ask directions for now.” Natsu clenched his fists so tightly it started to shake, “Even better, it’s someone we’ve been looking for too. Lucky us.”

      Natsu swung his fist back and shattered the rock tendril as his and Gray’s eyes narrowed harshly on the Dark Mage, “Round 2 you sonuva bitch!”

      Hoteye’s eyes glittered, “I’m going to make you pay for wasting our time.”

    
    

    
      “Are we all ready? Because this is a long way to go and we need to do it in tandem.”

      “We’re ready. Just waiting on you to pony up.”

      Ren and Sherry shared a look and nodded. The pink-haired woman stepped forward and started to summon her magic as the ground rumbled. Stone and rock began to lift into the air and collect together into a large bulky figure. Her Doll magic formed a rough rock golem that lorded over its targets. It picked up both Lyon and Eve in its hands before lifting them up.

      Ren stepped forward and concentrated his Air magic towards the base of the golem. The air and wind around its feet started to twist and distort before expanding, “Aerial Levitation!”

      The rock golem was sent flying up through the air with the explosion at its base. Lyon and Eve felt a powerful rush of wind around them as they flew up over the trees. After a few moments the puppet’s massive mass reached the apex of its lift and was about to fall back down. Before it could, it reeled back and threw the two men in its grasp as hard as it could towards the flying airship.

      “Ice Make: Falcon!”

      Lyon formed a bird from his magic and landed on its back as it glided towards the Christina. Eve grabbed onto the ice construct’s talon and casted his Snow magic under the creature’s wings to give it some lift. They sailed through the air and came up on the occupied airship before dispelling the falcon and falling towards the carriage of the ship. Lyon slammed his hands against the wood and used Freeze to make a handhold for himself and Eve to latch onto. The light blue-haired man frowned, “Did you ever have missions like this in the Rune Knights?”

      “This? Specifically? No.” The young blond commented as he grunted and climbed his way up the ice sheet on the edge of Christina’s body. Lyon focused and stretched the ice out for them to continue up, “But definitely an experience I will remember for the rest of my days.”

      Lyon and Eve scaled the side of the ship until they reached the edge of it and peeked over the edge. They spotted dozens of rough-looking men and women moving around the ship’s exterior. They seemed to be examining the metal and lining of the Christina and figuring out how they could scrap it for money after all the fighting was done.

      Eve whispered, “More than I thought.”

      “Pfft,” Lyon scoffed, “They all look weak.”

      “Their quantity makes up for quality.”

      “I have quality in spades if you’re concerned.”

      “That’s quite arrogant of you, Lyon-San.” The young Pegasus Mage teased, “I think I can more than beat my fair share of the enemies.”

      “You both sound kind of cocky for fellas dangling off the side of a ship.”

      Lyon and Eve looked back in surprise and prepared to attack before a sudden blast of wind lifted them up and threw them onto the deck of the ship with the Dark Mages that had occupied it. The two quickly clamored back up to their feet and looked around as they were surrounded by their foes.

      “We were put in charge of taking this bad girl out for a ride and taking care of any nosy brats that showed their ugly faces. I take it you two are part of that description.” The two Mages looked up and saw a grey-haired man wearing a long black coat with yellow highlights. He had tattoos around his eyes and he was floating several feet off the ground with a diabolical smirk, “Well that’s why the Oración Seis decided to trust us.”

      “I am Erigor,” The man announced with raised arms as his subordinates pulled out their weapons, “And you are in the care of the New Eisenwald guild. Unfortunate for you.”

    
    

    
      Ren squinted his eyes as he looked up into the sky and towards the bomber, “I think they made it.”

      “Lyon-sama definitely made it. He said he would, and he always follows his word.” Sherry said confidently as the pink-haired woman fawned, “The drive that pushes him to fight for his comrades and complete his mission despite the odds must be for love!”

      “I’m not sure if he’s the kind of man that expresses love in a manner like that.” She frowned and gave the tan gentleman a dirty glare as he turned to her, “You certainly seem to think a lot about love. Sounds like you try to make everything about it.”

      Sherry flushed as she scowled at the man, “And what about you, Ren-San? What’s with the constant cold attitude and distant affection? Girls don’t like guys that keep switching between nice and mean.”

      “What about your boyfriend up there? He certainly seems to be the cold and distant type.”

      “He’s at least honest about his feelings. And besides, please don’t act like you can know Lyon-sama just from looking at him.” Sherry said with a pout as she crossed her arms and huffed, “I can trust him with finishing his goal to completion. He can follow through better than anyone else.”

      Ren hummed, “Well then I’m surprised you have so much faith in him. I apologize if I offended you.” The Pegasus Mage apologized before holding a finger to his temple, “Hibiki? Are you there?”

      ( “I’m here Ren. I see you’ve stopped in an area along with Eve, Lyon-kun, and Sherry-San. How is apprehending the Christina going?”)

      “We got them up there. Now all we can do is wait.” Ren said, “How are the others handling things? Have they found anything on Wendy-chan yet?”

      ( “Not yet. I’m surveying them with Archive but all of the teams seemed to have suddenly stopped or become preoccupied. I believe they’re in the middle of fighting. I can only hope they’re holding out.”)

      “And what about Titania?”

      ( “She’s okay.”) Lucy’s voice carried over the link, ( “The poison isn’t receding but this healing sword is making it easier on her. I just don’t know how much longer I can use it.”)

      ( “Soon enough Lucy-San’s magic will run out and I’ll be left to handle her treatment. And if I run out of magic too then I won’t be able to keep Archive up.”)

      “We really are on a clock.” Ren hissed, “We need to hurry.”

      “I agree.”

      Sherry and Ren turned around to see Jura emerging from the trees. Sherry beamed with relief, “Jura-San! You found us!”

      “I saw you trying to reach up to the airship and thought you could use my assistance.” The Wizard Saint smiled, “It would be best if we collected the weapon so it won’t be used against us. Perhaps I can use my Earth magic to—”

      “Aerial Shot!”

      Jura was pelted with stone and earth after they were uprooted and fired by blasts of Air magic. Sherry watched her superior get knocked to the ground before turning around in shock, “R-Ren-San!”

      “Hibiki, you have our locations. Is Jura-San by our side right now?” The tan man casually said with one stretched out hand and the other to his temple, “Because he just appeared in front of us.”

      ( “No, he isn’t.”)

      “Thought so.” The Pegasus man stepped forward with a furrowed glare, “Jura-San didn’t strike me as the type of fellow to abandon his partner and deviate from the path. If that man is really as trustworthy as she said, then I see no reason for the real Jura-San to fret and come here to help.”

      “Ugh, you people and your cheesy faith and belief in one another. Are you trying to induce vomiting?”

      A snide, condescending voice spoke out from the forest as a white-clad woman sashayed out into the open. Sherry and Ren raised their guard as they spotted the Oración Seis member while Jura separated into Gemi and Mini.

      Angel smiled devilishly, “Now are you kids trying to take that ship back for yourselves? After all I did to steal it?”

    
    

    
      “JURA, I HAD NO IDEA STRING WAS SO STURDY!” Kichiyo commented as he picked up his severed limb and looked at where it was so cleanly cut. He placed it back on the stump and watched the stone seal itself again until it was completely recovered. The golem opened and closed his stone fist before looking at his attackers, “I WAS IN THE MIDDLE OF A CONVERSATION! IT WAS VERY RUDE OF YOU TO INTERRUPT!”

      “Apologies, but I thought I thought I’d break the ice and throw the initial attack.” The man above them apologized as he hung upside down with his foot hanging precariously off a nearly invisible garrote wire between two trees. The shaggy-haired man smiled lackadaisically, “I thought of the two of you, the shorter bald man seemed far more dangerous to try and ambush. I didn’t sense any life from you when I attacked, but I didn’t expect you to be a non-human.”

      “HEY, IF THAT’S DISCRIMINATION I AIN’T HAVIN’ NONE OF IT!”

      “I didn’t mean to offend. Whether you were human or not, I was planning to execute you as swiftly as possible.”

      “OH!” Kichiyo bashfully scratched his helmet while Jura watched blankly, “WELL SHUCKS NOW I FEEL BAD ACCUSING YOU LIKE THAT!”

      “Your skill is that of an assassin.” Jura started as he stepped forward and looked up as the shaggy assassin over their head, “May I inquire why someone like you is here of all places at a time like this?”

      “The members of the Oración Seis are prior clients of my guild, so when they requested that I survey this area as best I can and eliminate any anomalies that popped up, I decided to take the job.” The spry man spun on the wire and landed atop it easily before pulling out some throwing knives, ‘I didn’t think it was a good idea to come here by myself but unfortunately some of my subordinates are still off their game since the last job we had for them, so here I am. Unexpectedly facing both an inhuman opponent and a Wizard Saint.’ He gave a wry smile as he spun his weapon in his hand, “I’m not certain if luck is on my side today.”

      “I had hoped I could simply inquire of you where your cohorts are currently located so that I may recover our comrades.” Jura stood tall and stared up at the assassin, “But if a fight must be had first, then so be it.”

      Danzo chuckled nervously, “Usually it’s the assassin that has more of that scary certainty in their voice. You are quite the terrifying man.”

      “YOU CAN SAY THAT AGAIN!”

    
    

    
      Even that loud ass golem was apparently still kicking. Who’d a thought?

      “Sounds like everyone is entertaining themselves.” Cobra’s sharp ears twitched as he heard the myriad of battle sounds emanating from all through the Woodsea. Cubellios was safely perched over his shoulder and allowed him to run his hand over her head as they walked, “I just know they’d get all pissy and annoyed if I butted in and tried to have fun too. That sucks. Not like I’d get to have fun for very long, but at least I could solve the boredom problem a little.”

      The Dark Mage reached into his coat and pulled out a silver flask. He smirked at the intricate serpent design that ran along the body of it before stopping at the snake’s head that made up the top. He flicked it and allowed its contents to slosh around inside, “I wonder if I could have gotten the chance to use this junk if I fought any of them. Meh, they weren’t worth the trouble.”

      He pocketed his secret weapon before closing his eyes and focusing, “Now speak to me forest. Tell me what’s different. Where can I find it?”

      The subtle changes in the sounds of the forest. The animals running around and avoiding certain areas. All of these things were pointing towards their goal.

      “We’ll find you, Nirvana. Sooner or later.”

      ########Hunter#########

      Happy gulped with fright as he watched what happened knowing he couldn’t stop it.

      Brain could barely contain his smile as he watched the young Mage at work.

      Wendy tried to keep her frantic mind and heart from betraying her as she focused her healing abilities on the wounds of the unconscious man. The blood had long since stopped spilling and the muscle that had been exposed had been covered with skin again.

      And the magical patterns from the poisoning had slowly started to fade away.

      She looked up with baited breath and apprehension under the glow of her magic.

      She swore she saw his eyes peel open for an instant.

    
    

    
      Done

      I’m glad to have more Fairy Tail again.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    56. Marcado por Errores

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 56: Marcado por Errores

      It’s been so long but I needed to update. I’ve missed this, and I want to make things right. Consider this the first step, but I still have more to do. And I shall get it done…

      What it takes…

      Oh god now I’m just sadly humming the Avengers theme to myself. I don’t wanna cry anymore!

    
    

    
      “Everyone, can you hear me?! What’s happened?! Respond!”

      “W-What is it? What’s going on?” Lucy looked back at Hibiki in concern as she saw him furiously type away at the screens of his Archive. She saw the expression of fear and horror that crossed his face as he tried to comprehend what was happening to the others. Looking back down at the redhead laid across the ground with a pained expression as she took every breath, Lucy couldn’t help but fret as well. The blonde took a deep breath and raised the blade Naruto had lent her over Erza’s chest before channeling her magic, “Hibiki?”

      “They just stopped moving along the radar.” Hibiki noted as the blips on his map came to a halt, “It’s possible they’ve intercepted the enemy and are engaging them in a fight right now.”

      “Are they okay?”

      “They’re still appearing on my Archive so they’re alive. Please, if anyone can hear me, respond.”

      ( “Hibiki!”)

      “Ren!”

      ( “We’ve made contact with one of the Oración Seis. The Lamia woman and I are engaging Angel at this moment. Eve has joined up with Lamia Scale’s Maker Mage and is attempting to regain control of the Christina.”)

      “So we’ll have our bomber back. That’d be useful.” Hibiki smirked before typing away, “Natsu-kun? Gray-kun? Have you located Wendy-chan yet?”

    
    

    
      Hibiki shirked away even though the message was in his head. He looked over and saw Lucy eyeing him oddly, “Um, your friends are screaming very loudly right now.”

      “No surprise there.” She nodded in understanding, “Let’s just assume that means they’re okay.”

      ( “Hibiki-dono, I am currently facing a Mage under the Oración Seis’ employ with Kichiyo. I am unsure how long this will take or if we are any closer to reaching Wendy-dono and Happy-dono.”)

      “Thank you, Jura-San. Naruto-San, what about you?”

      “Tell him Erza is still breathing but they need to hurry.”

      “I’m trying to reach him but—”

      “What is it?”

      “He sounds… sluggish?”

    
    

    
      “URGH!” Naruto flew across the ground and tumbled in the dirt after he took the impact on his arms, ‘Shit, that hurt.’ He muttered under his breath as he quickly picked himself up and stared down the oncoming threat, “That all you got!”

      “Not even close!” Racer raised his arms as a multitude of motorcycles and vehicles appeared around him. He brought his hand out and sent them rushing towards the whiskered Mage, “Dead Grand Prix!”

      The magical motorcycles sped forward, tearing up rock and earth and everything in their way as they focused on Naruto. The Fairy Mage roared and charged forward to meet the oncoming vehicles before they could swarm him. He leapt up and vaulted off the seat of the closest motorcycle before jumping off them again and again. The S-Class Mage jumped and chambered his fist before flying down and striking one of Racer’s vehicles, shattering it to pieces and scrap metal before it faded away.

      The Dark Mage grit his teeth and yelled before swiping his hand around and causing his motorcycles to swerve around to charge the dual-eyed man. Naruto sensed the attack coming and covered his feet and fists in his Armor magic. He spun around and roared at the top of his lungs as he started throwing punches and kicks, his strikes shattering the motorcycles to pieces. When the magic vehicles started to grow in number and circle around him, the Fairy Mage realized how bad his position was right now.

      “Do something!” Carla yelled from high above as she watched the fight from out of Racer’s reach, “If he gets around you—”

      “I know!” Naruto summoned his black blade from his Requip and held it at his side before drawing it in an instant, “Vacant Eye!”

      The quick draw attack sliced the Dark Mage’s vehicles to pieces around him before they could overwhelm him. However in the pandemonium of the shattered pieces of metal and engine, Racer dashed around the debris in the blink of an eye. He hid behind broken wheels and seats of wreckage before dashing into Naruto’s blindspot.

      The whiskered Mage knew his most vulnerable spaces would be the first place the speedster would attack, which is why he deliberately left them open. He spun around when he heard the ground rustle behind him and swung his sword. Racer lurched back and avoided the slice to his throat, trading his rush attack for a quick strike to the blond’s chest instead. He flinched from the kick to his ribs, but smirked as he had the Dark Mage quickly retreating.

      “Dammit.” The long-nosed speedster cursed before waving out his arm, “High Side Rush!”

      Naruto charged forward as his vision was blinded by an array of flying tires rushing towards him. He roared and started to slash or smack the tires away from him, “Is that all you got?! I was expecting more from one of the Oración Seis!” The blond weaved through the attacks with Racer’s panicked form in his sight, “I can see your little tricks and attacks coming a mile away! If you tell me where you’re keeping Wendy, I’ll go easy on you!”

      “Shut up you noisy bastard!” Racer increased the volume of his attack.

      “Not enough!” Wind started to kick up around Naruto before he swiped out his hand, slicing apart the tires in his way and clearing a path, ‘You think just because you’re fast that’s enough to beat us! We’ll keep getting up! We’ll keep trudging forward! And give me enough time, my eyes will adjust, my senses focus,’ The Fairy Mage finally broke through to the other side and came down on a shocked Racer with his sword held high, “And I can catch you!”

      The black sword flew down and the long-nosed man seemed to still in horror…

      Before a smirk appeared on his face.

      “Gear Change: Red Zone.”

      Naruto’s sword flashed down in a blur of black, but hit nothing. Racer disappeared so quickly his form was almost suspended in place. And when Naruto’s sword missed, the speedster reappeared to plant his foot in the blond’s gut. Naruto gagged as he was blasted off his feet and sent flying.

      “Hey!” Carla swept down out of the air and caught Naruto before he could land in the dirt again. She flew back up and kept flying away to keep Racer at a distance, “What happened?! What did he do?!”

      Naruto flinched, “He got faster.”

      “But how? That speed was almost exponential compared to his initial movement! How did he—”

      “I don’t know! But we have to — LOOK OUT!”

      Racer leapt off the ground and started to jump between the trees to gain height and chase after them. He launched himself off the tree and charged the man and cat before they could evade him. The Dark Mage spun and kicked at them, forcing Naruto to cradle Carla to his chest and take the attack on his back. They dropped back to the ground with Racer riding atop of Naruto’s body as they dragged along the gravel, dirt, and ground. The Oración Seis member leapt off his body and spun through the air before landing in a crouch.

      “H-Hey,” Carla yelled in panic as she looked up at the whiskered blond, “A-Are you okay?!”

      “You need to get out of here.” Naruto whispered, his eyes hardened as blood slowly seeped from his lip and dribbled to the ground. Carla’s eyes widened as she watched him in silence, shielding her from Racer’s sight, “We’re wasting our efforts both being here. I’ll keep fighting this guy, and you fly out of here to look for Wendy and Happy.”

      “What?” Carla hissed, “What are you going to do?”

      “I’ll finish fighting him and catch up with you.”

      “What are you going to do, wait until his knuckles ache and try to rush him?!”

      “Shut up.” Naruto hissed in anger, matching the white cat’s glare, “Finding Wendy and Happy is the priority, and getting them back to Erza is more important than anything. I can beat this guy—”

      “Not likely from the looks of it.”

      “—but you don’t need to fly around waiting for me. Now,” Naruto snapped up, covered his hand in magic, and throwing a screaming Carla as hard as he could up into the air, “GO!” The moment he returned to his feet, he raised his guard and weathered the blinding blows that landed over his body. His feet dragged in the ground and he was forced back several feet before the barrage finally ended.

      “Did you think just being tough and tenacious was going to help you win?” Racer slowly stepped forward with a cocky smile and chuckle at his opponent. Naruto lowered his arms and the Oración Seis member found himself being glared at with blue and brown eyes, but he continued to mock the Mage, “Doesn’t really do much when I see you moving so slow it’s like waiting for a statue to kick my ass. You might be able to take some punishment, and that’s pretty impressive considering we all attacked you earlier, but a punching bag can only take so much. Hit a crack in the same place and it spreads out through the whole thing. Drop some water on a stone long enough and it makes a hole. I just need to keep hitting you… and you won’t be able to take it anymore.”

      Naruto stood up, spitting some blood out to the side as wind started to pick up and lift his clothes and hair, “You’re welcome to try. But you better hope I don’t catch you when you lower your guard, because that’ll be it.”

      “Oh trust me, you won’t be catching me.”

      “Idiot.” Carla fretted as the blond man started to swipe his hands around and release blades of razor sharp wind around him. But the speedster kept his distance and dodged the attacks before they could reach him. At least the moron was keeping a wide berth from the Dark Mage and not giving him a second to slip in. But did he think he was being brave or cool by making a statement like that and not even backing it up with anything?

      The white cat frowned but shook her head, begrudgingly realizing he had a point as she was just wasting time watching them fight. Her wings flapped and Carla flew high into the air above the top of the Woodsea. The fight still raged on below her with the trees and forest being shredded to bits below by the attacks being thrown around so easily. They were both ludicrously powerful, and she felt quite uneasy being a part of their battle without offering anything to help in the Fairy’s favor. But right now she could use her effort to try and locate Wendy faster before these monsters did anything to her.

      Carla hovered high in the air and looked around, seeing the endless trees and forest that stretched out in every direction. If was difficult to see anything through the top of the trees, but she did see the plateaus and mountains that separated chunks of the forest and the craters in the ground that had small lakes and waterfalls. There was just so much it was impossible to guess where she would be.

      The white cat grumbled to herself before turning and making her way back down to rejoin Naruto in his fight. She really did need his help if they were going to find—

      …

      “What?”

      Naruto, now armed with his Wind Dragon sword, leapt off the ground and weaved a tempest around him that decimated everything in its path. He roared at the top of his lungs and swung his sword, sending the accumulated wind flying out in every direction. The rush of wind was so powerful that it tore the bark and wood off the trees around him, but the speedster outran the attack before leaping over it, “Is that all you have to offer, Hunter? Ha, I had heard stories about your ferocity and strength, but I’m getting bored here!” Racer mocked as he easily vaulted over the attacks and rushed his foe, “I might play around for a little bit longer, but sooner or later I’ll get behind you and break your—”

      “Raging Stream!”

      A blue sword appeared in Naruto’s hand from his Requip that he stabbed into the ground as a mighty wave of water formed around it. Racer slid to a stop and looked up at the oncoming wave before turning around and sprinting away. The water crashed down and washed away everything in the way of its violent torrent. Racer could easily outrun the oncoming wave, but when he realized just how far he was going to get he realized the error he was making. He clicked his teeth in irritation before leaping up and grabbing hold of a tree as the wave of water passed below him.

      Racer’s eyes widened in shock, looking up to see Naruto flying through the air right towards him with Wind gathered around his hand. The Dark Mage panicked and leapt off the tree as Naruto swiped and sliced it in half. With both men suspended in the air, Naruto twisted around midair and released a barrage of magical attacks up at his foe, “Knight’s Crusade!”

      Racer guarded himself but felt the powerful barrage of magical projectiles impact across his entire body. He grit his teeth through the pain before he dropped through the air. He bounced off the ground as Naruto landed and charged after him, “Can’t move in the air, can you?!”

      Racer finally picked himself up, bruises and blood over his body as he yelled and disappeared in a burst of speed, “Motor!” He appeared under Naruto, kicking up into his chin and sending a spray of blood out of his mouth, “No, but as long as I’m on the ground you’re mine!”

      The blond picked himself up, his blood boiling and anger rising beyond his control before he felt something fast slam into his back. He thought Racer had made his move again and prepared to retaliate before realizing Carla had returned and grabbed him, “What—”

      “Come on!”

      Carla pulled them both up over the trees before Racer could reach them again. She made sure to fly through a section of the forest they had already fought through, moving over the toppled trees and robbing the Dark Mage of any platforms for him to climb up. Once they were over the treetops the white cat let out a breath of relief, “We made it—”

      “Dammit Carla he’s still down there!” Naruto yelled, “We can’t just leave the fight! If we try to search for Wendy while he’s still around then he’ll keep following us—”

      “You’re slow.”

      Naruto frowned, “He’s just too fast. I’m usually the quickest guy in the room. And if you were saying I’m stupid—”

      “You are stupid, but you were actually slow.” The white cat interrupted as she motioned downward, ‘When I came up here trying to spot where they could be keeping her I looked down at your fight. Racer was moving at a fairly average speed while facing you, but you were slow. Unnaturally slow. You, the ground, the rocks — everything that was being moved or displaced around him was moving at an unnaturally slow speed.’ Naruto stared at her before his eyes widened, “He doesn’t have any kind of Speed magic—”

      “But he looks fast because we’re being affected by his Slow magic.” Naruto finished, he eyes narrowing before he frowned, “Oh that’s pissing me off even more than when he was just faster than me.”

      “I think his magic affects a range around him. See.” Carla motioned towards some birds that weren’t far off that were moving at normal speeds, before the looked down and saw some wildlife move so slowly they almost looked frozen, “We’re out of his range now, which means if we want to beat him we have to find a way—”

      “Stay still.”

      “Huh?” Carla blinked before two blades appeared in his hands, a red saber and a brown cleaver, “What are you doing?”

      “Ending this.” Naruto reeled his arms back and gripped his swords tightly, “Hey Racer!”

      The Dark Mage looked up and panicked as his foes moved outside of the range of his magic.

      “You better run!” Naruto pulled the cleaver back before spiking it down, sending the blade rocketing towards the ground hard enough for it to pierce where it landed.

      Racer stared at the cleaver imbedded in the dirt before he felt a powerful rumbling beneath his feet. The ground started to crack and sever around the center of the blade, before lifting up and separating from the tremors. After the rumbling was finished, the Dark Mage found the entire area now reduced to uneven land and fractured rock. He was robbed of his footing and would make running through here more difficult. But as long as he had his Slow magic—

      The red blade followed next, flying down into the freshly made crevices and letting out a bright red shine. The red light flowed beneath the service of the cracked ground before a blast of fire flew out and an explosion erupted underneath the surface.

      Racer was blown up into the air from the force of the explosion. He felt heat and flames rise up all around him, overwhelming his senses as he guarded himself. But he suddenly felt a powerful rush of wind start to pull in the smoke and heat around him as he looked up.

      Carla had released Naruto and the blond remained floating in the air. Wind started to build up and gather around his feet so intensely that he could remain in the air with enough balance to crouch in place and aim down at the Dark Mage.

      Racer’s eyes widened in shock.

      Naruto’s gleamed in anger.

      “Void Storm Step!”

      With a thunderous explosion through the air Naruto leapt off the platform he made and slammed down into Racer’s body while he was prone in the air. They slammed into the ruined earth, creating a large crater that released a shockwave powerful enough to blow away the smoke and flame.

      Carla powered through the rush of wind running over her before opening her eyes to look down. She slowly descended down into the section of the Woodsea that had been destroyed in their battle. Flying just over the crater they had made, she looked down at the two men.

      Naruto was panting for air, hunched over in the dirt with sweat coming down his face. Underneath him was Racer, a pained expression on his face and his sunglasses shattered from the force of the attack. The Dark Mage laid defeated in the center of the crater, a spiderweb crack stretching out from his spot in the center as he coughed up puke and blood after the impact to his body.

      “You couldn’t move in the air,” Naruto said through his frantic breathing, “And that move makes me pretty damn fast. Only so much — *huff* — you could have done.”

      “D-Damn you.” Racer coughed before gagging and spitting up whatever was in his mouth.

      Carla lowered herself down, “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t usually slam into things with that move, but I think I’ve been doing it more recently than normal.” Naruto huffed, “It made me dizzy.”

      “And all your injuries before probably didn’t make that any better.” Carla noted as she looked over the poor state of his clothing and the bruises she could see through its cuts, “Why don’t you use that healing sword? You can make another one, right?”

      “Only if the first one is destroyed.” Naruto sat back on his feet and sighed, “And right now Erza needs it more than me.”

      “H-Hehehe,” The two looked down at the beaten Dark Mage as he let out a strangled laugh, ‘I think you’re just delaying the inevitable for Titania.’ Racer opened his eye and looked up at Naruto, “Why not just let her go?”

      “You’re too stupid to understand just how stubborn Erza is. And even if she wasn’t being healed, she wouldn’t die so easily from something like this.” Before Racer could retort, Naruto grabbed his collar and violently yanked him up, “But what you said was enough to piss me off a few dozen times over. So do yourself a favor… and tell me where you took Wendy and Happy.”

      Racer coughed but smiled, “Am I supposed to be afraid of you? Doesn’t work too well for someone so goody goody.”

      “Trust me man,” Naruto spoke lowly, “You don’t want to see me get scary.”

      Racer laughed, coughing through his pain before he closed his eyes, “My prayer… is to be… the fastest in the world… so no one could touch me… and I can move through the plane… boundless… but I suppose… I’ll reach that prayer in my next life.”

      Fire.

      Smoke.

      Explode.

      “He’s got a bomb!”

      Naruto heeded Carla’s warning and tore the Dark Mage’s jacket open to see his chest lined with explosive Lacrima. The blond quickly focused his chakra, covering his fingers in wind sharp enough to cut the fabric lining them across his shirt. He yanked them out, tossing them up into the air before grabbing Carla and covering her body with his.

      The Lacrima exploded over their heads, setting the trees and bark on fire from the yield of the explosive. Carla cried out from the intense explosion as Naruto weathered through the shock. After a moment the shockwave ended and they were left in the wave of heat and smoke that remained.

      Once the situation had settled, Naruto lifted his head and looked up at the trees lit ablaze by the explosion. He looked over to Racer, who looked defiant despite his injured state.

      “So, now that you’re little attempt to silent us is finished,” Naruto growled, “Tell us where they are.”

    
    

    
      Things were starting to finally come along in Brain’s favor. They had Jellal Fernandes in their grasp, and by extension the key to activating Nirvana for themselves. They had found a capable healing Mage to cure him of his ailments and stir him out of his Etherion-induced coma. And the rest of the guild was taking care of any stragglers or survivors that fancied themselves heroes wanting to come and get in the way of their victory.

      Once Jellal was awake and he led them to Nirvana, they would have control over its vast and unstoppable magical power. And once he had that in his hands, he could mold this world and all of its factors to his whim.

      Corrupt the most pure of individuals.

      Bathe the most heinous of monsters in a redeeming light.

      Turn powerful and righteous Mages that kept the world under their thumb into criminals that would be hunted by the masses.

      Change the evil and most vile of Mages, such as their fellow Balam Alliance allies, into weak and quivering fools if they ever decided to turn their attention on them.

      With Nirvana they’d have every person, good or bad, strong or weak, easily swayed in the palm of their hand. And it was just moments away from being in his control. He was growing so anxious at Jellal’s revival he felt like a young boy again celebrating his birthday.

      “Ugh.” Wendy moaned and stumbled on her feet as she steeled her position and made sure her hands didn’t waver. The skin that had been flayed had healed back over and the blood loss would no longer be a factor. It would just take a little longer until the magic poisoning was fixed, “Almost there.”

      “Wendy, are you okay?” Happy asked in concern after he saw the younger girl get dizzy on her feet.

      “I-I’m fine.” The young Cait Shelter Mage tried to ease his worry even as she looked beleaguered by her efforts, “Don’t worry about me.”

      “I can’t not worry!” Happy said before turning around and looking over at Brain, “Hey!”

      “Hmm?” The Dark Mage came out of his thoughts and looked down at the blue cat, “What is it?”

      “You have to give her a break! She’s exhausting herself!”

      “She can rest after she’s finished.” Brain callously waved off his concern, “Looks like she’s almost finished anyway. A little more of a push here at the end won’t hurt anyone.”

      “She’s just a little kid!”

      “And she’s our ticket to finding Nirvana and gaining our total control.” Brain slowly stepped forward, making the blue cat step back in cautious fear as the dark-skinned man grinned, “No age difference or suspected cruelty is going to hinder our chances of reaching our goal. We’ve come this far, and come so close… nothing will get in our way.”

      “You…” Happy glared at the Dark Mage before blinking, “What’s wrong with your face?”

      Brain stood back up and slowly touched his face, trying to discern what—

      One of the black bars lining his face slowly started to fade away.

      He realized only five lines remained to mark his features.

      “No.” He muttered, eyes wide in shock before he grit his teeth. The Dark Mage tossed his cane up and grabbed it by the end before swinging it down and over.

      “GAH!”

      “HAPPY!” Wendy cried out as the blue cat was viciously swatted aside by the Oración Seis master, “Why—”

      “Hurry up!” Brain roared. Wendy flinched in fright and focused back on the task at hand as the larger man glowered down at her.

      If one of the Oración Seis was taken out, that meant there was a chance — however infinitesimal it could be — that their plan was in danger.

      Which meant he no longer had the luxury to just sit back and bask in his victory. There was a time table now.

    
    

    
      Danzo Tobita considered himself an extremely capable and skilled fighter, if he was willing to allow himself that kind of vanity. Years of training in the silent arts and enough experience as an assassin had given him some confidence in his abilities. As well as being named the head of the Mercenary Guild, Death’s Head Caucus, after it had been decided that their previous leader was unfit to lead. And he believed he had done a good job of it so far. He wasn’t the best leader, but when you were in charge of a bunch of morally dubious mercenaries with barely a shred of loyalty in their bodies, you considered yourself somewhat capable when none of them had taken the initiative to stab you in the back.

      He’d chalk that up to taking good jobs that ended quite lucratively for everyone involved. One of their more recent jobs came with fantastic benefits and a very generous payment. Of course the risk of the job was quite high, having to survey a dangerous magical energy system tall enough to cut the clouds and waiting for the perfect opportunity to apprehend a Wizard Saint. And at the end of it his most capable group of mercenaries were beaten and less than their normally confident selves.

      That’s why when the Oración Seis came around again to offer the job of surveying the Woodsea for an ancient magic weapon, he had opted to take the job himself instead of dragging his best along with him. He didn’t expect much from this job other than maybe some wild animals and boredom looking for something that couldn’t be found.

      Unfortunately boredom was nowhere to be seen, and now he found himself faced with another Wizard Saint and his odd sentient rock pet.

      Why was he cursed with such piss poor luck?

      Danzo decided to compartmentalize those feelings and instead smirked down at his foes. He slowly raised his hand up, letting light slipping between the branches reflect and shine off the thin garrote wire connected to his hand. He let out a quick laugh before whipping his hand out and down, sending the tips of the sharp wire flying downwards from where he stood.

      Jura instantly recognized the attack that was coming and jumped back before it could reach. They pierced the ground he once stood on before spreading outward, slicing through the earth easily enough to make it look like hot butter.

      Kichiyo did not recognize the attack coming towards them and had two wires pierce into his shoulder and chest. He looked back at Jura, “JURA, YOU OKAY?! YOU’RE ACTING A LITTLE JUMPY!” The wires in his body sliced out and carved out his chest and completely severed his arm, “DAMMIT, I JUST PUT THAT BACK!”

      Jura stomped his foot and swung his fist up in front of him, causing large slabs of rock to jettison up and uproot the tree the mercenary stood on. He stumbled atop the branch and caught his balance before the tree was violently thrown out of the dirt.

      Danzo fell through the air as splinters and branches fell from the sky with him. He dropped towards Jura and realized as he approached that the bald Mage had not dropped his guard, keeping his stance and preparing for any battle. The ninja smirked as he realized the Wizard Saint hadn’t gained that title for nothing.

      Swinging his arms across his chest, he tightened the wires that were tied between the trees beneath him and landed on the wire like he was stood upon air. With a wave of his hands another set of garrote swung out and carved through the ground towards Jura. The mighty Mage raised many spire between him and the wires but they quickly fell after being shredded apart.

      Jura cracked the ground and created a crater that he fell into while the garrote swung over his head. With a loud grunt he threw a punch upwards, sending dozens of rocks flying through the air with his Earth magic directly at Danzo.

      The ninja swiftly dodged the oncoming projectiles, leaping off the wire and dropping through the air while diving between the flying rubble. Manipulating his Wire magic around him, he curved a garrote string underneath him and landed on it weightlessly. He started to grind down the wire, the soles of his shoes causing sparks to fly as he did before he reached the end and went flying off the side.

      Jura raised his guard as the ninja came flying towards him. He raised another pillar with his Earth magic that the ninja was going to smash into if he did not stop. But Danzo yanked down and pulled himself up with his wires, skimming along the top of the pillar before clearing over it and falling back down towards Jura.

      The Wizard Saint stepped aside as Danzo landed in a crouch and spun around to ensnare Jura in his wires. Jura jumped back and continued retreating in order to put some distance between him and the mercenary. He raised more spires of rock and Danzo shredded them apart in his dash forward.

      The wires shined around them both as Jura charged in to meet his foe head-on. He threw a wide and powerful hook for the ninja’s head but Danzo slipped under him. The shaggy-haired man jumped off the ground as it sprouted up at his feet and spun, spiking several kunai at Jura’s exposed back. The bald Mage turned around with surprising speed and knocked the blades out of the air.

      This gave Danzo the chance to strike; leaping over the Wizard Saint’s head as his wires trailed behind him. The assassin landed behind the Lamia Mage, Jura realizing that the garrote wire was raised behind him in layers. He narrowed his eyes and caused an explosion of Earth magic that hit and lobbed against the garrote wire, causing it to lose its tension and slump through the air. But the brave Mage reached out to one thin filament covered in dirt and mud and gripped it tightly in his hand.

      Danzo looked back in surprise when he saw Jura not only make his strike ineffective but grab one of his wires as well. The stern Mage looked back at the assassin and leveled a bone-chilling glare at him while still gripping the wire. It started to cut into his hand and leave a small trail of blood down its length along with the dirt it accumulated. The scraggy ninja chuckled, “You know if I just give that a quick little tug, it might just slice through your fingers completely. That would be an awful thing to live with for the rest of your life. Well, I’m trying to make sure that isn’t a very long period of time anyway, but it really would suck.”

      “Considering the enormity of the task at hand and what is at risk, it feels conceited and foolish to worry about the loss of just a few fingers.” Jura stated, his voice firm and unyielding as he had resolved himself at the idea of sacrificing his appendages to complete his goal. He narrowed his eyes, “Can you truly say you are onboard with whatever their plan is?”

      “Honestly, can’t say one way or the other because I don’t know what they’re doing. Some slight whispers and quiet mumblings through the vines but nothing concrete. Everyone here is only participating because they know going against a force like the Oración Seis would be suicide for them.” Danzo smirked, “Or doing it for a big profit like me.”

      “You would help them reach their nefarious goals simply for money?”

      “If it’s not one stupid little cult trying to accomplish their dastardly, apocalyptic dreams then it’s another. Seriously, you should have seen my last job. Crystal tower to resurrect dead people and everything.” Jura’s eyes narrowed and his expression grew colder before Danzo gave an easy chuckle, “I guess that doesn’t really click with a guy like you, huh? You seem like the straight-laced kind of dude. I doubt you or I would get along but I must admit I’m surprised by your conviction. But even so—”

      Danzo’s other hand pointed over his shoulder at Jura’s back as a wire jetted out from along his fingers. Jura jerked aside and avoided the sharp attack that threatened to pierce through his face. The Wizard Saint rushed forward, pulling the wire with him in an attempt to yank Danzo off his feet and momentarily gain the upperhand on him.

      The assassin panicked and released his hold on the wire before dashing away. Jura raised a pair of rock tendrils by his side before sending them out to chase after Danzo. The Death’s Head Caucus master evaded and dashed around the Earth magic attacks that relentlessly chased after him. He dove behind a tree but the tendrils or rock and dirt made quick work of it, shredding it to splinters in an instant to reach their target.

      Only to find nothing behind them.

      Jura stood up carefully as his rock tendrils shattered apart and rained down in dust and rubble beside him. The Lamia Mage stood quietly as everything went deathly silent and still around him. A slight breeze traveled between the trees and wafted over him for a few seconds. And when it did his ears perked up as he heard something different…

      He could hear the quiet sound of taut metallic wires straining and shaking against the wave of wind running over it.

      Jura narrowed his eyes and slowly turned around to survey the area around him. The ninja had set up wires between all the trees in an instant. They weren’t along the ground or space above it, but the skyline above was blocked and each tree was tied together with a wire.

      If he used one of his more powerful attacks he could shred through the wires that were keeping him here. But he had a sinking feeling that they hadn’t been set there to bind him in place.

      “It truly is a shame that you have decided to pursue such a wicked and deplorable profession. If you had used these abilities and skills for the purpose of helping others, I have no doubt you would have been a powerful and magnificent ally.”

      “I appreciate the flattery but these skills were taught and perfected for the sole purpose of killing others. Wouldn’t be much of a mercenary or assassin if they were used for something else. And while the praise of my abilities from a Wizard Saint is a badge I’ll wear proudly for the rest of my life—”

      Something launched off one of the tightly strewn wires at blinding speeds and straight at Jura. He narrowly moved his head before whatever it was could hit him. A kunai was buried down to the hilt in the dirt, and blood erupted from the gash it had left on his cheek.

      “The fame your death will give me will be far more rewarding.”

      Wires started to shake again and again as Danzo jumped off one which catapulted him into another. The continuous gain of speed and momentum as he ricocheted from point to point had made him practically invisible. And each time he traveled from point to point he tossed another kunai at blistering speeds.

      Jura tried to evade each attack that came his way, stepping out of their path or knocking them out of the air. When he did, they still left small cuts and lacerations on his body. He also raised pillars of rock to protect himself, but when enough kunai hit them they shatter to pieces and left him vulnerable.

      After nearly a full minute the onslaught of blades halted and left Jura to stand in the remains. Cuts littered his entire body and drew blood, along with a stray kunai lodged in his shoulder or back. Even so, the Wizard Saint refused to budge or falter despite his wounds.

      “You should think about making your move, otherwise I’m just killing a helpless man here.” Danzo’s voice echoed through the trees, obscuring his exact location from Jura’s senses, “You’re a Wizard Saint after all. Your end shouldn’t be so pitiful.”

      Jura remained silent, refusing to answer.

      Danzo stared down at him quietly before sighing to himself. He poked his head out of the shadow of a tree and flicked his wrist, bringing another knife to his fingers before tensing up, “If this is really how you want to end it, then—”

      “Now!”

      “WRAAAHHHHHHHHH!”

      Kichiyo charged forward, recovered and back in one piece as he barreled through the trees. The rock golem reduced the mighty forest to nothing more than splinters and shards. They toppled over with their trunks destroyed, crashing into the ground without pause. Their sudden drop strained the wires between them and yanked them down. Danzo panicked and leapt off the wires once he realized his intricate web was falling apart.

      Jura yelled and swiped his finger up at Danzo during a moment when he was vulnerable. The ground exploded and sent a massive amount of rubble and rocks at the prone ninja. The Death’s Head Caucus swiped at the oncoming projectiles and shatter most of them with his knives. However they still impacted against his arms and lower torso and knocked the wind out of him.

      Jura met him on his descent down before he could react. The Lamia Mage yelled and slammed his bicep into the mercenary’s sternum, robbing him of breath for an instant before sending him crashing into the dirt. Danzo was left gasping for air on the cracked ground as Jura stood over him.

      “G-Good move.” Danzo panted, “The statue doesn’t have a presence or magic — gah — s-so I cant even sense him. I thought if I was fighting a Wizard Saint, you would have been able to kill me faster if you tried. But you were just distracting me, huh?”

      “I think the same could be said to you.” Jura yanked a kunai out of his shoulder and dropped it to the ground, “I am sure you had more than ample chance to end my life with one quick slash.”

      “Well… where’d be the fun in that?”

      “WE DID IT JURA! TOOK ME A WHILE TO PIECE MYSELF BACK TOGETHER BUT IT ALL WORKED OUT!” Kichiyo came back to join his comrade after their victory. The massive golem threw his arms up and cheered victoriously, even though he was covered almost completely in twigs and leafs. He looked down at the beaten ninja, “I HAD TO WRECK ALL THIS STUFF JUST TO TRY AN CATCH YOU! YOU’RE LIKE A GRASSHOPPER! OR THAT SQUIRREL I WAS CHASING THAT ONE TIME!”

      “So much collateral.” Jura muttered darkly before bending down on his knees. He knelt down by his defeated foe, “I understand you are a professional, so I doubt asking you for any information will be very useful.”

      Danzo chuckled, “I’m hired to kill people, not keep secrets or information. But unfortunately I don’t have much to offer.” He flinched at the pain in his chest before calming down and looking at Jura, “All I know is that when they have this Nirvana magic for themselves, no one will be able to stand in their way. As they said it… who they face and what they do will be decided on their whim.”

      …

      “OMINOUS!”

    
    

    
      Cobra flinched and rubbed his ear as another yell from Kichiyo started bouncing around in his ears like an echo chamber. His eyes twitched as he snarled, “I swear to god I’ll find a way to kill a rock and murder that fucking mud pie.”

      Cubellios hissed beside him and he gently stroked her chin before continuing to walk around, “Well that goddamn merc wasn’t any help at all, but I’m glad Brain didn’t decide to tell him anything. I might have had to jump in and kill him if he said another word, and that would put me in the way of that Wizard Saint. No fucking thanks.” The burgundy-haired Dark Mage closed his eyes and perked his ears, “Now let’s see…”

      Cobra focused as his hearing made everything clear and acted as a radar across a good portion of the Woodsea.

      Hoteye was still holding off those two Mages, and they were about to lose their shit if the sound of their screaming was anything to go off.

      Angel was playing with her food, and being the dumb cocky bitch she was born to be. It sounded like she was fighting with two people at the moment, and maybe a third was coming their way? Don’t know. Don’t care.

      Those extras were having a ball on that stolen ship from Blue Pegasus. He swore when this was all over he was going to take that thing for a joyride.

      Cobra’s eyes shot open when he heard something whiz through the sky at ridiculous speeds. The direction they were heading towards sent a cold chill through his gut as he realized they were on a path to their hideout. He turned to rush over—

      Before he heard something from their base as well. The Dark Mage stopped for a moment before he considered what was happening.

      On one hand Brain could be in trouble…

      On the other… this was his chance to follow along and see what happens.

    
    

    
      Moments earlier

      Wendy panted as she fell to her knees and desperately sucked in air. The effort she had made was straining, but it was the fact her heart had been hammering in her chest and robbing her of air that was causing her to falter.

      “Wendy!”

      Happy was quickly at her side and checking over her to see if she was okay. She spoke through her heavy breath, “I-I’m okay. This didn’t hurt me. I-It’s just—”

      There was a loud thud beside her as the body fell from its confines and slammed into the ground. Wendy panicked and looked over to see if she had done something wrong. Brain stepped forward as well, wary that his plan could spiral out of control because the boy hadn’t survived his recovery.

      But they were both proven wrong when he started to stir and move on the cave floor. His hand came up to tightly grip his head through his blue hair and a pained, uneasy groan. With careful movement he placed his hands and feet on the ground to lift himself up. Once he was standing on his own feet he stumbled on them almost deliriously before catching his balance. Slowly he stood back up to full height and stayed silent as he looked around.

      A dark cave.

      A coffin.

      A boy on a flying carpet.

      A smiling old man with a skull cane.

      And a young girl and her cat.

      Wendy stared up at the half-naked figure standing over her as he looked back into her eyes. They widened in relief to see him alive and well, but quickly welled up with tears as she realized what she had done. A rasping gasp and shudder escaped with her sob as she curled up and wept to herself.

      Brain stepped forward and chuckled heartily at the man before him, “Jellal… so glad to see you among the land of the living again. How do you feel?”

      Jellal took deep, shaky breaths as he looked at his surroundings once more. He looked lost, dazed, confused, and the unfamiliar surroundings weren’t helping his comprehension.

      “Hehe, I see you must be feeling quite lost right now.” Brain said as he approached his former disciple, ‘Your experiment with Etherion ended quite poorly, unfortunately. Your designs and planning were immaculate, still the perfectionist and genius I remember, but there were a few unfortunate variables you weren’t able to plan for.’ The Dark Mage made a vile grin, “Fortunately those pesky variables are in the area right now, trying to stop our plans as well. Along with some other uppity fools. If you’d like you can take your revenge on them, but in return I require some assistance finding Nirv—”

      Jellal swiped his hand out and exploded Brain and the ground he stood on. The portion of the cave he stood on collapsed around him from the force of the magical blast and Wendy and Happy screamed from the rush of gravel and dust over them.

      Jellal silently stared at the destruction he had caused with a flick of his hand. He then turned around and looked over at Midnight, who was not even stirred by the attack he had been so close to. And finally Jellal turned to the girl and cat still crouched on the ground. Happy was quick to stand up and put himself between the former Wizard Saint and the Cait Shelter Mage.

      Wendy… she looked up at the man with a slew of emotions on her face. She was filled with fear and regret and shame for what she had done, knowing the things he had done and risked and still helping because of her foolish debt. Her breath hitched as she waited for him to do something…

      Only for Jellal to casually walk away and out of the cave. He hadn’t said a word since his revival, and felt no need to deal with those two the same way he had Brain.

      A few minutes after he was gone, Happy gathered enough clarity of thought to realize this was their chance. Brain was done, Midnight was sleeping, Jellal had left, and the rest were nowhere to be seen. He turned and nudged the girl’s arm, “Wendy, we have to go.”

      “H-Huh?”

      “This is our chance. We have to leave before any of them can come back. Come on!” The blue cat yanked on her arm and pulled her out of the cave as quickly as he could. He looked around as Wendy got up on her feet, “I think we’re safe—”

      “N-No.”

      Wendy muttered in terror as Happy looked up at her. He followed her gaze up in the air to see a figure cutting through the sky straight towards them. Happy’s wings popped from his back, spreading out his paws and preparing to protect the young Dragon Slayer from whatever attacked them next.

      “Wendy! Happy!”

      Naruto landed a few feet away from them with Carla on his back to help him fly. The blue cat and young Mage looked shocked by his arrival. But before they could say anything he dashed over to them, wrapping his arms around them and clutching them close to his chest, “Hang on! Carla, you too!”

      With a powerful jump Naruto leapt off the ground, cracking the rock beneath him from the force of his leap as he cleared the trees. Wendy hugged into his chest as wind rushed over her rapidly while they reached the top of their arc. They came back falling down and Naruto jumped between the trees, halting his descent as he reached the ground and landed safely. When he did he put Wendy and Happy down and turned around in preparation to fight anything that followed them.

      “Wendy!”

      “Carla!” The white cat jumped off the blond’s back and into the arms of her charge. Wendy hugged her best friend closely to her chest and refused to let go as the reunion was enough to quell the panic and worry that filled her mind moments ago.

      “Naruto!” Happy flew up and hugged Naruto, diving into his chest with little tears in his eyes, “I-I-I was so scared! I-I knew Natsu and you and everyone were going to come help us, but—”

      “I’m sorry it took us so long. We’re trying to handle the Oración Seis and their people while looking through this overgrown forest. Are you okay?” Naruto noticed the bruises and blood on Happy’s lip, “What the hell did they do to you?”

      “Nothing much. Nothing I couldn’t handle.” The blue cat said bravely with a laugh, “They wanted to make Wendy do something for them.”

      “Shit.” Naruto knelt down and faced the young girl who was still harrowed by her experience, “Wendy, are you hurt? If they did something then I can try to fix you up—”

      “I-I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. It’s okay—”

      “No.” Wendy shook her head defiantly and looked up at the older man, tears filling her eyes and spilling down her cheeks already, ‘I-I’m sorry, Naruto-San. I-I couldn’t do it. I-I couldn’t let him die.’ She wept, leaving Naruto scared and confused by her apology before she whimpered, “I-I-I k-know what he did to you a-and Erza-San, a-a-and what he was going to do, a-and I should have just left him but I couldn’t. I-I couldn’t let him die.”

      Naruto looked down at the kneeling girl in confusion before he looked up at Happy. The blue cat was looking down sadly before meeting his mismatched eyes—

      “They had Jellal. He was sick. And they made Wendy heal him so they could find Nirvana. He left just a little before you arrived to help us.”

      …

      Naruto’s eyes slowly widened as what he heard finally registered in his mind. He looked between the blue cat and the girl bent over on the ground crying while Carla hugged her shoulder. Finally Naruto turned back and looked in the direction they had retreated from. Jellal was in that direction…

      …

      “Wendy.” Naruto turned back to the younger girl and held her shoulders, lifting her up slowly so he could see her face. The tears had already made her eyes raw red and she looked so ashamed by what she had done. He pulled down his sleeve to cover his hand and gently wiped the tears from her eyes, “Erza was poisoned during the fight and she’s in a lot of pain right now. She’s holding out but I don’t know for how much longer. Can you fix her?”

      Wendy sniffled and rubbed her eyes, “I-I think I can. B-But Jellal—”

      “We can handle Jellal and whatever else the Oración Seis tries to throw at us. But Erza needs you right now, and you’re the only one that can save her. So please help her.”

      Wendy caught her breath and gave as firm a nod as she could as Carla grabbed her back and lifted her off the ground. They flew off in the direction they knew Hibiki was stationed with Erza.

      Naruto stood up, “Hibiki, can you hear me?”

      ( “I’m here.”)

      “We found Wendy and Happy, and we’re coming back to you to help Erza.”

      ( “That’s fantastic news!”)

      “Yeah, but we might have just made things a lot more difficult for us with this Nirvana crap. I’ll tell you when I get back.” Naruto stopped and looked back once more in the direction they had come from.

      Happy flew down beside him, “Naruto?”

      “I’m fine. We need to head back and reconvene first.” He smiled at the blue cat, “Mind giving me a lift?”

      “Aye sir!”

    
    

    
      The first thing was a flash of pain through his head as he was reminded of the light. The blinding, all-encompassing light that swallowed him whole. When the light finally subsided he found himself scrounging around in the dirt in a place he didn’t recognize. A place he didn’t remember.

      He didn’t remember anything as he soon realized.

      The man that had been talking to him set off something in his mind that told him he needed to get away. And when he swung out his hand he did something that floored that dangerous man and gave him enough time to leave. And there was a girl there, being protected by a cat.

      She looked… so terrified of him. So afraid of whatever it was he was going to do.

      Did he do something?

      Did he hurt someone?

      His thoughts were a jumbled mess, and any hope of deciphering them was simply a fever dream. His life — his past and everything that defined him — was lost in that same white light that swarmed him not that long ago.

      But from that blinding light were things he could not describe or comprehend.

      Something in this forest that needed to be hidden away forever…

      A yellow shadow…

      And a red light.

    
    

    
      Done

      Sorry for such a long break between updates. I don’t know what happened, but I kinda lost track of time.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    57. De Mal en Peor

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 57: De Mal en Peor

      Welcome back comrades! This took a lot longer to get out than I’d like to admit. Some of it was because of work. Some of it was because of vacation. And most of it was because I’m a lazy shit. But we back!

      Enjoy!

    
    

    
      Hibiki’s fingers rapidly danced over the holographic screens in front of him while trying to keep up with all the panic happening around the forest. He called into the air, “Can anyone respond! What is your status?!”

      ( “Busy!”)

      ( “Occupied!”)

      ( “WRAAAAAHHHHHHHH!”)

      The Blue Pegasus Mage grumbled as those responses didn’t help him clear up what was going on. Gritting his teeth he continued to type away at the screens in hopes that maybe he could do something from his side to help the others, his leg bouncing uncontrollably as he tapped his foot.

      “Urgh.”

      Hibiki paused and looked over at Erza as she let out a pained groan and shifted on the ground in unease. The pain was starting to act up and the poison was spreading through her system again. Honestly it must have been agonizing just to lay still and breathe now that the poison was making every single tiny action a terrible trial to even survive through.

      Hibiki looked down at the sword that leaned against his leg and wrestled with the choice to make. Realizing that he wasn’t going to be of much help from this side of the screen, he might as well use his magic for someone he can help. He picked up the sword and walked over in preparation to start easing Erza’s pain—

      “Watch out!”

      A white and blue blur stopped right in front of Hibiki and caused the Pegasus Mage to stumble back. Carla and Wendy hovered over the ground for a moment before the white cat lowered the younger girl to the dirt gently, “Wendy-chan! Carla-chan! You’re back! That was faster than expected, Naruto-San contacted me only a few minutes ago.”

      “I am very fast.” Carla informed before turning around and pointing to the groaning woman, “There Wendy, she is in need of your help. The poison in her system in traveling through her whole body.”

      “Oh no.” Wendy whispered as she looked aghast by the condition the once strong and unbreakable Erza was in while at the mercy of the poison. The redhead’s breathing was belabored and she was moving restlessly on the ground, “This is worse than I thought.”

      “Can you help her?”

      “Yes, but I need time. And with the magic I already used to…” Wendy hesitated and looked down at her hands in shame. A brief moment later she shook her head, resolve mixing with the guilt in her eyes before she raised her hands over the older Mage, “I will help her. I promise.”

      A moment later another blur stopped just above the rendezvous area, this time with Happy firmly secured to Naruto’s back. The blue cat released the blond Mage who quickly stepped over to stand by as Wendy healed Erza. Hibiki stepped up to join them as the two men watched with baited breath, “How has it been?”

      “She hasn’t woken up. She just keeps stirring in her stupor and moaning in pain.”

      “It looks like it spread. It’s worse.” Naruto looked around before noticing that Lucy was gone and Hibiki was holding the Sky sword, “Where’s Lucy?”

      “Angel is a Celestial Spirit Mage, like her, and went to go help Ren and Sherry-San deal with her. She hesitated, but when I said I’d take care of Erza-San’s healing then she quickly handed it over and started running. I thought I could handle acting as a monitor for everyone and still healing her, but like you said this sword could only delay the poison, not heal her. Lucy-San expended a large amount of magic trying to help her, and between doing that and keeping on top of everyone’s status…” Hibiki paused and shook his head, “I didn’t help her as much as I could. And I’m sorry.”

      Naruto didn’t looked pleased by that fact and took a deep breath. But after a moment of calming himself, and looking down to see Erza getting the proper help she needed instead of just a preventative measure, the tension eased from his shoulders. He held out his hand and Hibiki returned the sword to him. And after he did he placed a comforting hand on the guilty Pegasus Mage’s shoulder, “You did what you could. I couldn’t tell you to just focus on her when there’s so much going on for all of us. Plus, if she was awake, she’d insist that you focus on the mission and leave her be.”

      A dry laugh escaped from Hibiki as he found some measure of relief in Naruto’s words, “She sounds like a dutiful woman.”

      “She’s super stubborn and a pain in the ass.” Naruto said with a chuckle before looking down at the sword, “I think that’s why we get along so well. Happy?”

      “Yeah?”

      Naruto raised his blade and gently pressed it to the blue cat’s chest. A soft glow emanated out of the sword and the wounds on Happy’s body started to heal. The bruises faded and the flying feline was healed. The blond rested his hand atop the cat’s head, “Thank you for being so brave and protecting Wendy. Natsu’s gonna be really relieved to know you’re okay.”

      “Aye sir.” Happy smiled, a proud member of Fairy Tail who would not falter even in the grips of the Oración Seis. He stopped grinning and looked at Hibiki, “So where are Natsu and everybody else?”

      “They we’re spreading out to look for you and Wendy-chan, but along the way they started to engage with smaller guilds working for the Oración Seis. And then they found themselves against more prominent and powerful members, such as the Pillars themselves.” Hibiki swiped his hand up and summoned several displays that showed dots on a map, “Natsu-kun and Gray-kun are currently fighting Hoteye together. Jura-San was fighting an assassin earlier but handily dealt with him and is continuing to search the forest for other members and clues. Ren and Eve joined forces with the other Lamia Mages and went to reclaim the Christina from our foes. But now they’re fighting both Angel and another guild that is piloting our ship.”

      “What about Ichiya?”

      “I tried to contact Aniki earlier but it was no luck. I’m not sure what he is currently doing, but I’m sure it is of the greatest importance.”

    
    

    
      “So… what is it?”

      “Is-is it a pig or something?”

      “Looks more like a boar than a pig.”

      “It honestly looks like a mutated bear cub or some kind of goat thing.”

      “Is it a monster.”

      “Meeeennnnnnnnn~.”

      “Ain’t ever heard no monster or pig or whatever make a sound like that.”

      “It’s so weird.” The other Dark Mages hummed and nodded in agreement as they stared at the odd creature in the white suit they had tied to a stick. They stared at the ugly beast a little longer, the creature sweating as it stared back, before one of them pulled out a knife, “Well, should we cut it and cook up the meat?”

      “I think there’s a saying that the uglier it looks, the better it tastes.”

      “Then this fella is gonna taste like a deluxe meal prepared by the best chef ever.”

      “It might be so good we don’t ever wanna eat anything else again.”

      “Gentlemen,” They looked over and saw the strange suited animal watching them with sweat pouring down its face, “I am not a pig or a boar or a monster. I’m actually a man. My name is Ichiya Vandalay Kotobuki of Blue Pegasus.”

      “Holy shit, the thing can copy human speak.”

      “And it’s playing at being a Mage from that stupid pretty people guild.”

      “Oh man, if it ever picked a guild to piss us off that was the one.”

      Ichiya sweated a little more, “Um, I apologize if my guild did something to offend you lot, but we don’t need to resort to murder… or cannibalism for that matter.”

      “Listen piggy, you ain’t gonna fool us with your little swine tricks. This is over and you gotta except that.” One of the Dark Mages stepped up and pulled out his knife, “Now I’m gonna gut you, take out that pork, separate the loin and ham, and see if I can concoct up a little bacon from what we can find around here.”

      “Don’t you dare!” Ichiya yelled with authority, startling the Dark Mages that had been gathering around. The tied up Mage shimmied in his restraints while frowning at the Dark Mages surrounding him, “I am ready to give my life in the line of duty, but just because I am willing does not mean I can simply accept it! I have people I must help! Comrades that are fighting at this very moment that I must join with! Followers and students back at the guild that look to me for guidance and leadership! I may not have every answer, or the strength to handle it all by myself, but they still trust me! So whatever I can do, whatever I can bear, I must! And that means I cannot just hang here and die!”

      “You’re a leader? Of the pretty bitches brigade?” Some of them laughed in disbelief and others shook their heads skeptically, “Sorry but we don’t believe you. The person that leads all those pretty boys and skinny girls has to be the prettiest, most vapid, empty-headed, wishy-washy model of them all. And you most certainly ain’t that.”

      “Is that your definition of beauty? To be beautiful and handsome has something to do with nice hair and strong jaws or thins waists and large breasts? Do you really think those are the only things that marks someone as beautiful? Physical traits that today look glamorous but which will surely one day fade and lose their luster? Is that how you define beauty?”

      “Of course it is, duh! What else would it be?”

      “Confidence and strength of character to continue pursuing the objectives no one believed they could achieve. Conviction to carry on through the hardest trials and tribulations that stand before them. Intelligence and mentality to face that which dares to topple you down, and figure out how to instead use it to strengthen yourself instead. And a heart to reach out to those that others would shy away from, and build a bond with them when they need it most.”

      “Okay, that’s enough waxing poetic. Can you just cut this thing already?”

      The man with the knife grabbed Ichiya’s hair, “With pleasure.”

      “I’m sure an aspiring cook such as yourself will surely make it quick, right?”

      The man stopped short of slicing his jugular after hearing Ichiya. He lowered his knife, “What’d you say?”

      “You’re a cook, correct? Or you want to be one surely.” Ichiya persisted, “The way you talked about separating the meats and the plan to cook bacon with just the materials around you? You must have once practiced your hand at the culinary arts, right?”

      The Dark Mage scowled before nodding, “Yeah, I was gonna be a cook when I was younger. But things didn’t quite turn out that way and now I’m here. So if we’re done—”

      “What happened?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Can’t you fulfill a soon to be dead man’s request?”

      “Fucking — okay, I couldn’t get into school because I didn’t have the money. Turns out banks don’t feel like passing out loans to guys who learned their craft on the street. Now we’re here—”

      “But you haven’t forgotten your skills or techniques even after all this time. So even though you weren’t able to pursue that dream like you planned to, you haven’t simply forsaken it.”

      “I’m not just gonna forget about cooking. It’s helpful for sprucing up meals so the lot of us can eat. And…”

      “And?”

      “And… it’s the first thing my mother taught me after my father walked out on us.” The Dark Mage wavered, standing still as small tears filled the corners of his eyes, “She was so patient with me, even though I was such a slow learner. I have to send all the Jewels I collect to her out in the countryside. She thinks I’m a professional chef for a restaurant in a big town.”

      “Why can’t you be?”

      “You need merit to get into places like that!”

      “Yes, and you can show it with results.” Ichiya said calmly, ‘It might take a while, and it most certainly won’t be easy, but you can start from the bottom and work yourself up.’ The Pegasus Mage shrugged and looked at the Dark Mage hesitating as he spoke, “Work at a restaurant. Show them you can cook with the best of them. Let your dream find a way to crawl out of the depths… and then one day… you can send your mother the real money you earned. Struggling to fulfill a dream… given to you by a loved one… so that you may help them in a selfless act of love. That… is beauty.”

      “Okay enough of this!” Another Dark Mage stepped up and pushed the cook aside as his eyes started to well up, “You can’t be falling for this! This sycophant is just playing to your desires for his own gain! It’s lip service! Like a devil on the shoulder all he’s doing is whispering in your ear and making you doubt yourself to save his own skin!”

      “That’s rather we’ll put.” Ichiya noted, “You mentioned I was simply waxing poetically earlier, didn’t you? Are you an avid reader of some sort?”

      “Freddy wanted to be a scholar when he was younger.”

      “Jammy shut up! Don’t say things like that in front of an adversary we have tied up! They would use the information to exploit—”

      “So you wanted to be a scholar?”

      “Son of a whore!” The man screamed before sighing, “Yes, I planned to be a scholar as a boy, but plans changed and now we’re here. Now how about instead of prying into our vulnerable, tragic pasts, you start telling us about your group—”

      “What about the rest of you?” Ichiya asked aloud, “Is there anyone here who felt like there was another life they could have achieved? A path that would have made you truly beautiful?”

      “I was gonna be a dancer when I was younger.” The one called Jammy spoke up, “I twisted my ankle though and had to quit school before I could become a professional. Then I stabbed a guy and ended up here.”

      “I took a left when I should’ve taken a right, and somehow I ended up in a Dark Guild.”

      “I beat up a guy outside a pub and got in trouble for it. I made it out like I was doing it in self-defense, but it all honestly I just wanted to beat a guy up.”

      “Enough! All of you! Stop giving him information!” The former scholar yelled and looked around at his compatriots, “You’re only giving away more ammuniation for him to use against you! Plus how do any of those things land you in a guild with Dark Mages?!”

      “Don’t worry about that.” Ichiya continued, “Instead let me ask… what would have made you truly happy… and how did that lead you here?”

      …

      …

      Tears filled the Dark Mage’s eyes, “My boyfriend’s family couldn’t accept us being together. And I… I couldn’t stand staying at the school anymore. Not while he was there. Not while us being together was a black mark we couldn’t wash off.”

      “Love, forbade and refused by others. But still so strong and burning so brightly. Do you still love him?”

      “With all my heart.”

      “Then you cant simply turn away from that love like that. Reach out to him again. Tell him how you feel. And if he reciprocated that desire, then damn his parents and live your lives happily. And if he doesn’t…”

      “If he doesn’t?”

      “If he doesn’t…” Ichiya faintly smiled, “Then you’ll have to find a new life to live. There’s always a second chance for someone to start their life again, especially for those searching for one. It’s never too late. The strength to push to that answer, despite not knowing what it will be… that is beauty. True, glorious beauty. And it is in all of you.”

      He fell to his knees and wept before the Blue Pegasus Mage. The other Dark Mages clapped and cheered at the sight they had just witnessed.

      Ichiya… was proud to be the man to meet these lost but beautiful souls.

    
    

    
      “Meh, I wouldn’t go that far.” Naruto shrugged with uncertainty, “I seriously doubt anything Ichiya is doing would be that important.”

      “You shouldn’t doubt Aniki.” Hibiki said with resolve, “He can surprise you in ways you’d never even imagine.”

      “Yeah, I know. I think that’s why Erza’s so scared of him.” Naruto looked back at his lover and saw her face started to ease up and the color returned to her cheeks. Wendy’s healing was working as Ezra was recovering, albeit slowly. Relief washed through his chest seeing her heal, and knowing that soon Wendy would be getting her back to her feet, “Well, if we’re all separated than this is gonna be bad. Especially because things have taken a turn for the worse.”

      “You mentioned that earlier. Did something happen?”

      “Turns out the Oración Seis got their hands on Jellal Fernandes.” Hibiki’s shock quickly took his features as Naruto nodded solemnly, “But apparently after my fight with him he was sick and almost dying. The Oración Seis needed his help but he was unconscious and wasn’t about to recover anytime soon. So…”

      “Oh.” Hibiki was quick to put it together, “Oh god.”

      “Yeah. They threatened Wendy and best Happy into complying with their demands. She healed him of his affliction and now he’s roaming the Woodsea.” Naruto shrugged, “Apparently he attacked that Brain guy the moment he woke up, which feels promising… but until we know what he wants for certain—”

      “We have an uncontrollable, barely cognizant, most likely dangerous rogue Wizard Saint perusing the same stomping grounds as our enemy. That… bodes horribly.” The Blue Pegasus Mage groaned and rubbed the bridge of his nose before summoning another screen for his fingers to dance over, “Especially considering I might have an idea of what we’re dealing with now.”

      “You do?”

      “Jura-San contacted me after a recent fight he had with a Mage in the forest. Apparently the man was willing to divulge some information about what it is our enemies are so desperately looking for.” Hibiki continued to type away while holding the conversation, “Whatever Nirvana is capable of doing, it’s supposedly going to allow our foes to change other’s actions and decisions. In what capacity and by what method I’m not quite sure, but if the Oración Seis are willing to go this far and use this many resources to find it, then it is imperative that we don’t let them have their way.”

      “They said they needed Jellal’s help to find Nirvana and unlock it for them to use.” Happy answered, “I think it’s because he was on the Magic Council so he has all these secrets and knowledge about magic that they want to use.”

      “If they convince Jellal to release Nirvana for them, then it’ll be all over.”

      Naruto frowned as he imagined his former friend being the cause of yet another disaster. He stepped over and walked around Erza’s resting body to kneel beside her. He ran a hand over her hair, feeling the fever that burned her forehead was subsiding and she was reacting even slightly to his touch. If she was awake, she wouldn’t let Jellal loose like this if it meant he could cause another incident. He understood that, so why was he feeling hesitation at a time like this?

      “Naruto-San?” The blond looked up and saw the young Dragon Slayer still focusing on her healing, even as some sweat came to her cheek and she was pushing the remainder of her magic to try and heal Erza. Wendy gulped and refused to look up at him as she worked, “Are you going to hurt Jellal?”

      …

      His silence and lack of an answer worried both of them.

    
    

    
      The trees and ground around the area had been warped in ways some would believe impossible. The stone and earth was raised and formed in ways thought inconceivable for something as hard as rock. On one side the forest was burning away under flames so intense they could have melted steel. And yet just opposite them were trees and rocks frozen nearly solid by a sheet of ice. The sheer juxtaposition of the environment would have shocked anyone, but the three men at the center of it just considered it collateral damage for their battle.

      “WRRRAAAHHH!” Natsu yelled as his chest puffed out and he jumped forward, “FIRE DRAGON’S ROAR!”

      “HA!” Hoteye flicked his fingers up and raised a spire of Liquid Ground that smothered the intense stream of flames before they could reach him. The large stream of mud and rock reached out and doused the fire coming towards it as it reached for Natsu.

      The Dragon Slayer chomped down on his fire and quickly jumped away as Gray stepped up in his place. The Maker Mage slammed his fist down on his palm and yelled, “FREEZE!” The liquid earth was frozen in place before it could actually reach them and the freeze crawled all the way up until it froze the entire stream. With the attack suspended in the air, Gray leapt up and started sprinting along its length with a straight path towards Hoteye. While he took the upper ground, Natsu dashed along the ground planning to hit the Dark Mage from below.

      “Damn, you two are wasting a lot of time!” Hoteye growled as he started weaving his hands around. The ground around them started to shift and unsettle before he whipped his hand up, “That’s time I could be using to find Nirvana and make serious bank!”

      The earth sprouted up around them and Natsu was nearly swallowed up again. But Gray slammed his hands together and sent attacks of ice out everywhere, freezing the liquified earth in place and giving Natsu platforms to leap off of. The pink-haired Mage started jumping off the platforms his comrade created as he came closer and closer to reaching Hoteye.

      The Dark Mage growled as his enemies grew ever closer. They almost seemed tougher than when he nearly annihilated them during their fight earlier. Back then he had caught them off guard by shifting the ground under them and almost crushing them beneath it. But now it seems like they had adapted and were figuring out ways to combat him. The shirtless one would use his magic to render his Liquid Ground magic into frozen husks, which the Dragon Slayer would avoid melting so that he could run in and attack.

      Had they worked on their coordination since the ambush? Were they practicing in the time they weren’t fighting? Were they preparing to face him out of all the Oración Seis they could have run into? Hoteye wasn’t sure if he should be impressed or disturbed, but he knew what he certainly was feeling right now.

      Infuriated.

      “ENOUGH!” Hoteye yelled as his eyes flashed, his Heaven’s Eye magic activating as his rage reached its breaking point, “I WILL NOT WASTE MY TIME WITH YOU PEOPLE ANYMORE!” Hoteye raised one hand and caused the fertile ground by his feet to bubble and pop. With a flick of his wrist several orbs of earth launched out of the ground and flew through the air. Natsu raised his guard and protected himself as the blobs of rock pelted his body roughly. They slammed into prior wounds and injuries, seeping in and exacerbating them while he was in the air.

      Natsu landed on the ground and looked at the patches of earth on his body, “What the—” The Liquid Ground hanging off him stretched out and joined with the Liquid Ground that sprouted up from the ground. Once they were connected, they constricted tightly and applied immense pressure to where they were located on Natsu’s body. The Fairy Mage yelled and screamed as he started to spit blood. He dug his hands into the earth and mud that covered his body before it started to burn with flames, “GET THIS SHIT OFF ME!”

      The flames erupted off his body, superheating the mud and dirt attached to him until it burned away. The intensity of the heat coming off of him was enough to thaw and melt both the ice and rock around him. The Dragon Slayer roared like an animal, loud enough to shake the ground and with enough heat to nearly burn down everything around him.

      “NOW!” Gray jumped through the air and sailed towards Hoteye when he believed he had the Dark Mage off guard. But before he could reach him Gray felt something sharply tug on his leg. He looked down and saw a limb of Liquid Ground swallowing his foot, “Dammit!”

      “That was clever.” Hoteye noted as he pointed down and the limb pulled in, pulling Gray’s lower body into the ground and leaving him rooted in the earth, “But funerals can be rather costly and timely matters. So allow me to give you a quick, cheap death.”

      The ground around Gray turned molten before he was yanked down into it like quicksand. Hoteye smirked over the bubbling earth and gave a small prayer to his fallen enemy—

      “GRAY!”

      Liquid Ground covered Hoteye’s feet and quickly helped him avoid the man-shaped fireball dropping down from above. The flames died out and Natsu looked down at the spot Gray had been sucked into. He seethed, “Bring him back up!”

      “Sorry, but I won’t.” Hoteye apologized while gripping the book close to his chest, “Your compatriot is probably already drowned, with mud and dirt filling his lungs like sandbags. I might not have been able to do that if you hadn’t melted away the ice that covered the ground. So I suppose I should be thanking you for you—”

      “FIRE DRAGON WING ATTACK!”

      Hoteye raised several pillars of Liquid Ground to try and block the charging man with wings of fire flying off his body. Natsu barreled through most of the obstacles that blocked his path as he reached out for Hoteye but the Pillar wasn’t having any of it. He slid away out of Natsu’s reach as the Fairy Mage crashed into the ground. Natsu quickly planted a hand on the ground and propped himself up, releasing a concentrated stream of flame at the Dark Mage before he could retreat.

      Hoteye raised a wall to protect himself from the flames. He then made the wall melt away and caused a flood of rock to drop towards Natsu. The Dragon Slayer ignited his hands and feet before charging forward, barreling through his attack and swinging at Hoteye. The large man had to actually raise his arm to guard as the flames roared, burning his suit and singing his skin.

      Natsu landed in a crouch, panting and wiping his cheek before lifting himself up, “What the hell is this Nirvana thing anyway that’s got you guys so worked up? Does it create infinite Jewels for you guys? All the food in the world? Why is this thing so important?”

      “Your ideas for ultimate magic are very narrow-minded, boy. I suppose a Mage that only works in the light doesn’t have much in the way of imagination.” Hoteye nursed the burn on his arm while condescendingly talking down to the Dragon Slayer, “Although I would appreciate a magic that simply dropped money in my lap — no, Nirvana will do no such thing. But this magic will give us something else that is priceless; the power to control and change any that would dare cross us.”

      Natsu narrowed his eyes, “And how would it do that?”

      “It’s actually quite interesting.” Hoteye said, “Imagine a Good Samaritan that helps people out in the streets, and dedicates their time to helping others. Now imagine a career criminal who hurts people and actively does what they can to make their lives miserable. Or a politician who was trying to better the lives of those they represented, and a Dark Guild more deranged than you could possibly believe. Now imagine… they were flipped.”

      …

      Natsu’s eyes slowly widened, “What do you mean?”

      “I mean a Good Samaritan who finds joy in tormenting others. Or a career criminal that donated the money they collected to the needy. A politician that does whatever they can to act as a detriment to the people. And a Dark Guild so courageous and selfless they put the rest of you to shame. That is the essence of Nirvana.” The massive Dark Mage smiled, “It takes the established alignment and status quo of something, and turns it on its head. It changes light to darkness, and darkness to light. It will allow us to change… everything.”

      Natsu was shocked and horrified by what he was hearing. He shook his head, “Why would you want that?”

      “Can’t you imagine that? A righteous Wizard Saint now a devious comrade we can rely on. A squeaky clean leader who suddenly is far more willing to bend and break the rules. A current comrade who we fear may one day stab us in the back now basking in the light and easier to crush when they are isolated from their extensive network of followers.” Hoteye smirked and raised his hand as if clutching the world in his hand, “Being able to change someone’s alignment and mindset is an extremely valuable opportunity. And being able to do it whenever we wish with Nirvana is priceless.”

      “How,” Natsu shook his head, “How the hell can you talk about something like that so easily? You’re changing people’s souls and minds like they’re nothing! Like they’re interchangeable pieces on a toy!”

      “And it will all be in pursuit of our goals. Even you might be a powerful ally to have in the future.” Hoteye looked the younger man over, “Your strong sense of justice and camaraderie… imagine that reversed into the aspects of darkness. Attacking people in the streets for your enjoyment. You might even hunt down the people in your guild. Can you imagine that? You… standing over them… their blood dripping from your hands… like a demon walking the face of Earthland.”

      …

      Heat slowly started to rise and radiate off of Natsu’s body. The ground around him started to melt at his feet from the intensity. He seethed out his words through gritted teeth, “How dare you say that.” The heat rose and flames burst off him, “That’s my guild you’re talking about! Those are my friends! I would never do that to them!”

      “You wouldn’t have a choice. You couldn’t help yourself. That is the power of Nirvana.”

      “If that’s what Nirvana is capable of,” Natsu roared, “THEN I’M GOING TO DESTROY THAT DAMN MAGIC!”

      “I doubt you could even if you tried.” Hoteye’s expression grew darker and sharper as the ground melted around him, ‘But I won’t even give you the opportunity. I’m going to send you down to join your friend in the dirt.’ He raised his hand and manipulated the fluid rock to rise and flow over him, “Now stay right there and accept your fate!”

      “HELL NO!”

      Natsu charged forward like a meteor and burst through all the obstacles and defenses Hoteye raised to protect himself. The Dragon Slayer pounced through the rock and earth, taking damage and blazing through the mud and dirt that threatened to stick to him. He landed on the ground and ran towards his foe.

      Trees and rocks and the entire landscape was shifted around in order to stop the Dragon Slayer. Natsu broke through everything in his way as he flew at Hoteye, “You know what your biggest mistake was, asshole!” A tree dropped on top of his head and shattered on impact. Blood flowed down Natsu’s head but he kept rushing forward, “It was thinking Fairy Tail’s Mages are easy to kill!”

      “Wait just a moment,” Hoteye snarled, “And I’ll show you just how wrong you are!”

      “No,” Natsu grinned, “I’m already being proven right!”

      There was a loud crack akin to shattering ice. Hoteye’s eyes widened and he looked back to see a patch of Liquid Ground behind him that had been frozen over. The patch cracked and shattered before exploding outward. And from within a bruised and dirty figure leapt out and landed on a solid icy footing.

      Gray looked up, fury in his eyes as he spat up some dirt and mud in his mouth.

      Hoteye panicked and turned around to aim another attack at the recovering Mage.

      It was his biggest mistake.

      Flames raged off Natsu, “FIRE DRAGON’S—”

      A cold mist came of Gray’s hands, “ICE MAKE:—”

      “SWORD HORN!”

      “ARROWS!”

      Natsu barreled into Hoteye’s side like a flaming train while a barrage of arrows made of ice pelted his other side. With both sides crushing him in an intense pincer, the powerful Dark Mage’s consciousness slipped away almost instantly as the pain overwhelmed him. The cold and heat quickly wafted away and left an unconscious Hoteye standing in place after being pinned by the two attacks.

      He toppled over finally and all the Liquid Ground he had shifting around returned to normal. Natsu and Gray dropped to their butts and gasped for air after their extensive battle with the powerful Dark Mage.

      “Hey,” Natsu groaned as he greedily sucked in air, “You okay?”

      “I got dirt in my lungs.” Gray rasped, “Don’t melt the goddamn ground after I freeze it next time.”

      “I had to get in close and I needed my magic to do so.”

      “If I didn’t freeze the ground he liquified I would have been killed. Any idea how hard it is to guess where your battle is happening several feet under the ground?”

      …

      The two men dropped back and raised their fists in the air, “We won.”

      “Yep.”

      “We need to go help the others still.”

      “We can take a second don’t catch our breath.”

    
    

    
      He stood over the unconscious bodies of the strange men that had jumped him in the forest. Feeling naked, he pulled off the coattail jacket of one of them and slipped his arms into it. Once he had something to wear now, he could…

      He wasn’t sure what he should actually do.

      But he knew there was something in this forest that was dangerous. That could bring carnage and mayhem to everyone if it fell in the wrong hands. People would suffer. People would die.

      The images of yellow and red caused his head to reel in pain again as he suffered through it.

      After recovering and clutching his aching head, he stumbled forward down a familiar path. He wasn’t sure what it was leading him to or how he would remember this, but he was determined to press on by some unknown desire in his core.

      Cobra watched from several dozen meters back as Jellal continued to wobble around looking for something. The Dark Mage remained quiet and out of sight as he listened to the Wizard Saint continue to blearily mumble incoherent words and names.

      He seemed particularly interested in Nirvana when he wasn’t talking about those Erza or Naruto folks.

    
    

    
      “Ice Make: Tiger!”

      “White Out!”

      The two frozen attacks spread out over the deck of the Christina and made for the Dark Mages charging to attack them. Eve’s sudden summon of immense snow nearly blinded everyone on board before settling down and restricting their movements. Meanwhile Lyon’s giant tiger of ice barreled through all the Dark Mages it could.

      Except for its intended target.

      Erigor easily avoided the incoming tiger and flew higher up into the air, flying well over the Christina and even higher than the Woodsea below. The Wind Mage had always been blessed with an advantage in mobility thanks to the application of his magic, but in this case when his enemies were restricted to a limited area of movement on the deck of a flying ship, that advantage was astronomically more apparent now.

      “Damn you! Get down her now! Ice Make: Eagle!” Lyon waved his fist through the air and sent several constructs of ice flying through the sky towards the Dark Mage.

      Erigor effortlessly danced on empty wind and let the flying ice birds sail past him. They flapped their wings and twisted around as they homed in on their target. But the Wind Mage simply waved his hand and destroyed the eagles that flew his way, “Why should I bother dealing with you? Seems like I can handle you just fine from up here.” Wind built around him and he blew away all the snow that had covered his underlings.

      Once the snow was lifted off of them they pulled themselves up and surrounded the two Mages on all sides. Eve and Lyon stood together and faced the legion of Dark Mages that surrounded them. With their magic apparently made useless with Erigor’s wide-range attacks, they had to resort to other options.

      “I suppose I should have asked this earlier,” Lyon eyed the Dark Mages slowly edging towards him, “Did the Rune Knights teach you how to fight without magic?”

      “We had some classes. Although it wasn’t my best topic, I did learn a few things. I learned more during my time with Blue Pegasus since I’ve had to pry away desperate women and entitled men from other people in my guild. What about you, Lyon-San? Do you have—”

      “HYAAAAA—”

      A fist buried itself in the face of a charging Dark Mage. They were sent flying back into a group of their comrades and knocked them over on their backs. Lyon stood there with his fist stretched out before slowly bringing it back to his side. His eyes narrowed, “Yes, I’ve been fighting for quite a long time.”

      “Well thank goodness for that.”

      The two Mages separated and charged to either sides of the ship. Eve dodged and parried all the attacks that came his way as he was quick and ready to use their force against each other. Lyon on the other hand powered through his enemies, knocking them around with staggering punches and kicks.

      Erigor watched from above and chuckled, “Well aren’t you both rowdy. Isn’t that defiance cute~.”

      One of the people Lyon sent flying collided with the control panel of the Christina. He groaned and slowly slid off, his hand dragged along the controls and activated some of its features.

      The Christina shook as it started to release magical attacks down randomly into the Woodsea.

    
    

    
      “Hahahaha!” Angel laughed haughtily and in pure joy as she guided her weapon’s beam through the Wood Doll that was stomping its way over to her. She watched it tumble down into pieces of wood and splinters before she deactivated her weapon. She looked up at the flying ship that fired indiscriminately in all directions and giggled, “I don’t think your buddies are doing as well as you thought they would.”

      “Be quiet!” Sherry yelled in anger as she raised her hands and created a giant doll of rock and earth at her whim. She waved her hands and made the giant rock construct move with her demands as it lumbered forward to attack Angel—

      “We are barreling through!”

      A powerful gust of wind and dust formed together as a tornado of sand. The millions of whooshing particles tore through the rock being held together with her magic and caused it to topple down into the ground. Sherry shielded her eyes and looked over at the tanned man standing by Angel’s side with a massive metal tail protruding from his backside, “Sorry little lady, but we can’t let you go hurting our master like that. Sand Buster!”

      Another tornado of sand blasted towards Sherry who was preparing herself to block. But Ren dashed in front of her and raised his hands up to block, “Aerial!” A dome of Air magic was formed in front of them and blocked most of the incoming sand tornado before it could shred them apart. After a moment the Spirit’s attack finally stopped and Ren exhaled in relief, “So this is the strength of the scorpion Celestial Spirit.”

      “You’re tough dude!” Scorpio praised the Pegasus Mage’s ability and fortitude to withstand his attack, “We don’t think there are many people who could fend off our Sand Buster! You must be super strong.”

      “I appreciate your compliment, even if it’s coming from my foe’s side.” Ren wiped his face clean and stood up as the Christina’s volley of blasts covered the sky around them, ‘It doesn’t quite sit well with me to attack a woman, even if they are my enemy, but I suppose chivalry can take a backseat to necessity at a time like this.’ He looked over his shoulder as Sherry caught her breath, “Do you need some help?”

      “Didn’t you just say you were abandoning your chivalry?” She derided him as she stood back up, a little worn out but ready to fight again. Sherry looked over at the smiling Dark Mage and her summons, “We have to find a way to fight back against her.”

      “Scorpio is a powerful Celestial Spirit that uses sand attacks, but I think I should be able to at least hold him off with my Air. That being said,” His eyes settled on Caelum, the robotic summon that stayed by Angel’s side, “I’m having a hard time gauging when I can attack when her flying sentry/cannon/sword can make a move at any moment.”

      “I’ve tested my Doll Attack magic on Celestial Spirits before,” Sherry reminded herself of the fight she had with the blonde Fairy Tail Mage not too long ago before she rejoined Lamia Scale, “I found out I can control Celestial Spirits against their whim. I’m not sure if I can do it on two of them at once, but I know for sure that I can do it.”

      “That’s useful.” Ren said, “But why haven’t you used it yet?”

      “Honestly…” Sherry looked conflicted and thought back to her callous behavior controlling the Celestial Spirits in her last fight, smiling and enjoying her victory while they begged her to stop, “I have something of a bad taste in my mouth thinking back on it. Especially at the idea that the Fairy hussy would turn her nose up in disgust at me.”

      “I don’t know what to say about not using an advantage like that in our current situation.” Sherry pouted and frowned up at the disapproving tone the Pegasus Mage was giving her, ‘But… I can understand why you wouldn’t want to do that.’ Ren’s eyes narrowed in thought, “A member of our guild didn’t treat her Celestial Spirit’s properly, deciding to use them like objects. And it cost her dearly for that attitude. So I’ll respect your decision, but ask that if things take a turn that you do what must be done to protect yourself.”

      …

      “What?”

      “Just surprised.” Sherry whispered, “Here I thought you were some no good womanizing bozo. And now I find a shred of character under all that ostentatious clothing and repugnant body spray.”

      “Not like I was doing it to impress you.”

      “Ugh, you two virgin playthings done flirting yet?” Angel gagged in disgust as she had to watch the two Mages affirm their cooperation. The Dark Mage shivered and almost retched, “I came here to torment and humiliate, not be forced to suffer as two idiots so repressed and delirious fumble around even talking to each other.”

      “It’s sweet.” Scorpio said with a smile, “Reminds us of our baby back home. Damn if she ain’t the most affectionate and cutest little thing in all the—”

      “Seriously, any more and I’ll gag.” The white-haired woman shuddered before swinging her hand around, “Just demolish them before they send any more chills up my spine.”

      “Sand Buster!”

      Ren created another wall of empty Air to block the incoming attack, causing the blinding amount of sand to fly up through the space around them as it rushed forward. While he blocked, Sherry placed her hands down on the ground and focused her magic. Roots and mud and gravel piled together into a Mud Doll and lumbered forward to attack.

      “Caelum.”

      The mechanical spirit activated its beam and tore through the gravel like nothing. Sherry clicked her tongue as Angel smirked and pointed her finger. Caelum dutifully obeyed and shifted towards its new target.

      Sherry realized that Ren would be in the path of the next attack. And he was still occupied with fending off Scorpio’s attack so it didn’t injure her. The next attack would tear through his body and leave him open for the sand. Sherry wasn’t going to let that happen. She kept the mounted Spirit in her sights and focused—

      Two arrows flew through the air.

      One hitting Caelum and sending its beam astray.

      The other hitting Scorpio’s tail and interrupting his attack.

      They all looked over to see the source of this intervention.

      Ren had a small smile of relief at their backup.

      Angel clicked her tongue in annoyance.

      And Sherry…

      Was ashamed to admit how glad she was to see her.

      “Hey!” Lucy called out, stomping her foot and pointing at Angel as Sagittarius notched another arrow on his bow and aimed, “Don’t you know when you mess with one of our friends, you mess with all of us!”

      “Oh goody, they sent the bimbo.” Angel’s growled, “You know I’m starting to thinking you’re trying to insult me with all these pathetic enemies getting sent my way.”

    
    

    
      “Ugh, d-dammit.”

      Brain groaned and hissed in pain as he lifted himself out of the hole Jellal had dug him into. The older Dark Mage flinched in pain as a phantom ache from the bruises and cuts he had received from Jellal’s surprise attack ran through his body, “Ungrateful little mongrel.” Brain seethed as he lifted himself, “I taught him everything he knows. He is indebted to me enough to pay me back a dozen lifetimes over. And he attacks me without hesitation at the earliest moment. I will make him suffer for this!”

      As Brain lifted himself up he noticed that the girl and the cat they had kidnapped had snuck away in the commotion. The only thing left in place was Midnight, still blissfully unaware of the commotion that had been going on and sleeping without a care in the world.

      Brain’s hand swung down and struck the young man across the face. He still slept, but there was a red mark across his cheek, “Useless.”

      Brain used his staff as a walking stick and helped carry himself over to the entrance of the cave to look out over the immediate area. The Woodsea still seemed to be standing, even if there was a patch of it in smoke with the Christina raining down artillery.

      “Damn fools,” Brain derided as he wiped his face, “If they rain down upon the Nirvana then I will assure them an unending—”

      His eyes widened in fright as he finished wiping his face. None of the others had returned to the cave since embarking out. They would have helped him recover faster and started searching for Jellal. In a panic Brain swung his staff through the air and created a mirror of ice and water that reflected his appearance.

      Two lines.

      Two of the six lines had faded from his face.

      Two of Oración Seis’ Pillars had fallen to the imbeciles that believed themselves to be guardians of the light.

      “No no no, we can’t waste time like this.” Brain whispered before looking out over the forest again. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes before speaking crisply and clearly, “Cobra, if you are still active then I know you can hear me. Two of the six have fallen in battle. I thought those fools were simply blustering, but apparently they may pose more of a threat than anticipated. And to make matters worse Jellal has been revived and escaped after attacking me. I don’t know where he is right now, but he only just recovered so he can’t have gotten far. I need you to search and find him, but don’t engage. He’s still recovering but he is still powerful enough to earn that Wizard Saint title. If you can hear me, start a smoke trail from one of the trees. When you find him, set two so I can start planning how to properly incapacitate him.”

      Brain took a deep breath to calm himself down after having a quick panic attack at the idea that their plans would fail. He waved his staff around and conjured a soft wave of wind to wash over him. The grime and dirt and sand that covered his body was blown away, leaving only a few scuff marks and injuries remaining to mar his appearance. After a moment Brain looked back up and his eyes widened to see not just one but two faint smoke pillars rising in the distance.

      The Dark Mage smirked and tried to stifle his joyous chortle, “Well done my boy. I knew I could rely on you to help in our time of need. Keep an eye on him for now, and see if he makes any moves. If he tries to escape the Woodsea, apprehend him. I’ll try to make my way over as soon as I can.”

      If that little wretch thought he was going to escape after being revived like that, then he had another thing coming. And if he thought he was going to stop them from reaching their goal, he was going to regret believing he was that fortunate.

    
    

    
      Lyon and Eve gasped for breath as they reeled back from the Wind attacks they had been taking at Erigor’s hands. They had exhausted themselves fighting against the rest of the followers on the ship, and now while they were running on fumes they were finally faced with the madman that had been hovering over and watching them with a sadistically gleeful smile.

      Lyon snarled through his teeth and pushed himself up, running along the deck of the ship and trying to gain an angle to attack his foe. Erigor simply turned in the air, waving his hands around and sending sickles of sharp wind raining down over him. The Lamia Mage outran most of the incoming attacks, but they quickly cut him off and left him open to the onslaught of attacks.

      Erigor was nearly knocked out of the air when a rush of snow blew into his flank. The Dark Mage weathered the literal snowstorm before his deadly glare focused down at the young Pegasus Mage attacking him. He created a funnel of Wind magic that bared down on Eve, causing the young man to brace himself before he was violently blown off his feet. With a bodily slam he left a deep indent in one of Christina’s walls and gagged before he slumped down on the floor.

      “Hahahahaha!” Erigor cackled mockingly while looking down at the young suited man trying to pick himself up, ‘Little winded there, brat? No worries, here… “He held up his hand and formed another small vortex over his palm,” Let me give you some!’ He threw bursts of wind down again and again that pelted the deck around Eve and hit him as well. The Dark Mage wasn’t concerned with accuracy and simply enjoyed himself as he attacked his exhausted foes, “Just a little longer and the Oración Seis will have found their target. After that I can go around and just enjoy myself. Maybe I can convince them to let me take this little beauty on a joyride. Can you imagine what the Blue Pegasus’ personal vehicle will go for on the market?”

      “Y-You,” With a shaky breath Eve tried to lift himself up on trembling arms, “Won’t get away with this.”

      “Oh you think so?” Erigor sent down another blast of wind and knocked the support Eve’s hands gave him from under him, “Let me guess… even if you fall, your precious comrades will find their way up here and stop me, right? I should warn you that I’m still a little sour from a fight I had a few months back, so if you bring up anything about camaraderie then this will be so much worse for you.”

      “Our friends are strong enough to do this, but we don’t need to rely on them to beat you and take back this ship.” Erigor and Eve looked over as Lyon lifted himself up from the wreck of the deck. He had cuts and lacerations bleeding through his jacket, but he grabbed his collar and yanked his clothes off in one quick movement. The Lamia Mage stood proudly with his chest bare and slammed his fist against the guild insignia on his chest, ‘I am more than enough to handle this task, and I will continue to fight this battle to my last breath. Jura-San, Obaba-sama, and my guild trust in this strength I’ve cultivated,’ A cold air lifted off his body and he clenched his fist, “And I will crush anyone that attempts to belittle our strength.”

      “Heh, well said.” Eve lifted himself up and started working on the buttons of his suit, ‘You know I’ve been surrounded by men and women I’ve admired for years now. They fight and charge and move ahead for everything they’ve desired, and I always feel like I’m falling behind or lacking in something. Then I remember what Boss says,’ Eve smirked as he pulled his clothes off and tossed them to the side, “I can’t hesitate. I can’t falter. No matter what stands in my path, because if I buckle and turn away then it will forever loom over me. So no matter how daunting this task may seem…” Eve threw up his hands and the temperature immediately dropped a dozen degrees, “I will face it like a man of Blue Pegasus! White Out!”

      Another immense blizzard of snow overtook the Christina and the sky around it as snowflakes fell like hail and visibility became nearly zero. Erigor felt a chill run over him as the heat nearly abandoned his body and his skin started to cool down. But still the Dark Mage kept his wits and looked down at where the Christina was just a moment ago. It was lost in the blizzard, as was even his hand just hovering before his face. He chuckled to himself as he was sure his foes wouldn’t hear him over the raging snow, “That’s actually pretty impressive, if a little desperate. Unfortunately for you—”

      Eirogor tensed his body and yelled, releasing a massive gust of wind from around himself that dispersed the blizzard instantly. He snickered as he saw Eve looking up at him, “You aren’t going to stop me with just a little snow—”

      Erigor groaned as he felt a sharp pain in his lower body. He shakily looked down and saw a head of light blue hair pressed into his chest. Lyon had created a temporary staircase for him to climb, and leapt up at Erigor when he was distracted. The Dark Mage gagged and looked down to see the Lamia Mage had formed an icicle which he lodged into Erigor’s side.

      “Y-You,” Erigor hissed and grabbed Lyon’s face as he raged, “You fucking piece of shit!”

      “I know you said the snow wouldn’t be enough, but how do you feel about ice?”

      Lyon slammed his hands together and Erigor found himself caught in a cast of ice that covered his body. With his body covered and his Wind magic blocked, Erigor and Lyon quickly dropped back down towards the Christina. Erigor tried to break out but Lyon quickly grabbed him and dragged him down while they dropped towards the cockpit, “You never should have underestimated us!”

      “DAMMMMMMIT—”

      They crashed through the top and Eve covered his eyes as the smoke and dust rushed over him. It disappeared in the wind running along the ship and cleared up the inside. Eve quickly ran inside the control room to see what had happened.

      Lyon lifted himself up and looked down at Erigor, who was unconscious and bleeding from the mouth with his ice cast fully broken from the force. The blue-haired Mage lifted himself up with some tenderness in his aching body before spitting to the side, “Told you our strength was nothing to scoff at.”

      “Lyon-San, that was amazing!” Eve cheered as he ran up to his comrade, “I’m so glad you used my screen to act. I didn’t know if you’d realize that was part of the plan or not.”

      “Yeah, pretty obvious, but could have used the warning.” Lyon rubbed his shoulder and looked at his comrade oddly, “Why did you take your shirt off by the way?”

      Eve blanked, “B-Because it was a sign of us working together? A show of brotherhood and camaraderie? I just did it because you—”

      “Oh shit!” Lyon looked down and realized he was bare-chested, “I did again! Dammit!”

      “O-Oh, that wasn’t on purpose.” The young Mage flushed with embarrassment and covered his chest in shame, “I think I should probably grab my jacket—”

      Both men flinched as klaxons started to chime and warning lights went off rapidly. Christina started to shake and dip through the air haphazardly. Eve and Leon looked at each other before turning to the control panel of the ship.

      The one broken and dented with Erigor’s unconscious body making an imprint in it.

      Lyon sighed, “Shit, I thought Gray was the destructive one. I’m never gonna live this down.”

      “If it’s any consolation we’ll only be living with it for a few more moments.”

    
    

    
      ‘What is he doing?’

      Cobra thought to himself as he watched the blue-haired Wizard Saint roam around the forest. He defeated the bozos that tried to drop him when he crossed their path. He even stripped one of their clothes and changed into it before walking off. Since then he’d just been wandering along like a dump puppy before changing directions.

      It was like watching a bird. One that was lost and just helplessly flapping around for a direction. Until suddenly they knew — as if by instinct — that it was somewhere else they needed to go. Jellal looked lost, but then made turns and corners that no one would make unless they had a destination in mind. Finally Jellal came to a stop and stood in front of a tree in the forest.

      A tree larger than any other, surrounded by hills and rocks on all sides. Enough that it was almost completely hidden from sight. No one would be able to discern that it was here just by walking through the forest. You would have to know where it was in order to find it.

      This bastard Jellal… he really knew what this place was.

      Jellal raised his hand towards the body of the massive tree and closed his eyes. He weaved his fingers through the air in a particular pattern with magic brimming off his fingertips. With a quick swipe sideways he finished what he was doing…

      And everything shook.

      Magical seals and patterns glowed along the body of the tree before the entire thing started to glow. Its form drastically changed from the normal tree to a twisting, unnatural form of black and white. And then finally it exploded, a massive pillar of white and black energy bursting up and piercing the sky above it.

      Cobra shielded himself and Cubelious from the immense rush of magical power that gusted over them. Even then the Dark Mage could not pull his sight away from watching the magic pierce the sky as swathes of black and white started to peel off the pillar and spread out over the forest. This was it…

      “Nirvana.”

      Jellal looked back and spotted him standing by the rock. Cobra had been so engrossed with the reveal of the ancient magic that he had stopped hiding to admire it. The Dark Mage faced down the Wizard Saint with a nervous grin on his face as Nirvana continued to release around them, “Shit, I guess I got a little too excited.”

      “Who… are you?”

    
    

    
      “LYON-SAMA!” Sherry screeched as she watched the mighty airship sail down through the air with smoke and fire trailing behind it.

      “Ahahaha!” Angel laughed mockingly as they others watched their ship and friends fall out of the sky, “I guess it wasn’t such a good idea to trust your buddies with that job, huh? They’re kinda fucked beyond belief know, don’t you think?”

      “What?” Lucy looked up in shock and confusion as the Christina sailed away, “What happened? Why is the ship falling?”

      “I don’t know!” Ren yelled in panic, blocking the blasts from Caelum that continued to fire as they worried about the ship crashing overhead, “Dammit! Eve, what the hell are you doing?!”

      Sherry watched breathless as the ship continued to descended faster and faster over the treetops. She watched in horror as the flaming ship finally passed beyond the point they could see and continued to sail downwards. Until…

      There was a loud boom, a mighty shake through the ground, and a glow over the trees that matched the color of the setting sun.

      Sherry dropped to her knees in disbelief as the others looked on in horror.

      “Well, looks like you’re down a few friends now, aren’t you?”

      Lucy and Ren turned on Angel for her mocking tone and laugh at their comrades’ deaths. But before they could make her stop, they paused and looked up at the anomaly piercing the sky.

      Angel followed their gaze and spotted the pillar of black and white magic towering up from another part of the forest. The strange occurrence was new and unheard of, but Angel knew what it meant — she knew the moment she saw such abundant magic spread out from the focal point, “Nirvana.”

      “Nirvana?” Lucy repeated, “That’s what the Oración Seis has been going after?”

      “I can’t believe those morons were actually able to find it. I might just congratulate them when I see them again.” Angel smirked and then turned back to the Mages she was fighting, “Since we found what we’re looking for, I shouldn’t be wasting any more time with you losers. Caelum, how about you give them a quick little shot right between the—”

      A beam tore through Angel’s abdomen before she could finish her sentence. The Dark Mage spat up blood and dropped to the ground with a pained moan as Lucy and Ren stared in shock.

      “Shut your filthy mouth.”

      They looked back and saw Sherry’s hand outstretched, focusing her magic as Caelum started to beep and alarm in panic. The pink-haired woman stared down at her bleeding enemy with malicious spite in her eyes, a black miasma coalescing around as she lifted herself up, “Lyon-sama… you fools cost him his life. And now… now I’m going to make you pay.”

      “Sherry! What are you doing?!”

      “This whore is part of the Oración Seis. She’s part of the reason Lyon-sama is dead now.” Sherry muttered, lifeless and void of the passion she once had as she aimed Caelum down at Angel, “She should suffer. Bit by bit. Every… single… pain—”

      “Enough.” Ren yelled, standing between Caelum and the injured Angel, ‘She’s down and injured. There’s nothing else she can do. We’re ending this here.’ He glared at Sherry’s empty eyes, “We’re not resorting to these measures.”

      “Yeah,” Lucy nodded as Sagittarius agreed beside her, “We don’t have to go that far.”

      Sherry looked between the two of them before lowering her hand. Caelum was released from her hold and Ren nodded as Lucy let out a breath of fresh air—

      “GAH!”

      Ren screamed as an arrow pierced through his shoulder and came out the other side. Lucy panicked, “Sagittarius!”

      “I-I’m sorry ma’am.” The honorable Celestial Spirit struggled as he notched another arrow and took aim, “B-But I can’t control it—”

      “If you help her, then you’re just as bad as her.” Sherry muttered, her voice dropping down as she growled, “And you need to be punished as well.”

    
    

    
      “Whoa.” Natsu said as he looked up at the black and white magic filling the sky, “That’s new.”

      “That thing is super powerful.” Gray noted, nursing his bruised side and cracked ribs, “What the hell is it?”

      “N-Nirvana.” The Fairy Mages looked over as Hoteye opened his eyes and lifted himself up from the ground. He coughed and gagged, spitting up a few drops of blood that stained his lips as he did. The bulky man looked up at the beautiful lights and smirked, “We did it. We finally found our answer.”

      Natsu looked up at the lights of white and black and frowned in anger, “So that’s it? That’s the magic that’s gonna change people’s hearts and minds?” The Dragon Slayer snarled before turning on the Pillar, “How do we stop it?”

      “You can’t. It’s too late.” Hoteye chuckled, “We’ve already won.”

      “Natsu!” The Fairy Mages looked up and saw Happy sailing through the air before dropping straight down. He ran into Natsu’s chest and screamed with joy and relief seeing his friend again, “Natsu!”

      “Happy!” Natsu squeezed his blue cat companion tightly to his chest and grinned in delight. He pulled Happy back and looked the blue cat over as tears filled their eyes, “We were looking all over for you! W-Who found you—”

      “Me and Wendy escaped together! And Naruto found us and got us back to Erza!” Happy rubbed his eyes, ‘When we knew she was gonna be okay I went flying around looking for you! A-And I heard you yell and came right over!’ He sniffled before his joy quickly changed to anxiety when he looked up at the ancient magic being released, “But what do we do about that now?”

      “I told you there’s nothing you can do.” Hoteye repeated with a malicious grin, “We’ve already won.”

      “Shut up.” Gray stomped his foot and stood over the injured Dark Mage, cracking his knuckles and making his threat clear, “Now you are going to tell us how you’re going to control that magic and how we can stop it.”

      “I don’t know.” Hoteye laughed, “Brain didn’t fill us in on the minute details.”

      “Dammit you son of a bitch!” Gray roared, grabbing Hoteye’s collar and lifting the larger man up to face him directly, “What the hell are you getting out of all this?! Why would you have to go this far?!”

      “Exactly what I need.” Hoteye said firmly as he just smirked at Gray’s loss of composure. He threw the larger man down and Hoteye laid in the dirt, breathing heavily as he closed his eyes, “Once we can control people, we can do anything. Take anything. I can get as much money as I need.”

      “Money? You’re doing this for money?! What could possibly be so important that you would trade all these people’s lives?!”

      “I don’t care about other people. As long as I can get the resources… for my wish.” Hoteye closed his eyes and drifted off, “My prayer… to find Wally… once more.”

      “Wally?” Happy repeated when he heard the name, “Wally?”

      “Wally?” Natsu joined in and tilted his head in confusion, “Why does that name sound familiar?”

      “You know I think I’ve heard that name too.” Gray scratched his head as he wracked his brain, ‘Um… I can’t… oh!’ He exclaimed, “Wasn’t he Erza and Naruto’s friend or something? Wasn’t he—”

      “He was the guy that shot Natsu in the mouth!”

      “Oh yeah!” Natsu fumed in anger, “I almost forgot about that! The blocky guy from the island! Huh, I wonder what he’s doing now?”

      Hoteye’s eyes popped open in shock before he looked up at the men he had been fighting just moments ago, “What?” With renewed vigor and energy he ignored the injuries that covered his body and lifted himself up, “Did you say you know Wally? Wally Buchanan?”

      “Uh, I think that was his name, yeah. He was a blocky guy, like he was made up of squares or something.” Natsu tried to focus and remember the image of the man they had met months earlier, “Actually your jagged chin and stuff reminds me of how he looked. How do you know—”

      “Tell me!” Hoteye immediately lurched forward and grabbed Natsu’s shoulders. Gray took a ready stance to attack but Natsu couldn’t feel any malice or intent coming from his actions. Hoteye desperately asked, “Tell me he’s still alive! Tell me he’s safe!”

      “He’s alive.” Natsu nodded, ‘He was okay the last time we saw him. It was a while back, but he was going on a trip with his friends to see the world.’ Hoteye’s eyes widened and started to water as Natsu looked on in surprise, “How do you know him?”

      “Ahhhh… aahhhh… aaaAAAAHHHHHHH!”

      A white light started to surround Hoteye as he screamed, “Natsu!”

      “Look out!”

      “AAAAAAA — ISN’T IT WONDERFUL?!” Natsu was swept off his feet and twirled around as Hoteye giggled and smiled gleefully. The giant Dark Mage had sparkles and stars in his eyes as he cheered in a singsong voice, ‘My baby brother’s alive and well! And traveling with his friends! Oh happy day! Happy day!’ He pulled Natsu in and hugged him tightly, “Thank you so much young man! Thank you for giving me the good news!”

      …

      Natsu, Gray, and Happy were all so shocked their eyes were simply vacant white dots. They could do nothing but watch and be carried along as Hoteye celebrated the good news.

      “Um… huh?”

    
    

    
      Light and consciousness pierced the veil of haze that was pervading her mind. With a small moan she opened her eyes and stared up at the orange sky. And then found her sight filled with yellow and blue hair.

      “Erza-San!”

      “She’s awake.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      Erza slowly lifted herself up and rubbed her head. She felt a faint ache on her arm where the serpent had bitten her and injected its poison. Soon her memories came back to her, as did the immediate panic and worry. But before she could jump up to fight or run, she spotted Wendy kneeling by her side with a tired look on her face, “Wendy?”

      “You’re okay.” The young girl panted and rubbed her head, “I was really worried.”

      “You had many of us worried, Titania. But I’m relieved to see you’re back with us in the land of the living.”

      “How long have I been out?” Erza rubbed her head and then looked to her other side. A few feet away Hibiki had a relieved expression as he smiled and continued to type on his screen, “Where are the others?”

      “Everyone separated to locate the Oración Seis and find a way to help you.” Hibiki smiled charmingly, “I think helping you recover was the first thing we could all agree on was that was important.”

      “I’m sorry for burdening all of you so far.” She bowed her head apologetically before lifting herself up. Wendy raised her hands to try and stop her but the redhead was already on her feet and steadying herself. She looked around a little more, “Do you know where—”

      “Hey.”

      Something dropped to the ground to their side as another person rejoined their group. Erza looked over and saw he was covered in dirt, bruises, and blood. His clothes were ragged and torn, and his hair was dirtied by everything imaginable. But still none of that seemed to matter as he smiled and slowly approached her.

      Erza looked up at him as he approached, completely informing how baldly he was hurt in order to see that she was okay. She said a sad smile, “I’m sorry for worrying you.”

      “Me? Worried?” Naruto grinned, “Do I look like the type?”

      She gave a small giggle before leaning in and embracing him. Naruto immediately returned it, hugging her tightly and finding unspeakable relief in seeing her up and about without the poison tainting her body. After a moment of assuring the other they were safe, they pulled back and looked at each other, “What happened while I was out?”

      “The groups are separated. We’re fighting the Oración Seis and their underlings.” Naruto and the others all looked up at the tower of light coming from further down the forest, “And I think they already found Nirvana.”

      “Well it sounds like the worst possible scenario is already playing out.”

      “Actually…” Naruto looked down at his lover with a conflicted expression. She tilted her head in confusion at his reluctance, “You have no idea how bad it actually is.”

    
    

    
      Done

      Well, today is the day. I barely finished this in time to drop today, but it had to be today.

      The final episode. And end to an era. I can’t believe it has finally reached this point.

      I know the manga ended a while back, and there’s the 100 Year Quest and the Hero story climbing out soon, but this is still huge. This is the last piece of Fairy Tail that a lot of other people will ever get.

      I know it gets ragged on, and people always come back to the power of friendship problems the show has, and they weren’t totally wrong. But even so, I love this series.

      I loved it when I found it during the Oración Seis finale. I followed it almost religiously as it came out week by week. I loved the story and the setting and the characters and the anime and the music and the moments and everything.

      To see it come to an end… it’s heartbreaking, but relieving.

      So long Fairy… where are you going.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    58. Ve gentil en esa buena noche

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 58: Ve gentil en esa buena noche

      Awwww, it’s nice to be back. Sorry I’ve been gone so long. Just… lots of shit to focus on lately.

    
    

    
      “We need to get moving.”

      “I know. And I agree, but we should give them a few more minutes.”

      “We can’t waste time like that!” Carla huffed as she looked up at the pillar of black and white magic flying and peeling off into the surrounding area. She pointed one of her tiny white paws up at the dazzling but dangerous phenomenon, “That should be enough of an indicator that our enemies have found what they’re looking for! Which means any minute now they’re going to take control of that magical energy and use it for whatever they want!”

      “Carla, stop!” Wendy whispered in a hushed, worried tone. She looked over at the couple as they stared up at the ancient magic flying into the air, “They understand how important this is.”

      “Then why—”

      “Because someone from their past is in the center of this madness.” Hibiki said, restating what they already knew as he stared at the two Fairies sympathetically, “This is a lot to process for just about anybody.”

      Erza and Naruto stared up as Nirvana was released from its confines. As they watched, the redhead whispered to her lover, “Did he do that?”

      “I’m sure he did.” Naruto nodded, “They were floundering around searching desperately for the magic, and within an hour of his revival it’s suddenly revealed. That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “Do you think he’s doing it of his own free will?”

      “I don’t know.” Naruto shrugged, ‘He could be working in league with these people or they could be torturing him in order to get what they want.’ They looked at each other, “Either way, we have to find him.”

      “We can’t let him take this any further.” Erza said in agreement as she turned around and made her way back to the group. Hibiki, Wendy, and an impatient Carla watched them approach as the armored Mage looked at the Pegasus Mage, “Can you get in contact with any of the other teams?”

      “I already am.” His fingers were on his temple, “It burns through my magic if I use it constantly but if I’m just keeping a note of their locations then it can last longer. Do you have a message?”

      “I’d like you to make contact with each team and get an idea of what they think about the pillar.” Erza stated, “How close are they to Nirvana and have they noticed any changes in their surroundings?”

      “I’ll see what I can find.” Hibiki nodded and closed his eyes as he started to focus, “Jura-San, can you read me?”

      ( “I hear you Hibiki-dono. How are things on your end?”)

      “Wendy-chan has been rescued and Erza-San has fully recovered.”

      ( “I’m glad to hear that. And Kichiyo is very, very happy to hear that as well. So I take it this is about that magic being released over there, correct? Is that the Nirvana?”)

      “It is. So I wanted to ask if you have noticed any changes or side-effects since its release?”

      ( “The landscape is warped and its color changed but that was happening before it was turned into a pillar — most likely from the residual effects of it being in the ecosystem. Unfortunately I have nothing to report.”)

      “Thank you Jura-San.” Hibiki focused, “Natsu-kun, Gray-kun, can you—”

      ( “GET HIM AWAY FROM ME! GET HIM AWAY FROM ME!”)

      ( “NO YOU IDIOT I TOOK MY HUGS! NOW ITS YOUR TURN!”)

      Hibiki flinched and rubbed his head as the two boisterous Fairy Mages screamed directly into his mind. He blinked a few times as his hearing slowly returned to him. The dirty-blond Casanova looked over as Erza, Naruto, Wendy, and Carla looked at him in confusion, “They were screaming very loudly.”

      “Yes,” Erza nodded, “They tend to do that.”

      “We should’ve warned you.” Naruto nodded apologetically.

      Hibiki hesitantly put his finger back to his head, “Are you two okay?”

      ( “We’re trying to deal with that Hoteye guy right now!”)

      “Are you still fighting him?”

      ( “No, we beat him already and were about to capture him! But then that big pillar of light shot up into the sky and he started acting differently!”)

      ( “One second he was saying he was gonna kick our asses in order to finally make a profit off of Nirvana! The next he’s hugging us, saying that money doesn’t matter and that love is all we need to live in the world!”)

      ( “Gray, he’s hugging too hard! Take over!”)

      ( “Piss off!”)

      ( “Happy—”)

      ( “I-I’m not involved in this!”)

      “Um,” Hibiki looked at the others oddly before shrugging, “They’re apparently dealing with Hoteye at the moment.”

      “Do they need help handling him?”

      “Maybe, but not exactly in a fight. They already defeated him and now, apparently, he’s hugging them and telling them he loves them and just being overly affectionate for some reason.”

      …

      “Excuse you?”

      “They say his demeanor and personality suddenly changed drastically… when the light appeared in the sky.”

      The other Mages looked at each other in surprise as Wendy covered her mouth, “You mean he changed when Nirvana appeared?”

      “I doubt we’re lucky enough for something like a sudden shift in a Dark Mage’s personality to just be a coincidence.” Carla stated.

      Hibiki nodded, “I think so too. Everyone, if you can hear me, be careful. We have reason to believe that Nirvana is capable of changing people’s thoughts or personalities. I’m not sure how to block or stop its effects so watch out.”

      ( “Well I guess that explains how this happened!”)

      “Ren?” Hibiki heard his comrade’s strained voice, “What’s wrong?”

      ( “It’s Sherry! Something’s wrong with her!”)

      “Lucy-San?” Erza and Naruto perked up as, “What happened to Sherry-San?”

    
    

    
      “Lyon and Eve jumped on the Christina to try and take it back! But it fell out of the sky and we don’t know what happened to them!” Lucy explained as she ran as fast as she could, Ren right beside her while carrying an injured Angel over his back, “Sherry screamed and freaked out and now she’s — GAH!”

      The ground under Lucy’s feet shifted and caused her to tumble into the dirt. However the Celestial Spirit Mage felt the rumble in the ground and immediately rolled to the side. Her urgent movement allowed her to dodge the giant stone fist that shattered the spot she laid in a moment earlier.

      The blonde Mage looked up in fright as a familiar sight, a giant menacing stone golem loomed over her with malicious intent. And at its feet was their comrade Sherry, her expression darkened by her hair like a curtain over her face as she murmured to herself, “Make them pay. Make them pay. Make them pay. Make them pay.”

      Lucy instinctively reached for her keys but stopped herself from summoning anyone. Remembering how Sherry could control her Spirits and how poorly it had worked out for Angel, she instead drew out her whip and pleaded to her comrade, “Sherry, you have to stop! Lyon is strong! There’s no way he’d die that easily! There might be a chance that he—”

      “Silence.” The woman spoke without emotion and ushered her golem forward, causing it to punch the ground again as Lucy had to jump aside. The pink-haired Mage stared at the woman bleeding on Ren’s back, “That woman was part of it — is part of it. She should be punished. She needs to pay for what she’s done.”

      “I think you’ve already done that.” Ren spoke up, feeling the wound Angel received at the end of her own Caelum bleed into his back as the Dark Mage coughed by his ear, “She’s beaten and injured. You’ve won and we have her in our custody.”

      “I-I’m not done yet.” Angel coyly remarked by his ear with a pained expression, “Write me off and I might end up slitting your throat when you least expect it.”

      “Must you threaten my life when I’m trying to save yours?”

      “Sorry,” Angel apologized without sounding remorseful in the slightest, “But I’m still alive, and I want to get what we came here to find. And if I can get it even at the cost of killing the handsome guy saving my life, I’m gonna do it.”

      “See. She’s beyond saving.” Sherry muttered, ‘They are the worst of the worst. They deserve to pay with their lives, just like Lyon-sama did. So if you choose to protect that detestable wretch when her time comes, then you’re just as bad as she is.’ Sherry’s harrowing, distant gaze shifted between Ren, Angel, and Lucy, “And you deserve to share the same fate.”

      Sherry raised her hand, and her giant golem mirrored her movement. The grotesque construct reeled its fist back and brought it down like a hammer—

      “Aerial Phose!”

      Ren created a whirlwind of Air magic between them and the Rock Doll. Pieces of stone and rubble peeled off the body of the golem as it was treated to intense wind that reduced it to rubble. Sherry shielded her face against the onslaught of air before she felt something tie around and bind her feet.

      She looked down to see Lucy’s whip had entangled her legs, ceasing any movement she could make. The blonde gave a forceful yell and yanked down on her weapon, pulling the Pegasus Mage’s feet out from under her and causing her to drop on her butt.

      “Urgh!” Sherry growled in anger before grabbing the whip around her feet. The lifeless weapon suddenly started to shift and move to her will, snapping up and forcing itself out of Lucy’s hand before snapping back to try and attack her. The blonde Fairy guarded herself and jumped aside before grabbing one of her keys.

      “Open, Gate of Canis Minor, Nikola!”

      “Puun!” The spiral-coned nosed creature appeared by her feet and charged at Sherry. The irritated Lamia Mage snarled in anger before reaching with her hand and taking control of the Celestial Spirit. Plue turned around and viciously dove at Lucy in order to spear her through the chest.

      Only for the feeble little creature to bounce off her body harmlessly.

      “I guess you’re so angry,” Lucy said as she reached out and grabbed the whip that was no longer under Sherry’s control, “You don’t remember that controlling Plue didn’t work before either!”

      She pulled roughly on the whip and caused Sherry to drop back down into the dirt. Yelling in anger, Sherry lifted herself up to attack again—

      But found her arms pinned over her head as Ren tackled her to the ground, “Get off of me! Let me go!”

      “I won’t!” Ren yelled down at her as she thrashed angrily under his grip, “Not until you come to your senses!”

      “I don’t think she will.” Angel unhelpfully added from the side, seated against a tree and nursing her injury with her hands pressed against it, “You’re not exactly going to talk her out of her murderous rampage by being her buddy and pal.”

      “That’s enough out of you.” Lucy said as she dropped by the Dark Mage’s side, tearing off a portion of her clothing and pressing down on Angel’s wound to try and stop the bleeding. While she did she paused and then reached behind the Oración Seis member, pilfering through her pockets and retrieving her keys. The Fairy woman held them up between her bloody fingertips, “I’m not leaving these with you right now.”

      “Kehehe.” Angel gave a weak chuckle, “Isn’t it a faux pas to be stealing another Celestial Mage’s keys?”

      “Can you look me in the eye and tell me you wouldn’t have summoned one of them to help you escape?”

      “Oh I wasn’t complaining. Just noting that for a goodie-goodie, you’re committing quite a bad taboo. You might get in trouble~.”

      “I can live with that.” Lucy put them aside and focused back on pressuring her wound. She looked over at Ren as he continued to hold Sherry down, “Sherry, please come to your senses!”

      “Let me go! Let me gooooo!”

      “Enough!” Ren yelled, silencing Sherry’s frantic, emotional screaming as the Pegasus Mage tried to control the situation, “Sherry, you need to come back to your senses! This isn’t you!”

      “Shut up! You don’t know me!” She cried, “You don’t know anything about me!”

      “I could tell you were a good person, who cherished her comrades and the way they made you feel! How else could losing someone hurt you this much if you didn’t care about them?!” He struggled to hold Sherry down. Her body was pinned, but she was already using her magic to try and affect the area around them. He could use his Air to deprive her for of oxygen and knock her out. But he decided to keep that as a last resort, “But don’t let their loss turn you into this!”

      “Why wouldn’t it?!” Sherry cried out in his face, tears forming in her eyes as her desperation bled through with the pain she couldn’t stop feeling, “This is how it always is!”

      Ren stared down at her quietly as the pink-haired woman sobbed, “When I lost my family to Deliora, it hurt so much. All that I had left was pain and anguish. After I came to the guild, I-I found a semblance of normalcy and life again. And when Lyon gave me a goal — to destroy the monster that ruined my life — I finally felt like I had meaning again. I felt relief and joy and so much love. A-And now all that love has blackened into hate! It’s just like it was back then!”

      “Sherry.” Lucy whispered as she saw her former foe anguish and scream in dread.

      ( “Lucy-San!”)

      “Hibiki?” She heard her comrade’s voice in her head, “What’s wrong?”

      ( “Natsu-kun and Gray-kun just finished explaining to me what Hoteye told them about Nirvana. It’s a magic to change people’s moralities and personalities from light to dark! And vice versa!”)

      “W-What?”

      ( “When people are being effected by Nirvana’s influence, their light becomes dark! If they were good, they become bad! If they were bad, they become good! It’s a magic to change people at their most basic level!”)

      “W-What?” Lucy looked over at the screaming Sherry before shaking her head, “Can we reverse it?”

      ( “I don’t know. Nirvana hasn’t completely activated yet so it might be possible to reverse the effects before it’s too late. Lyon-kun and Eve are already making their way over to you—”)

      “They’re still alive?!”

      ( “Of course. They escaped before the ship crashed on them.”)

      “Tell them to get to us as fast as they can!” Lucy yelled before looking over to her comrades, “Sherry! Lyon’s still alive! He’s making his way over right now!”

      “You’re lying!” She screeched, “You’re lying!”

      “We’re not! Hibiki just told us! Didn’t you hear him?!”

      “Let me go!”

      “We’re staying here until Lyon and Eve find us!” Ren proclaimed, “Maybe seeing him again will jog some sense back into your head!”

      “No! No!” Sherry wept, “Everything I felt and had is gone now! A-All that’s left is hate!”

      “No it isn’t!” Ren yelled, “There is still love in your heart and in the world! And I will show that to you, whatever it takes!”

      Sherry paused and stared up at the man over her, eyes tearing up and frantically breathing in as her magic slowly faded away around her. As they stayed there in silence, the altered young Mage wrestling with whether to keep attacking or waiting with the strange man over her, the bushes and leaves shuffled to the side.

      A ragged Lyon and Eve emerged from the thicket and spotted their comrades. Lyon looked down at Ren and Sherry before raising an eyebrow, “What happened while we were away?”

      “L-Lyon-sama.” Sherry whispered in disbelief. She then looked up at Ren as she realized he was telling the truth. A soft sigh came from her lips before she closed her eyes and relaxed into the ground. As she did, a black light formed in her chest before rising up. Ren leaned back and everyone watched as the dark light rose into the air before dissipating.

      “Was that—”

      “Nirvana.” Eve and Lyon looked back down and finally took notice of their comrades; how exhausted they looked and the fact that their enemy, Angel, was tied with Lucy’s whip and had a bloody injury that didn’t look like it was getting any better, “Things must have gotten wild while we were away.”

      “We were really worried about you guys, but I’m glad you’re back.” Lucy stood up and patted down her skirt, “If Nirvana is already released, then we need to meet up with everyone and make a plan for what we do next.”

      “But everyone is separated, right?”

      “Hibiki should still be in the same place with Naruto, Erza, and Wendy together there too.” The blonde Fairy Mage said as she looked back in the direction they’d come from. She then looked down, “Question is… what to do with her?”

      “I don’t mind sitting here, bleeding to death if you’re wrestling with the choice.” Angel still sounded obstinate and cocky despite her paling face and crimson splotches marking her white dress, “I simply ask that you take your little fetish bondage toy and leave me with my keys. The last request of a dying woman.”

      “I don’t think we can give you your keys back,” Eve said with a disarming, charming smile as he approached the incapacitated Dark Mage, “But I don’t think we have to let you die either. I’m sure we can get you some help.”

      Angel looked the boy over and scoffed, “You must be insane.”

      “Not at all. There’s a woman injured in front of me and I can’t just stand aside not doing anything.” Eve knelt down in front of her, supporting her under the shoulders and knees before lifting her up, “If you promise to behave while in our custody, I promise we won’t let any more harm come to you.”

      Angel glared balefully at the younger man, “I’ll choke you the first chance I get.”

      “I prefer girls older than me, but I don’t think I have a kink like that I’d like to explore.”

      As Eve carried Angel towards their destination, Ren carried an unconscious Sherry against his chest like a princess. As the two Pegasus Mages walked away with women in their arms, Lucy and Lyon stared in confusion, “I seriously need someone to explain to me what happened while I was up on that gaudy ship.”

      “I can try to tell you but I’m not totally sure I understand everything I just saw. I can tell you that Sherry may have received a veiled confession of love from Ren, but I might just be looking into that.”

    
    

    
      “Lucy-San just updated me,” Hibiki looked back at the others, “They’re coming this way to reconvene and plan our next move.”

      “That’s a relief.” Naruto sighed in relief, “At least we’re managing to hold some level of control during this clusterfuck.”

      Erza nodded in agreement with her lover’s exasperated statement. She stepped forward and approached the focused Pegasus Mage, “Hibiki, can you keep us informed with each other? Updates on anything that happens to our situation or Nirvana?”

      “I can but why are you asking?”

      “Because if we need to stop Nirvana at the source—”

      “Hold on.” Naruto reached out and grabbed her hand before she could take another step. The shorter redhead looked up at him, “Are you doing what I think you’re doing?”

      “If Jellal is at the center of that light, we need to apprehend him. For the crimes he committed against Fiore and to stop him from helping the Oración Seis any further.”

      Naruto looked up at the pillar of changing light before looking back down at Erza. He nodded, “Alright, the I’m coming with you.”

      “No you aren’t.” She denied, “You’re hurt.”

      “You only just recovered from your poisoning!” Naruto yelled with exasperation, “Don’t think you can play the ‘I’m hurt, you’re not card’ after you just got fixed up!”

      “But I have been fixed up!” Erza retorted, taking a power pose and puffing out her armored chest with pride, ‘The poison is gone, my wounds are healed, and any damage I might have received while fighting the Oración Seis has completely disappeared with Wendy’s healing. Plus since my wounds are gone and I did the least amount of fighting before I was bitten, I still have nearly all of my magic. Out of everyone on our side I might be the one closest to 100%.’ Erza argued before looking him over, “You on the other hand—”

      “Were beaten around by an enemy moving so fast you couldn’t hope to catch up with him. Treated as a punching bag for punches that nearly broke the sound barrier. And have been so singularly focused on your task of saving your girlfriend that you’ve nearly run yourself ragged.”

      “No comments by the peanut gallery!” Naruto barked out before narrowing his eyes and eyeing the white cat with his glare. The sassy feline crossed her paws and turned her nose up in response. Despite flaring his nostrils and feeling his lip twitch with a snarl, Naruto looked himself over to see just how ragged he looked. His clothes were tattered, not to mention he could plainly feel the darkening bruises underneath from the barrage of blows Racer had unleashed on him before he could turn the fight around.

      Out of the two of them, he clearly looked liked he needed to sit down and rest while leaving it to her. Normally he would be able to do that without any worries, but this time…

      “Erza—”

      “I know you’re worried, but I can handle a fight. You know that.” Erza gave a coy smile, “You think I need you protecting me all the time?”

      “No.” Naruto chuckled and shrugged, ‘In fact I’m pretty sure anything I can do, you can do with far less injuries by the end.’ They shared a smile before his slowly lowered into a thin line and complicated look. He stared down at his lover, “But it’s Jellal…”

      Her expression shifted as well as just hearing their former friend’s name reminded them just how dire the situation was. She nodded, “I know. This won’t be easy. If he’s back to his full power, we’re in trouble. I don’t want to think about what would happen if we have to fight him again like that.” She reached out and gently cupped his cheek in her hand. Despite the gauntlet over her hand he leaned into her touch, knowing she was trying to ease his worries. But her eyes hardened and tempered like unwavering steel as she nodded, “But we can’t just let Nirvana unleash and run rampant in the world because we don’t want to face him again. I’ll go there first and try to gauge what is happening. And while I do, you’ll stay here, take charge of the reconvening, and come to help me when you are all ready.”

      Naruto still looked a little hesitant, but as their blue and brown eyes met, he knew she wouldn’t take this lightly. He gently pulled her hand off his face and nodded, “Stay on your toes with him. We don’t know what he’ll pull.”

      “I know. And if there’s a chance I can make him stop without fighting…” She didn’t continue because she felt deep down that it might be impossible, and she believed Naruto knew that too. But her sentiment seemed enough to ease his worries as he nodded. She turned—

      “E-Erza-San!” Wendy called out before the S-Class Mage could leave. The little Dragon Slayer looked up at the older woman and suddenly seemed intimidated to be standing in her presence. She looked down nervously and forced her fear down before speaking, ‘I-I know I shouldn’t have healed Jellal. I know it was the wrong choice, and whatever they could have done to me or him, I should have refused. A-And I know after what he has done to you, I couldn’t ask you for anything.’ She paused and swallowed the lump in her throat before looking up, “B-But please—”

      “I won’t.” Erza promised, kneeling down and facing Wendy directly with a firm, caring smile, ‘I don’t want to kill him either. I’ll fight him and beat him if I have to, but I won’t go that far. There are things we want to say to him, and you have something to say as well, right?’ Tears filled Wendy’s eyes as she wordlessly nodded in agreement. Erza smiled and stood up, “Then just wait. I promise to have him back soon.”

      Her body glowed with light as her base armor was switched out for her Flight Armor. And like the wind she vanished, dashing into the forest as a powerful gale rushed over the people she left behind. Naruto easily withstood the force of wind as his cloak whipped about rapidly while Wendy stumbled on her feet.

      Before she fell over however Naruto’s hand held her back and helped her stand up. She looked up at the older man as he gave a confident smile and looked back in the direction the Titania had charged into.

      Carla sighed, “These people sure like to make a show of everything.”

      “That’s love.” Hibiki said fondly, “I remember my time with my beloved Karen before she was taken. The dates we shared together. The bags I carried while she went shopping. The many men and women that pointlessly professed their love alongside me even though she had eyes just for me. Ahhh, first love.”

      Naruto, Wendy, and Carla looked at the Blue Pegasus Mage in surprise. Wendy opened her mouth, “Hibiki-San—”

      “Don’t.” Naruto interrupted, shaking his head at the two Cait Mages before they said anything, “Just leave him be in his fantasy. Ignorance is bliss or whatever.”

      “More like stupidity leaves you blind.” Carla rolled her eyes.

    
    

    
      Honestly, considering how the object of their desire was a few thousand meters away and they had enemies on all sides, they should have felt a sense of dread pressing down on them.

      Yet all Brain felt was an eerie calmness as he sat down and looked out over the forest.

      He stared at the pillar created by Nirvana as it shot up into the sky and possibly even further. The contrast of the bright, changing pillar of light against the falling sun was quite startling.

      It was so amazing that the Dark Mage almost didn’t realize as a line on his face slowly disappeared and signaled the defeat of another Pillar.

      These insects were more… capable than he gave them credit for. When today started he believed they were just sad, pathetic little warriors of justice that were going to get themselves killed standing in their way.

      But now there were lines missing from his face and members of his invincible crew that were beaten or dead.

      Jellal had been more uncooperative than he expected. Perhaps he had underestimated the boy more than he should have. In hindsight it would have been prudent to add some Runes or inscriptions on his person that caused agonizing pain when his orders were defied.

      Yes… that was definitely a plan to consider in the future.

      Now with members of his group defeated, Jellal running off on his own, Nirvana unleashed outside their control, and all the little gnats still running around, Brain should have been in the middle of a panic attack.

      But he felt content… and assured that they would reach their goal.

      Why?

      Because the sun was setting.

      The day was falling away.

      The night was starting to take hold.

      And midnight… was close at hand.

      A confident smile stretched his wizened face as he heard gentle footsteps shuffle the gravel behind him.

      A yawn prefaced the young, tired voice of the man behind him as he scratched his head, “Hello Father.” He greeted Brain in his customary fashion as he walked up beside him and looked out over the forest and sky, “I suppose I missed quite a lot while I was under, huh?”

      “Your sleeping habits are never more inhibiting than in a time of crisis like this, Midnight.” Brain looked up at his final trump card and loyal subordinate. The young man was no longer napping on his magic carpet. And as he stood up his youthful features, dark vest, and mixed hair were more obviously viewed. As his eyeliner-covered eyes looked down at him, Brain smirked, “Although I’m thankful for your arrival now more than ever.”

      “I’m guessing that’s Nirvana.” The young man nodded towards the pillar of light, “I see we finally found it.”

      “Yes, at the cost of several members and the risk that it might not be in our control soon enough.” Despite his pessimistic words, Brain couldn’t help the grin of joy that came to his face as he stood beside the young, powerful Mage. With him at their side, the tide had turned in their favor, “Which means I’m counting on you to go out there and make sure things turn in our favor.”

      “And how exactly do you want me to do that?”

      “You should know already.” Brain watched his loyal soldier already make his way out the cave and towards the pillar of light, “I’ll secure Nirvana, and you kill anything and everything that gets in your way.”

      “As you wish, Father.”

    
    

    
      “The ancient, most powerful magic used to shift light and darkness, warping morality and mentality at the deepest level to change peoples’ lives around completely and bend them to your whim. Hidden underneath a big fucking tree in the middle of the Woodsea.” Cobra snickered, shaking his head in disbelief as he stepped out of his hiding spot and stood across from the former Wizard Saint he’d been tailing until now, “So was that your choice, or did the Magic Council just have this stupid little plan dropped on them generation after generation?”

      As Cobra tried to egg Jellal on or get some kind of response in return, the blue-haired Mage just stood silently and wary of the Dark Mage. The burgundy-haired man stepped forward, his eyes squinted as he walked closer while his target was silhouetted against the bright pillar of light, “You think you could turn that thing down a little?”

      Jellal narrowed his eyes and remained silent.

      “I’m just asking because you’re the one in charge of it. Thought it might come with an adjustment setting or something.” The Dark Mage scratched his head before chuckling and eyeing Jellal over, “Speaking of which, I’m gonna need you to tell me how it is you control that thing. Do it willingly and we can spare your life. Well, actually I can’t make that promise because you really pissed off Brain, but maybe I can convince him to make it quick?”

      He didn’t need to say anything. Cobra had asked the question aloud, which meant Jellal’s subconscious thoughts would probably go to Nirvana and all the ways he controlled it. Once he heard it with his Sound magic, he’d could kill the traitorous fool and take Nirvana for themselves.

      But all he heard was static and broken speaking when he focused.

      It was one thing when Jellal was just mumbling to himself like a madman. But they were so close and Cobra was focused solely on his thoughts but still he couldn’t discern anything clear or understandable.

      It was just a faded, broken mess. Like hearing something whispered through a thick blanket or from the other side of a wall. It was hazy. Misted. Missing…

      Gone.

      “Oh you poor fucking bastard,” Cobra palmed his forehead in disbelief, “The Etherion melted your brain, didn’t it? Can you remember anything about Nirvana? Do you even know who you are?”

      Jellal remained silent.

      The Dark Mage sighed, “Well that’s fucking worthless. Without the know-to or experience of the former Wizard Saint that controls this magic, you’re just some poor bastard we can’t even use to help us.” With a shake of his head Cobra jerked his head to the side, “Get out of the way. If you can’t even remember who you are then I feel like I’m just killing some dumb, defenseless animal. Which usually doesn’t bother me but I’m feeling oddly merciful at the moment.”

      “No.” Jellal finally spoke, standing firmly in Cobra’s path to Nirvana. The amnesiac blue-haired man stood firmly in the Dark Mage’s way, “I don’t know who I am but I know this magic is dangerous. The word Nirvana brings only fear and horror to my mind when I think about it. And I know leaving it in the hands of someone else can only bring disaster.”

      “Oh?” A dangerous glint came to Cobra’s eyes, “And what exactly are you going to do to stop it from falling into the hands of other people?”

      “By destroying it with a self-destruct spell.”

      Cobra seethed with rage, “Oh, is that so? Then if that’s the case then you can forget about that mercy I had a second ago. If you have any plans to destroy Nirvana, then you’ve signed your death—”

      Cobra leaned aside and avoided the blast of magic Jellal released from his palm.

      The Dark Mage immediately set upon the amnesiac former Council member, slipping between the sudden but weak blasts of magic he released every second. The Pillar slid into Jellal’s guard as the blue-haired Mage was forced on his back foot, the Dark Mage jabbing his fist towards his flank.

      Jellal jumped back, stumbling on his feet as the more agile, dexterous Cobra quickly followed after him. The burgundy-haired man yelled with intensity as he chased after the former Wizard Saint and swiped for his vital points. Jellal retreated and tried to retaliate but couldn’t act fast enough to counter Cobra’s assault.

      A long purple serpent traveled up Cobra’s back and slid along his arm and off his hand. Cubellios snapped forward and aimed to bite down on Jellal’s head, only for him to duck down and avoid its poisonous fangs.

      Cobra’s boot dug into his cheek while he was bent down, knocking his head back violently. As Jellal went flying back and tumbled along the ground, Cobra cackled and gently stroked the serpent coiling around his body, “You might have the magic of a Wizard Saint but without the knowledge, experience, or memories you’re like a dumb toddler with a weapon. Using something dangerous but a lot more likely to kill yourself than anyone else.”

      Jellal groaned as he lifted himself up, “I-I can’t let anyone have magic like this. No matter what happens to me, Nirvana cannot be let loose.”

      “I gotta say, I’m surprised.” Cobra cracked his neck, “Wiped of everything and left as just a blank slate, you surprisingly skew towards the stupidly heroic and self-sacrificing. Who’d a thought, huh? Considering you’re the same guy that threatened genocide on a massive scale, nearly destabilized political control in Fiore, and betrayed god knows how many people just to get what you want.”

      Jellal paused, catching his breath as Cobra’s words sunk in, “Did… did I really do those things? Was that the man I was before?”

      “Yes, you really were like that. I’m a member of the largest Dark Mage association in Fiore and even my sins pale in comparison to yours.” Cobra paused and blinked a few times before grimacing, ‘Oh shit, does that mean if I kill you I’ll actually be doing a good thing?’ He palmed his face, “Oh, definitely didn’t expect that.” Looking over his shoulder at the pulsating pillar, he smirked, “Well, good and bad are about to be whatever we decide they are, so I guess I can spare one righteous deed before it all gets fucked.”

      Cobra’s hand tensed and something started to grow up it from his forearm as he prepared to rip Jellal’s throat out once and for all.

      His ears perked as he heard something barreling towards them.

      His eyes widened and he preemptively jumped back before the speedy blur dashed by and carried Jellal away. The Dark Mage covered his eyes against the rush of wind and dust that kicked up in the path of the fast savior. Lowering his arm and looking over, Cobra just let out an annoyed sigh and clicked his teeth, “Didn’t expect you back on your feet so soon — or ever for that matter.”

      “Your poison bite did put me out of commission for longer than I’d like. Fortunately we had a prodigious healer at our side to help us.”

      “Oh, that kid, seriously?” Cobra groaned and rubbed his forehead, “Brain really fucked things. I knew we needed to either knock her out or kill the cat to pacify her.”

      “You should be glad you didn’t. If any harm had come to either Wendy or Happy, I promise the retribution from our comrades would make you regret ever being born.”

      “Scary words from the righteous and holy.”

      “The righteous and holy that have already defeated a number of your comrades and will put you down next.”

      “Oh, you have a surprisingly sharp tongue. Guess I didn’t notice that while you were curled up on the ground dying from poison.”

      Jellal panted for breath and slowly lifted himself up. It took him a moment to realize he hadn’t been hit by the despicable man’s attack and had instead been dragged across the large clearing in front of Nirvana’s pillar. As his senses slowly returned to him, he looked up…

      The strong, confident posture of a powerful Mage equipped in an armor that increased her speed a dozen times over. Her hands glowed as swords appeared in them — prepared to face the man in front of her. And in the tempest kicked up by Nirvana’s volatile activation, her beautiful scarlet hair billowed wildly with the wind.

      “Erza.”

      Jellal didn’t know why he whispered that name or even what it meant…

      He only knew that it made sense to say that word.

    
    

    
      “We’re back!”

      “Welcome to our little clearing.”

      Naruto greeted Lucy and the others as they returned. Wendy stopped healing his wounds to look back at the others as they arrived at their appointed alcove. The young Dragon Slayer had been fretting and worrying about his injuries for awhile, and after much insisting she finally broke Naruto and got the chance to heal some of his injuries. He said he didn’t want her using up any more magic because all this healing was going to quickly drain her but Wendy denied the claim and promised she was fine.

      She certainly wasn’t feeling any fatigue or weariness after all the healing she’d been doing!

      The blond Fairy stood up and met Lucy as she, Eve, Lyon, Ren, Sherry, and Angel returned to their base of operations. Eve walked over to a tree to place Angel down and Ren did the same with Sherry as Lyon stayed by his side, Naruto walked over to his fellow Fairy, “So what happened exactly?”

      “We thought Lyon and Eve were killed and that sent Sherry spiraling. Nirvana started to affect her and she used her magic to attack Angel. We had to escape for a while until Lyon finally appeared in front of her and she passed out.” The blonde girl sighed and rubbed her eyes before shaking her head, “She’s been asleep since then.”

      “And Angel?”

      “She passed out while Eve was carrying her. She’s lost a lot of blood.”

      “D-Does she need to be healed?” Wendy asked uncertainly as she looked over at one of the Dark Mages that had captured her, “B-Because if she needs help—”

      “That’s okay, Wendy-chan, don’t exhaust yourself.” Eve said with a warm smile before looking over, “Naruto-San, do you still have that sword? The one you were using to help Erza-San?”

      He already summoned the Sky sword copy to his hand and tossed it over to Eve, “Just channel your magic.” The Pegasus Mage gave his thanks and started to heal the Dark Mage’s injury. Naruto looked to his guild mate, “Will we be safe keeping her here?”

      “I took her keys and I’m not giving them back.” Lucy answered, ‘A Celestial Spirit Mage’s greatest weakness is there physical capabilities, so if we bind her down and keep her keys away from her then I think we should be safe.’ The younger blonde still looked uneasy and turned to her older comrade for support, “But I could be wrong about this.”

      “Then we shouldn’t heal her injuries.” Lyon piped up from the side with a stern, watchful eye on the Dark Mage basking under the healing glow of the Sky sword, “I can’t be the only person here that thinks it’s a bad idea to heal and revive one of our sworn enemies that would certainly kill us if she had the chance, right?”

      “I have to agree.” Carla agreed, “Bringing her back to full strength can only bode poorly for us. Is here a way to heal her without compromising our safety?”

      “It’s not really in a Blue Pegasus Mage’s heart to help a woman halfway,” Ren said. The dark-skinned man then scratched his head and sighed, ‘Although considering the situation I suppose it would be a better call to leave our enemy immobilized. Eve,’ He called out to his younger comrade, “Do you think you can heal the worst of her injuries without making a full recovery?”

      “I’ve already stopped the bleeding and I’m closing up the worst of it.” The young Snow Mage informed with a small pout, “But it leaves a bad taste in my mouth to allow a woman — even an evil one — to remain like this in my presence.”

      “Well swallow the pain and deal with it.” Lyon curtly said as Carla nodded in agreement. Naruto, Lucy, and Wendy looked a little more conflicted by the decision as the Pegasus Mages looked put-off by the idea.

      But their distaste and conflict with the situation disappeared as Angel groaned and started to stir awake. As the white-haired woman slowly opened her eyes, the first thing she saw was Eve’s warm smile greeting her back into consciousness. She sighed, “Oh, right, this was happening before I passed out.”

      “Good evening, Angel-San,” Eve greeted, “How are you feeling?”

      “Like shit.” She brusquely answered as she shifted around and groaned in discomfort. Looking down at herself she noticed that even though the blood had stopped seeping out the pain still lingered. Her eyes shifted over the Mages in front of her and she smirked when Wendy flinched under her gaze, “Did our resident little healer fix me a little?”

      The little blue-haired girl looked nervous trying to come up with a response but Naruto stood between them. Angel kept her condescending smirk on for a moment before looking aside and clicking her tongue, “So what happens to me now?”

      “We keep you here until we beat the rest of the Oración Seis, seal Nirvana away for good, and then send you off to jail so you can stand for your crimes.”

      She cocky Celestial Mage nodded, “So I wait here until the others finish killing you and then I’m free? Wonderful.”

      “That’s implying that they’ll be ready to save you when they find you.” Hibiki offered, a cheeky smile on his face as he saw Angel’s smirk lower, “You know them fairly well — do you think they’ll greet you with open arms when they find out you’ve been captured and restrained by the enemy?”

      All eyes turned to Angel in response as the white-clad Dark Mage’s smile turned into a frown. It deepened before she looked aside angrily, “Fuck it — whatever. I’ll just sit here then.”

      “You know if we’re using this space to collect Oración Seis members, I should probably go pick up Racer.” Naruto spoke up with a shrug, “I left him back at our battlefield.”

      “What?!”

      The others balked in shock at the S-Class Mage’s foolish, brash action concerning such a dreadful opponent. As Angel laughed to herself, Lucy looked at him, “Naruto, tell me you didn’t leave one of the Oración Seis alone after you beat him!”

      “Well I knocked him out and tied his hands. I thought that would work for a while.”

      “And this is why you losers are never going to beat us.” Angel chuckled as the others looked at the Fairy Mage in exasperation, “Because you guys can’t go any further than you’ll allow—”

      “You also broke his legs.” Carla helpfully added.

      That left a wave of quiet confusion over the entire clearing as they looked at the whiskered blond in surprise. Only to see him frown and sigh before looking back at the feline, “I didn’t break his legs, you little furry gremlin. I dislocated them. Very different. One way leaves him crippled for months, the other just needs him to push the joints back in.”

      Wendy raised her hand, “B-But doesn’t that still hurt?”

      “Oh yeah it does, but at least I didn’t break them.”

      “Are you sure?” Carla doubted, “I think dislocating should sound a little something more like popping. And I know I heard a crack instead.”

      “Okay — well I was tired, beaten, bloody, probably had a concussion, worried about Wendy, and still on a timer with a dying Erza! Sorry if I might not have been totally surgical with how I dealt with everything! Plus you didn’t help!” The tiny, petulant white cat flew up into Naruto’s face as they stood across each other with glares, “You certainly weren’t helping matters screeching ‘We have to help Wendy! Wendy needs me! Hurry up and incapacitate this man already so we can go!’”

      “I did not sound like that!” Carla indignantly yelled, “Also I was a little perturbed from seeing a man’s broken legs for the first time so I was on edge!”

      “They weren’t broken! They were dislocated!”

      “On second thought,” Angel whispered as she dragged her legs into her chest, “I’ll just sit here and be on my best behavior.”

      “Hey you two, no fighting!” Hibiki jumped up and waved his arms rapidly as he interjected between the man and the cat, “Nirvana can alter our minds and behavior if we start letting them drift too far into darkness! We need to stay light and happy! Light and happy! So behave yourselves and play nice!”

      …

      “You can’t be serious.”

      Hibiki pointed over at Sherry, “She was already nearly corrupted by Nirvana’s influence. I don’t want either of you falling for it either. So please don’t argue.”

      The man and cat seemed skeptical and didn’t look ready to makeup. However their insistence on staying bullheaded and argumentative wavered when a head of blue hair approached them. They looked down at Wendy as the young Mage looked up with sad eyes and pleaded, “P-Please don’t fight.”

      “…”

      “…”

      “I apologize.” Carla said with a forced smile and twitchy eyebrow, “I didn’t mean to sound angry or short with you. It’s just I’ve never worked with someone so stubborn, impetuous, and prone to danger so my common sense is being pushed to its limits here. Ahaha!”

      “It’s okay!” Naruto said with an equally forced grin, “I’ve never had someone challenge my every decision, demean me every chance they get, and still demand my help while openly critiquing me! I’d say you’re probably the most annoying cat ever I’ve met — and I know Happy personally!”

      “Yes!” Hibiki celebrated, “That’s a good start! We’re already playing nice!”

      Lucy grimaced, “They seem way worse than they were before.”

      Angel groaned, “What the fuck is even happening?”

      “Lucy, help us!”

      The blonde Celestial Mage was nearly knocked off her feet when a blue blur barreled into her chest. She looked down, “Happy?”

      “We can’t do it anymore!” The blue cat cried, “It’s so weird! We’re so confused!”

      “Run!”

      “He’s coming!”

      Natsu and Gray burst into the clearing, desperate and panicked expressions on their faces as they stopped and quickly caught their breath. However that moment of pause was enough for their chaser to reach them—

      And envelop them in a mighty hug.

      “Oh friends!” Hoteye happily cheered in a singsong voice as he carried them around with a laugh, “I’m so thankful to be able to join your group of comrades with you!”

      “W-We said you could come but you don’t need to hug us!”

      “We’d prefer if you didn’t!”

      “Do none of you Fairy Mages take this seriously?” Lyon said with exasperation, “Gray I thought we could at least rely on you—”

      “Hey — see that moody guy with the sky blue hair? Hug him! He can be a friend!”

      “Oh joy!” Hoteye dropped them and scooped the more serious Maker Mage off his feet before he could respond. Spinning around on his heel, he dragged the uncomfortable, taciturn Lamia Mage around with a gleeful smile, “It’s just wonderful to find new friends, deepen our bonds, and indulge in the beauty of love! Aahhh, so wonderful~!”

      “H-Hoteye?!” Angel called out, “What are you doing you idiot?! Get over here and untie me!”

      Hoteye dropped Lyon like a brick as he looked over at his comrade. A bright, warm smile overtook his face and Angel felt a uncomfortable chill run up her back when she it was aimed towards her, “Sorano!” He cheered and ran over before dropping down in front of her and grinning, “I’m so glad to see you okay, dear friend! Let me hug you!”

      “N-No, stay away!” Angel’s foot pressed into his cheek and kept him at a distance as his arms desperately waved around to grab her, “No hugs!”

      “But Sorano, we’re old friends! We should be allowed to show our friendship without embarrassment or judgement!”

      “S-Stop saying my name you fucking idiot! What’s wrong with you?!” She looked over at Natsu and Gray, “What’s wrong with him?!”

      “Oh, that Nirvana light thing hit him and now he’s all good.” Natsu innocuously answered, “Which is good because we don’t need to fight him anymore but he is like super clingy now.”

      “YOU WERE AFFECTED BY NIRVANA?! OH YOU IDIOT! WE’RE SUPPOSED TO BE USING NIRVANA ON OTHERS, NOT OURSELVES!”

      Lucy giggled cheekily with a smug smile, “Can’t help but feel like this is karma~.”

      “Hey, big guy,” Gray patted Hoteye’s shoulder and got his attention, ‘See the whiskered guy over there?’ He pointed to Naruto, “He knows your brother.”

      “YOU DO?!”

      “HOLY—” Naruto raised his guard as Hoteye came barreling towards him. But instead of a tackle the large, angular man stopped short of impacting Naruto and stared at him with hopeful eyes, “W-What? What do you want?”

      “Our mutual friends told me you know my brother?” A desperation was clear in his voice as he pleaded, “Do you really know Wally?”

      “Wally?” Naruto dropped his stance in surprise, “You’re Wally’s brother?”

      “Yes! My name is Richard! Richard Buchanan!” The blond man looked down at the altered Dark Mage as his eyes watered, “Can you tell me what happened to my brother?”

      “Um — I-I only reconnected with him a few weeks back. We were both in the-uh—”

      “The tower!” Hoteye finished, “I know! Wally and I were taken there together!”

      “You were in the tower too?!”

      “Of course! Everyone from the Oración Seis came from the Tower of—”

      “HOTEYE!” Angel screeched out his name, all eyes turning to her as she seethed with a red face and baleful glare, “Do. Not. Talk. About. The tower.”

      Naruto looked between the two Dark Mages in surprise. The other Mages gathered looked confused but his comrades completely understood what it was they were talking about. They were there with him when he explained his and Erza’s past in the Tower of Heaven. And apparently it was something the members of Oración Seis experienced as well.

      Naruto bent down to face Hoteye directly with a kind smile, “Wally’s traveling the world with a group of friends right now. I’m sorry that I don’t know where he is, but I promise you if he’s with them then he’s okay.”

      Hoteye stared up at him silently before tears started to fill his eyes. They streamed down his cheeks unburdened as a weight was lift from his shoulders. The confirmation that his long-lost brother was alive, well, and happy exploring the world brought Richard greater joy than he could believe. He nearly curled up on the ground and wept with joy, “T-Thank you. Thank you.”

      Naruto gently patted the larger man’s back as his emotions flowed out. The others watched the strangely comforting scene between the weeping Dark Mage and their comrade. Carla rolled her eyes and sighed while Wendy had to wipe the tears away. Lucy smiled as she watched before turning to Natsu, “We can trust him, right?”

      “He was a tough fight for us to handle, but when he was hit by Nirvana he became super nice. Clingy, but really nice.” Natsu nodded, “I think we can trust him.”

      “Jura-San and Kichiyo-San are on their way over. They should be reconvening with us soon.” Hibiki informed from the side, “And if Erza-San’s location is correct she should be by Nirvana at this moment.”

      “Alright then.” Naruto stood up, “Hibiki, there’s a spot in the Woodsea that’s been uprooted and trees that were burned with a bomb. If you send someone that way they’ll find Racer either unconscious or awake but in binds. You should probably bring him here.”

      “Alright,” Hibiki nodded, “So then should I assume…”

      “Yeah, Erza and Jellal are by Nirvana, and that’s where I’m gonna go.” Naruto stood up and faced the pillar of light, “I need to be there.”

      “Erza’s up and fightin’?” Natsu’s fists blazed with flames as he pumped up with energy, “Then I’m up to come along!”

      “Then you better keep up.”

      Natsu roared with passion and charged forward towards the pillar of light in the horizon. Naruto shook his head and steadily chased after his friend’s literal trail of fire. Happy quickly followed after his best friend while Lucy and Gray groaned about not getting a chance to rest.

      Wendy shuffled on her feet nervously before stepping forward. Carla looked at her oddly and the blue-haired girl turned to her feline friend anxiously, “Carla, if Erza-San and Jellal are there and either of them are hurt, I-I want to—”

      “Fine.” Carla sighed as she floated in front of her friend, “Then we better hurry up.”

      “O-Okay!” Wendy and Carla quickly followed after their Fairy counterparts into the forest and towards their next destination.

      “Ugh, Gray and friends have no sense of urgency.” Lyon groaned and looked around. He paused, “Where’s Hoteye?”

      “He said he wanted to follow his new friends and ran off with them towards Nirvana.”

      “Oh, of course he did. Goddammit.”

      “Oh!” Hibiki exclaimed, “I still haven’t contacted Aniki! I hope he’s doing alright.”

    
    

    
      “Dear leader, thank you for your guidance!”

      “We cherish what you’ve done for us, Ichiya-sama!”

      “All praise Ichiya-sama!”

      The Blue Pegasus Mage stood in front of the members of the Dark Guild that were cheering and praising his name. Simply talking to them and helping them sort through some of their problems had made them change their view on life and abandon the evil path they were traveling on.

      This… this was one of the proudest moments of his life.

      The elegant, charming Blue Pegasus Mage jumped up on a rock and looked out over the crowd of people, “Friends, hear my words!” They turned to him as he stood over them and struck a pose, “It has been the honor of my life to stand here with you all and show you the beauty you had to rediscover in your lives! But now… I must go.”

      “NO!”

      “I must!” He yelled with small tears in his eyes, “Because even though I have made many new relationships this day and discovered new friendships that I shall always cherish, I have other friends who are relying and trusting me to help them in their time of need!”

      “But what about our time of need, Ichiya-sama!”

      “You are not needy, my friends! You are no longer lost or confused! You have found the paths you wish to take to reclaim the reins of your lives! I don’t need to help you walk those paths to find yourselves. All you need… is the courage to take the first step..

      “I-Ichiya-sama!”

      “We love you!”

      Ichiya felt a pang of sadness and regret at the idea of leaving his new friends alone before he could help them take the first step. But he couldn’t be there to hold their hands, and they needed to find themselves first before they could rely on him. Plus he had comrades he needed to help more than anything. So right now—

      “Oh, what is this?”

      Ichiya and everyone looked over as a young man with colored hair and eyeliner walked from the trees and into their area. He looked around, “I didn’t expect to find so many people here at once so soon after waking up.”

      “My friend!” Ichiya jumped over the crowd and faced the young man with a twinkle in his eye, “Are you lost as well? Do not fear. If you need the guidance to find the first step to finding the beauty within yourself, then we are more than willing to help you with your purpose.”

      “I don’t need to find beauty or purpose. I already know what I’m supposed to do.”

      “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “Kill all of you. That’s what Father said if I came across anyone.”

      “Hmm,” Ichiya frowned with a complicated expression before shaking his head, “I think that’s a bit of a dreary life plan to have right off, don’t you think? Do you not wish to workshop it just a little bit?”

      “No.”

      “I see. Friends!” He spun around and faced the rest of his new group, “What do you think we should say to our new friend in order to help him reconsider his… um, are you all alright?”

      The entire Dark Guild was huddled together in panic and fright, “I-Ichiya-sama, we’re going to die.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “B-Because that’s Midnight-sama! A member of the Oración Seis and the strongest member of the guild! AND HE’S COME TO KILL US!”

      …

      Ichiya slowly looked over his shoulder at the taller, suddenly imposing stature of the young man illuminated in the dark colors of the setting sun.

      Sweat dropped down the elegant Mage’s face, “O-Oh. I see.”

    
    

    
      Erza felt a wave of confusion at the scene she had forced herself into. Nirvana had been unleashed but not controlled yet. Oración Seis had revived Jellal for his help but they had nearly killed him if she hadn’t stepped in. And Jellal, their former friend turned enemy — who nearly killed them and destroyed the world as they knew it — said her name…

      And yet there was such defeat, bewilderment, and hope in his voice when he said it that she couldn’t believe it was the same man that had reconstructed the Tower of Heaven.

      Erza had many questions and wanted to clear everything up, but there were more important matters at hand.

      Mainly the unleashing of an ancient, uncontrollable magic and the Dark Mage stood across from her blocking their way.

      Erza charged in to meet him, letting her Flight Armor’s power take control and propel her at super speed. Despite the increase in velocity, Cobra was still able to anticipate her movement and dodge aside before she could cut him. While she slowed down, she looked over her shoulder to see Cobra diving over to strike her blindside.

      Her head snapped aside and his clawed, scaled hand cut a few strands of her scarlet hair along the way. She twisted her sword around and aimed for the Dark Mage’s chest only for his talons to wrap around the blade before it could pierce him. They struggled against each other for a moment before Cobra laughed, “I guess you haven’t really learned from your mistakes yet, have you?”

      Cobra’s giant serpent slithered across the cave grounds towards Jellal. It lunged off the stone and aimed to bite down on the blue-haired man’s neck.

      A blade was summoned down by Erza’s foot and she kicked it forward with incredible speed.

      Cobra turned, “CUBELLIOS!”

      The Dark Mage’s desperate command stopped the snake in its tracks. That was the difference between being skewered and suffering just a long slash against its scales. As the serpent hissed in pain, Erza dashed forward and cleared the distant instantly to grab Jellal and drag him away.

      “Cubellios!” Cobra slid down to his best friend’s side and inspected the laceration on its body. A vein bulged in his forehead and his eyes constricted in anger before he turned towards his foes. Scales ran up his arms and neck as he snarled, ‘You stupid bitch!’ He reeled back as his chest expanded, “POISON DRAGON’S—”

      Erza felt her instincts flare at the familiar pattern and grabbed Jellal’s collar before bracing herself—

      “RROOOOOOOAAAAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRRRRRR!”

      A dark purple cloud of concentrated poison mist shot from Cobra’s mouth, traveling out like a burst of smoke and steam that Erza and Jellal desperately avoided. Erza slid to the side and dropped Jellal down as she watched the purple smoke impact and press against the cave’s interior. Cobra kept roaring for several more seconds before closing his mouth and cutting off the wave of poison smoke. As he did, Erza noticed the stone and rock had started to melt under the poison’s acidic nature as a vile, sickening smell started to emenate from the same spot.

      Jellal muttered, “What… was that?”

      “That was Dragon Slayer magic. So that means you’re a Dragon Slayer.” Erza stated as Cobra smirked and turned her way. Under the light of Nirvana she noticed that his skin was far scalier and coarse than she remembered. He was looking more like a hybrid of himself and the serpent he kept so close to his side. She stood ready, “I suppose I shouldn’t be confused by how strong you are then.”

      “I am a Dragon Slayer, but not like the idiot and the kid you work with. I’m a Second-Generation Dragon Slayer.”

      “I’m familiar.” That meant he was just like Laxus. Master had told them he didn’t learn his magic directly under the guidance of a dragon but had a Lacrima inserted into his body that gave him the properties of a Dragon Slayer’s magic. But instead of Lightning or Fire this one appeared to be Poison.

      That was bothersome, but hopefully this man wasn’t as strong as Laxus.

      Her eyes turned to the man trying to catch his breath by her side. She focused back on Cobra while speaking to him, “Jellal, I don’t know what you are doing here but for the sake of your own preservation I suggest you either get ready to fight again or get out of my way. If you fight and turn against me—”

      “J-Jellal… everyone has been saying that word around me.” Erza’s eyes widened and she turned to look down at him. For the first time since seeing him again after the Tower of Heaven she realized just how confused and lost his expression was. He looked up at her, no recognition — only fear and bewilderment — in his eyes, “I-Is that my name?”

      “What—”

      “Oh, that’s right! You don’t know, do you?” Cobra cackled wildly as his purple serpent coiled around his body, “He’s a blank slate now. Whatever happened with Etherion in that tower has left him lost in the fog! Ahahaha, I’m sure you wanted to tear into the bastard for all the trouble he caused but he doesn’t remember a thing! Hey but don’t let that stop ya! Go nuts!”

      As Cobra laughed, Erza looked down at her former friend. As he lowered his head in shame, she asked, “How did you know my name then?”

      “I don’t remember much. J-Just bits and pieces of information come back to me, like Nirvana and that I needed to stop anyone from reaching it. And when I saw you, that word came to mind.” He looked down as he clenched his fists, “That word has been popping up in my head constantly since I woke up. That one and another — Naruto. I-I don’t know—”

      “So that’s why you wouldn’t listen to reason?”

      Erza immediately summoned another sword to her hand and leveled it towards the other end of the cave. She and Jellal watched quietly as Brain slowly emerged from the shadows, his eyes firmly set on the shifting black and white light that sprung up from the center of the cave. Even though his attention was preoccupied, he continued the conversation, “I should have expected as much. Being exposed to such raw, powerful magic like Etherion like that would vaporize any normal person. We should honestly be surprised he was durable enough to only be poisoned and amnesiac after all is said and done.”

      “About time you showed up.” Cobra jerked his head towards the pillar, “You should head over there and get that thing under control. This idiot was about to destroy it and himself in the process in some attempt of self-sacrifice. What a punk, right?”

      “Watch my back while I get to work.” Brain started waving his fingers around and sorting through Nirvana, “This shouldn’t take long.”

      “Get away from—”

      “HA!” Cobra slid in front of Erza before she could reach Brain and knocked her sword aside with his dragon-like hand. The Dark Mage and Fairy Mage started to exchanging blows — their attacks simply blurs as claws and swords crossed and sparks flew. Erza blocked his poison-coated jabs and stepped back as he started to press her, attacking in quick succession. His clawed hand reached for her face—

      She leaned back and countered, slashing at his chest as Cobra had to lean back. Erza took that as her moment to press back, slashing rapidly at his neck and legs. Cobra jumped, flipping over the slashes aimed at his legs and trying to counter as he did.

      He landed on one foot and wreathed both of them in his Poison magic before he flipped forward and threw a spinning kick towards the redhead, “Poison Dragon’s Spiral Jaw!”

      Erza blocked his strikes and slid back as he landed. She looked down and saw the steel of her blades had melted. Her eyes narrowed angrily as Cobra snickered mockingly.

      “Done.”

      Brain waved his arms up as the giant pillar of light in front of him surged with power before disappearing. There was a quiet moment of suspense in the cave as everyone was surprised when it suddenly vanished.

      Only for everything around them to shake and crack as something massive pulled itself out of the ground.

    
    

    
      “LET’S GO!”

      “Natsu!” Lucy called after her teammate and panted softly as she tried to keep up with his mad sprint, “C-Can you just slow down!”

      “No way! Erza and Jellal are that way! We can’t stop for nothing!”

      “Hate agreeing with him but he’s right!” Gray said by her side, “We can’t waste another moment when things are this bad!”

      “Then let us all venture forth to reach our beloved comrades in their time of need!” Hoteye merrily skipper besides his new friends, “Ahhh~, this new sense of camaraderie is so refreshing! I adore my new friends!”

      The Fairies watched their new ally skip and giggle haplessly to himself by their side before Happy flew down by Natsu’s ear, “You know maybe it wasn’t Nirvana that made him like this? Maybe you and Gray just hit him so hard he turned out like this?”

      “What?” Gray scoffed, “There’s no way I hit him hard enough to break his brain this badly!”

      “Yeah, Gray can’t hit that hard!” Natsu agreed with nod.

      “Hold on, we’re saying the same thing but I seriously think you mean it in the demeaning way.” Gray snarled as he butted heads with his fiery counterpart as the sprinted along, “Got something to say, dipshit?”

      “Oh I can say plenty.”

      “Not now! No fighting while we’re running!”

      Carla watched the scene in front of her and sighed, “Idiots, all of them.” She looked down beside her to see her charge a little winded and struggling to keep up with the older Mages’ sprint. She lowered herself down by Wendy’s side, “I can carry you if you like?”

      “N-No, I’m okay.” Wendy panted in response, swallowing the heaviness in her voice as she pressed on, “I can at least do this much. I don’t want to be a bother to anyone else.”

      “You aren’t bothering anyone.” Wendy let out a little squeak and looked up as she finally noticed that Naruto had slowed down to run alongside her again like he had done earlier. The whiskered Mage smiled down at his young friend, “Some of us wouldn’t have made it this far without you. You saved Erza, and I’ll always be grateful for that.”

      “Y-Yes, but I also revived Jellal and started this whole mess.” Wendy said self-depreciatingly as she hung her head while jogging, “If Nirvana is unleashed and hurts anyone because of me—”

      “We won’t let that happen.”

      “But if—”

      “Wendy,” Naruto interrupted her and grinned down at the fretting young Dragon Slayer, “I know you’re worried but believe me. Erza went ahead and we’re going there to join her. When the people at Fairy Tail promise do to something, consider it already done. So believe in us, okay?”

      “Naruto-San.”

      “Hey!” Natsu actually slowed down and pointed up over the trees. Everyone followed his gaze into the darkening sky and noticed there was no longer a pillar for them to run to, “What happened to Nirvana?”

      “What—”

      The ground beneath them quaked and shuddered before several deep cracks stretched over the entire forest. As the ground fumbled and shook, everyone struggled to stand on their feet. Lucy toppled over and Natsu grabbed onto Happy for balance as Gray and Hoteye stumbled. Wendy nearly fell over before Carla dropped down to help her. Naruto looked around, “What the hell is happening?!”

      The ground suddenly cracked upwards as a gargantuan, spindly leg made of stone and plaster pulled itself out of the ground. The Fairies and their companions found themselves standing atop one of those legs as it emerged. They quickly dove aside to try and avoid its path—

      But Wendy found the ground directly underneath her give away as one of the massive stone structures emerged beneath her feet. The little Dragon Slayer wavered on her feet and nearly fell over as the rock limb quickly rose into the air.

      “Wendy!” Carla called out as she flew up to help her charge before it was too late. The giant limb shifted and Wendy fell off entirely as Carla sped up, “WENDY!”

      The young Cait Mage screamed as she fell over before she suddenly felt her drop come to an abrupt stop. She opened her eyes and looked up to see the the Woodsea rushing over her head. It took her a moment to realize she was upside-down and looked behind her.

      Naruto was standing on the stone structure as it moved and had his feet planted on the rock even while they were hanging upside-down. Before Wendy’s surprise could pass, he looked over, “Carla!” He called out to the feline flying their way, “Take Wendy!”

      “With pleasure!” She stopped beside them and Naruto handed the Dragon Slayer over as Carla helped her fly through the air, “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine Carla.” She answered, “Naruto-San, are you alright?”

      “Just startled.” He answered honestly before he started running up the limb. The Cait Mages followed after him as he shifted directions, running from underneath the stone limb to along its side before reaching the top of it. Once he did he stopped and looked at the point all the giant stone limbs connected to.

      A massive city was situated on top of a giant pedestal which connected all six stone limbs together. The entire structure that made up the mobile city was larger enough to cover a section of the Woodsea and tall enough to crest the clouds. The sudden appearance of this thing would have left anyone else shocked and awed.

      But for the Mages that realized it had sprouted out from the spot Nirvana had been settled in, it left them with nothing but dread.

      “Is that a city?” Wendy asked the question they all had on their mind, “Why was a city hidden underneath the ground?”

      “I don’t know, but we need to find out.” Naruto looked down and saw Natsu and the others trying to climb up a moving limb. As he knew they were going to make their way up, he decided to go on ahead and survey what they had to deal with, “Come on!”

      Naruto ran along the limb as Wendy and Carla followed along.

    
    

    
      “Well that is an odd sight.”

      Midnight looked up as a giant stone limb emerged from the earth and eclipsed them all in shadow. The confused former Dark Mages looks just in shock as well at the giant stone appendage. And, of course, the man that had been caught in its rising glory.

      “W-What is this?! MEEEEENNNNNN~!” Ichiya cried out as his suit was caught in a crevice of the giant leg and he was lifted up while it moved, “Let me off!”

      Midnight watched his prey get carried away and let out a little chuckle.

      Should he let his little rabbit escape before he could finish him off?

      No way.

      The Dark Mage reached out and grabbed hold of the rock before he was carried away as well. He started to climb with the aim of reaching Ichiya again before he could escape.

      The liberated Dark Mages watched them leave before anyone could get hurt. They looked between each other, “A-Are we safe?”

      “Is he coming back?”

      “Did Ichiya-sama lead him away to save us?”

      “He didn’t want us caught up in the fight!”

      “He’s so thoughtful!”

      “Praise Ichiya-sama!”

      “MEEEEEEENNNNNNNN~!”

    
    

    
      Erza and Jellal slowly opened their eyes after all the shaking and turbulence had stopped. As they looked around they realized they were no longer confined into a smaller cave system with a giant pillar of light released in the middle of it.

      Now they stood atop an ancient, dilapidated city moving through the sky with several giant legs carving a path through the Woodsea.

      Erza stepped to the edge of the large building at the center of this new city and looked out over the new location they found themselves on. The redhead stared out breathless, “What… what is this?”

      “This is Nirvana in its truest form.” Erza and Jellal turned around and realized that Brain and Cobra stood atop the same stage they did — staring out over the results of their victory as it moved forward with Brain’s encouragement, ‘An ancient magic formed in the shape of a city that its creators, the Nirvit Tribe, lived in while traveling and changing the world to their whim.’ Brain smiled contently as he closed his eyes and let the wind rush over him, “Quite the magnificent sight, isn’t it?”

      “Nirvana?” Jellal whispered and stood up before glaring at Brain’s back, “So what are your plans for this magic now?”

      Cobra shrugged from beside his leader’s spot, “You know, the typical stuff. Change influential people to better match our goals. Make allies of enemies. Enemies of allies. What anyone would do with a super weapon that lets you change people’s hearts and minds.”

      “But first I think we should test this our new weapon out.” Brain smirked, “And I have just the target in mind.”

      “Oh no you don’t!” Erza ran at his back and prepared to slash the older man’s unguarded form. But Cobra slid in between them and took a deep breath—

      “POISON DRAGON’S ROAR!”

      Erza jumped back before she could run into it and Jellal jumped off the side of the building. The giant cloud of purple smoke expelled from Cobra’s mouth settled over the top of the palace before the wind rushing over the city pushed it away. As it did it revealed that both Mages had disappeared from sight before the poison could reach them.

      Cobra whistled, “Impressive.”

      “Cobra,” The burgundy-haired man looked aside as Brain looked at him intently, “Don’t let them walk around our new place too much.”

      “Heh, like you even had to ask.”

      Jellal and Erza jumped down from building to building before reaching the empty streets of the old city. Erza took a breath and wiped her cheek as she looked up at the palace and the giant purple haze that finally started dissipating, “Did you breathe any of it in?”

      “I-I don’t think so.” Jellal caught his breath, “I think I’m fine.”

      “You’ll know otherwise. Believe me, that poison hits hard.” Erza walked through the street and noticed that the buildings that lined it almost looked like homes, “These must be the homes that Nirvit tribe inhabited.”

      “Did a tribe really live on a giant moving city like this? Did they control Nirvana from up here?”

      Erza didn’t answer his questions as she approached one of the homes. As she did she noticed the discoloration of some stones like they had been stained and marred with—

      Were those cuts? From a blade?

      “There you are!” They looked up and saw Cobra hovering over them, standing on the back of Cubellios as the snake grew wings and flew above them. He grinned mockingly down at them, “I thought you were resilient but I guess the better comparison would be a cockroach or drowning rat.”

      Cobra smirked down at them as Erza and Jellal turned to look up at him. Poison shifted off his hands in waves as he snickered, “Queen of the Fairies and a Wizard Saint. Man, what a score.”

    
    

    
      Jura didn’t know what to expect when the ground uprooted and he found himself climbing up a stone limb. What he certainty didn’t expect was at the end of the limb was an abandoned city centuries old.

      An intact, completely abandoned ruin preserved underground and—

      “KNOCK KNOCK!” Kichiyo started slamming on a door expecting an answer, “KNOCK KNOCK! ANYONE IN THERE! I PROMISE NOT TO HIT YOU WITH ONE OF MY CLASSIC KILLER JOKES IF YOU DO!”

      “Kichiyo—”

      “ALRIGHT, YOU SAW THROUGH ME! I HAD ONE PERCOLATING THE MOMENT I SAW THE DOORS — BUT IT’S A DOOZY!”

      “Kichiyo stop.” Jura repeated as the golem obliged and walked over to join his side. The Mage and rock construct looked out over the city as the Wizard Saint marveled at what he saw, “This entire city has been abandoned for lifetimes. Not a single soul still resides here. Untouched after all this time—”

      “MEEEEENNNNN~!”

      A figure bounced off the top of a building by their side and spun through the air before face-planting into the street in front of them.

      “AND IT’S RAINING MEN! HALLELUJAH!”

      “Ichiya-dono!” They ran over to help their Blue Pegasus comrade as he struggled to lift himself up from the ground, “What happened to you? Why were you flying over the buildings?”

      “Jura-San,” The Pegasus Mage looked up and showed the cuts on his body and the blood running down his face as he fought for his breath to come under control again, “We need to run! He’s too strong!”

      “Who?”

      A quiet footstep displacing dirt behind them was their answer. Jura looked back and saw a thin, young man in a vest standing with his hands in his pockets. Jura’s eyes narrowed dangerously and the young man matched his gaze unflinchingly.

      “Never mind. I think I found the man you were referring to.”

    
    

    
      “Erza! Where are you? Can you hear me?”

      “Keep it down you moron! We don’t know if there’s anyone—”

      “Erza!” Carla grumbled in annoyance as Naruto rolled his eyes, “Oh please, a giant rock city just popped out of the ground. Obviously the bad guys know we’re gonna make our way up here. Let’s be more concerned about where Ezra is and what happened while we were gone.”

      “Erza-San!” Wendy joined in and called out for her comrade, “Erza-San! Naruto-San, she might be anywhere in this city.”

      “I know. We gotta start looking a little harder.”

      “We could split up if that would help find her.”

      “We don’t need to split up, Wendy.” Naruto shook his head, “Let’s stick together for now.”

      Carla hummed, “So you can be rational?”

      “Carla, please stop arguing with—”

      Naruto’s fist whipped out covered in Armor and punched a spinning beam of magic that came from behind. Wendy and Carla yelled in surprise before the magic finally disappeared against Naruto’s fist. The blond looked down as the grinding marks along his knuckles that pushed through his magic before scoffing, “Attacking from behind?”

      “You’re the ones who are trespassing.” The Mages looked over as Brain walked down the street and faced them directly, “I knew we had intruders in our new base but I didn’t expect to see the young Dragon Slayer here again. Have you not yet learned your lesson, young lady?”

      Wendy trembled, remembering the fear and anxiety she had the last time she was faced with the man across from her. Carla stood in front of her defensively as Naruto stepped forward and glared at the older man, “Where are Erza and Jellal?”

      “Most likely being killed by Cobra at this very moment. You shouldn’t worry about them — they’re most likely already dead.”

      “If you think Erza is gonna die easy then you’re an idiot.”

      “Such blind faith in your comrade shows you’re naivety.” Brain retorted, “There are only three members of the Pillars left, but we are more than enough to extinguish the remainder of you fools of light and assure our victory. We already have Nirvana! And after we fire the first shot, no one in the world is going to be able to stop us!”

      “The first shot? Where are you taking this thing?”

      “The Nirvit Tribe created Nirvana 400 years ago. They were the progenitors and knew how to control it better than anyone.” He pointed his skull staff out towards the horizon, “And once we destroy their descendants, there will be no one that can take it away from us.”

      “W-Wait,” Naruto looked back and saw the looks of shock on Carla and Wendy’s faces. The feline shuddered, “T-That direction. That’s—”

      “Cait Shelter.” Wendy whispered, “We’re heading towards the guild.”

      “Cait Shelter houses the descendants of the Nirvit Tribe which is why they are situated so closely to the Woodsea. They are bound by tradition to stay near their tribe’s greatest creation in order to rein it in if it ever goes out of control.” Brain smirked, “And once I’ve destroyed them, there will be no one left who can stop us.”

      “N-No, not the guild.” Wendy shook her head, “Please.”

      “It’s too late. It’s already begun.” Brain smiled at Wendy’s horrified expression as tears came to her eyes, “Hahaha! AHAHAHA—”

      Brain’s eyes widened and he jumped aside as a blade of Wind flew down the street and left a cut along the stone. Wendy and Carla looked up in surprise as Naruto’s cloak billowed wildly behind him.

      “Wendy! Remember what I told you?” He said over his shoulder, “About what it means when a Mage from Fairy Tail makes a promise?”

      Wendy looked up at her friend’s back, “T-That it’s already done.”

      “We’ll stop Nirvana, and save your guild.” Naruto’s smirked at Brain as the older man raised his staff, “Trust me.”
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      “Hahaha! You made a promise and so it’s already done? My my, how noble and not at all naïve that sounds!” Brain cackled mockingly at Naruto’s words.

      “Naruto-San,” Wendy looked up at the older Mage, “Do you need our help? Because we’re ready to watch your back if you need it.”

      “I appreciate that Wendy, but I think it’s best you and Carla get some room. If I’m gonna fight this guy, I need to give it my all and I don’t want you two getting caught up in it.”

      “Very well.” Carla dipped down before Wendy could voice her concern and grabbed the girl by the back. She looked back and tried to voice her argument but the cat beat her to the punch, “Believe me Wendy, any help we can provide him in a fight can’t be done while at his side.”

      Wendy looked down at the strong whiskered S-Class Mage she considered her friend. She swallowed her frustration and nodded as Carla lifted them up—

      “Dark Capriccio!”

      A green and black spiral of magic shot up through the air at the Cait Shelter duo. But before it could reach them, Naruto jumped up between them and struck the magic with a fist covered in Armor. They struggled against each other before Brain’s vile magic was knocked aside and destroying a stone home.

      Wendy yelped in surprise and Carla tried to steady herself through the sudden dust and wind. And when Naruto landed and looked down at his hand, he noticed that Brain’s attack had still left a mark even through his Armor. He waved his hand to the side and glared at Brain, “Attacking children when they aren’t looking? I know I really shouldn’t be expecting anything from Dark Mages but that’s a whole new level of low.”

      “It’s a bit foolish to be expecting mercy or restraint at this point.” Brain said as he raised his skull staff, “We’re on the precipice of achieving our goal, and if any one of you fools is going to stand in the way then you need to be eliminated with extreme prejudice.”

      “Oh boy, that callousness means I can feel even less guilt about kicking your ass.” Naruto cracked his neck, “Last chance—”

      Bran weaved an immense amount of flames and sent a sea of fire washing over the street. Carla and Wendy watched in horror from above as everything below them was washed away. However from the center of the flaming sea the fire started to swirl around a centralized point.

      All the fire concentrated on the red sword in Naruto’s hand that gathered the flames together and kept them contained. The whiskered Mage’s eyes hardened like steel before he swung the blade down and sent the fire shooting back out in an intense pillar at Brain.

      “Blazing Dragon Tail!”

      The Dark Mage slammed his staff down and parted the flames that came rushing back towards him. They passed on either side of him before the eyeholes of the skull flashed and the magic flames were dispelled completely. The path between Brain and Naruto was made completely clear as the two men glared at each other.

      A blue sword appeared in Naruto’s other hand from his Requip before he turned it on Brain, “Raging Stream!” A high-pressure beam of water shot out the tip and sliced through the ground towards the older man. The Dark Mage formed a Dark Capriccio and shot it forward, his Darkness spell intercepting the beam of water and splitting it apart into several streams that lanced through their surroundings. They struggled against each other for supremacy…

      Until the beam of water suddenly vanished and Brain’s spell flew forward unabated. However now there was no Naruto on the other side to be hit by it after the blond disappeared.

      He appeared over Brain’s head, dropping down with both dragon blades raised over his head. He brought them dropping on Brain’s crown before the dark-skinned man spun around and intercepted them with a dome of Darkness. The rebound was strong enough to shatter the two swords into pieces as Naruto dropped down with their hilts still in hand. Brain smirked victoriously and turned his staff on the Fairy Mage—

      “Storm Fist!”

      Naruto threw a punch and channeled his Wind chakra through it, sending a devastatingly fast air punch into Brain’s stomach that caused the Dark Mage to double over. The speed of the attack was its greatest asset so it wasn’t strong enough to defeat an enemy, but Brain was so startled by the sudden speedy attack that he was knocked several feet back. He gagged on the spit in his mouth before snarling, “You little—”

      His eyes widened as Naruto collected a mass of magic in his other fist and punched forward, “Flying Gauntlet!”

      Brain swiped his staff aside and diverted the flying fist of magic into a building where it caused the rocky home to crumble down.

      Wendy gulped from her spot above the battlefield, “O-Oh wow.”

      “He’s reckless but he isn’t an S-Class Mage for nothing.” Carla said.

      Wendy looked back down and stared at Naruto as the wind around him continued to pick up. She closed her eyes and started to eat the sky around her as she got a taste of the currents around him. The young Dragon Slayer was startled by just how different and layered the sensation of his wind was. She knew immediately that it wasn’t magic that he was using to control the wind but something more personal.

      Like eating exotic food she could tell it wasn’t like anything she had ever tasted before. But even though the source and taste of it was different, it carried with it a familiar feeling of strength and support. Not overconfidence or arrogance, but resolve not to give in when it mattered most. Wendy felt a nostalgic sense of relief in her body as she was reminded of Grandeeney of all things.

      Someone she could trust and believe in to help.

      Brain hissed as he patted the ache in his stomach. He glared at the whiskered Fairy across from him, “Cheeky move, brat.”

      “Testing the waters.” Naruto responded, “Glad to see you’re not as fast or tricky as Racer was. I barely handled him and I wasn’t looking forward to another match like that.”

      “I still can’t believe that one of my Pillars fell to someone like you.”

      “That’s what you get for overestimating your guys and underestimating us. I’d warn you to know better, but that arrogant sneer on your face tells me I’d just be wasting my breath.” Naruto’s eyes hardened on Brain, “Why don’t you tell me how to stop Nirvana now, and I promise that we can end this quick.”

      “No.”

      “Figured you’d say that.”

      “Dark Capriccio!”

      “Rumbling Earth!”

      Brain channeled a blast of his devastating Darkness magic as Naruto summoned his cleaver and slammed it into the ground. Slabs of rock jutted up between him and the Dark Mage and the spiraling beam of magic impacted into the body of the displaced rock.

      Brain focused his power and applied more pressure, causing the beam’s to pierce through the lump of stone completely. The Dark Capriccio came out the other side and forced Naruto to dip aside as the beam cut along his cheek. He leapt up over the stone pillars he created and dropped back down on Brain as the Dark Mage waved his hands up.

      The instant Naruto landed, he started his assault with a barrage of punches that collected the wind and released it at blinding speeds. Brain finished his incantations and channeled the wind around him, diverting Naruto’s punches off course so they pelted the area around them instead. With his first attack thwarted Naruto quickly changed his plan, covering his limbs in Armor to buff himself up before leaping at Brain with his dragon cleaver.

      Carla shook her head as she watched Naruto destroy everything around him in an attempt to reach Brain, “Must he make a mess everywhere he goes?”

      “W-Well, he is an S-Class Mage for Fairy Tail. They do have a tendency for collateral damage.” Wendy tried to make the situation a little less tense as they heard the sound of battle echo out beneath them. Wendy watched the ensuing combat and clenched her fist as she took a deep breath, “If I keep regaining some of my magic and that man gets close—”

      “Wendy, no.”

      “Carla, he’s fighting for our guild! Cait Shelter is in trouble and all we’re doing is watching!”

      “It’s frustrating but that doesn’t mean we can just jump in like that!” Carla pointed a paw down at the street as the battle continued to escalate, “We need to help where we can and however we’re able. We can still find ways to help, but this is not it.”

      Wendy was irate that she couldn’t properly help her friends, but she saw Carla’s point. As much as she wanted to jump down there and help Naruto, she knew she’d only burden him right now. She could jump down there and attack with a roar but if it missed then she would just be leaving herself open. She’d be getting in his way after he asked her to step aside for her own safety.

      So for now, Wendy squashed the irritation and indignation down and focused on the fight. It was just in time to see a massive explosion clear the street as the two combatants separated.

      Naruto had a few more bruises and scuff marks over his ragged clothes, but despite that he seemed to be taking the injuries in stride. Brain on the other hand had used more defenses and barriers to protect himself and had suffered few injuries, yet was slouched over catching his breath with sweat coming down his chin. The two Cait Mages immediately recognized who had the advantage in battle.

      “Ugh,” Brain groaned and lifted himself up with some difficulty, “You continue to persist with the resilience of a cockroach.”

      “I’m scrappy like that.” Naruto stepped forward, “And I think I’m starting to get a read on your capabilities as well.”

      “What could you know, boy?!” Brain slammed his staff on the ground and summoned a rush of Darkness magic that surrounded Naruto from all sides.

      “Shine.”

      Light exploded out of the gaps between the evil spell before it was blown apart completely. Naruto stood proudly in place, a white blade in hand that glowed with the power of the dragon that had enchanted it centuries ago. Brain gnashed his teeth as Naruto smirked and pointed the tip of his white blade at him, “I think I’m starting to get a handle of what you can do. You’re smart and can use way more spells and magic than most people, but you have no applications for them.”

      A vein throbbed in Brain’s head, “Excuse you?”

      “You’re literally the brains in your operation, not the muscle or the force of it. Your teammates handle the hard work while you rest back and do what you can from there.” Naruto said, “All you’ve got is your expertise in magic, and nothing else.”

      Brain’s eye twitched as his lip started to curl up, “‘Just my expertise’? Hahaha, boy, I am a master of the mystic arts!” Brain yelled haughtily as he smacked his palm into his own chest, “I have witnessed and wielded more magic than your feeble little mind could begin to comprehend! I’ve created magic so useful that even after by supposed fall from grace the Bureau of Magical Development still uses them to this day! Not everyone can take a little orphan boy that just washes up in the world and train them into the status of Wizard Saint!”

      Naruto’s eyes widened hearing that before he stepped forward, “You? You’re the one who taught Jellal how to use magic?”

      “Indeed.” Brain grinned viciously, ‘It was a once in a lifetime miracle coming upon a boy like that. He was rough and untrained, but he had the potential to become something remarkable. I helped him train and refine his magic. Before I knew it, he was skilled enough to apply for the Wizard Saints.’ Brain cackled mockingly, “Those fools so readily took in someone I trained even after they decried me for my so-called wicked deeds. I laughed but tried to make the most of the situation.” Brain explained, “I had hoped to make Jellal one of my pawns but he had machinations of his own. And when I had hoped to get his help in using the Magic Council’s connections to find Nirvana, instead he was defeated and rendered unresponsive. Turns out he was more trouble than he was worth.”

      Naruto’s expression hardened with anger before he growled at the Dark Mage, “Hey, I heard from Hoteye that you took him and Angel from the Tower of Heaven.”

      “Why on Earthland would he tell you that?”

      “Because he was affected by this magic! Don’t change the subject!”

      “Tower of Heaven?” Carla repeated in confusion.

      “Weren’t they talking about a tower earlier in the safe zone?” Wendy remarked as she thought back. She remembered the dire expression on Angel’s face telling her comrade not to mention it while Naruto had been startled to hear the words out of Hoteye’s mouth.

      “He’s been changed by Nirvana? That’s unexpected.” Brain muttered to himself, “Do I need to change him back to his old self? Or should I just dispose of him if he’s going around telling our secrets to our enemies—”

      “Hey! I asked you a question!” Naruto’s patience finally reached a limit as he barked at the Dark Mage, “Did they come from the Tower of Heaven?!”

      “Ugh, if you’re so insistent on learning then yes, I recruited them from the Tower of Heaven.” Brain plainly stated as if it was a chore to speak the words, ‘I had heard of a fanatical cult interested in Zeref’s resurrection and creating an untested R-System off the coast of Fiore. They were collecting funds, likeminded followers, and magic in order to fuel the device. They had even been prepared to sew the seeds of their endeavors for the next generation in case they didn’t make it. However they were lacking something crucial; the manpower needed to create the structure in their minds. So they had to go out to villages, settlements, towns, and anywhere else they could find people to gather up.’ Brain smirked, “They were capturing people to make into their slaves.”

      Carla gasped in shock as Wendy covered her mouth in horror, her eyes trembling at the image his words created.

      “I had thought tirelessly about the idea of going to the tower in the middle of construction and looking for people to take as my apostles. Abandoned. Alone. Without connections or family to tie them down. It was perfect. And when the coup happened and some of the slaves freed themselves, I was blessed to find a boat of exactly what I needed. Five children. Lost and confused and looking for guidance. Guidance that I could offer them.”

      Wendy’s eyes started to water, “That’s… that’s horrible.”

      “And it had all worked out so well until now. I had formed a Dark Guild. Trained five young aspiring Mages into powerhouses that could stand up to anyone. And gained so much power and influence that my little guild was able to stand on par with the strongest the underworld had to offer. But now most of them are falling like flies and I’m not sure how long I can keep trusting them. Fortunately with Nirvana,” He tapped his cane to the ground, “I can change some powerful wizards around Fiore to my side and have them join our cause. But why did you wish to know so much about where they came… wait a moment…”

      Naruto stood silently as something clicked in Brain’s head, “It was a R-System tower made to resurrect Zeref, but the fools making it decided to name it the Tower of Heaven. I told my Pillars the proper terminology for it but they seemed unable to call if anything other than that ridiculous name. And you too… you were at that tower, weren’t you? That’s why you know Jellal and interfered with his plans just as they were setting off. Another one of the slaves, drawn back to the place that still plants itself in your heart.” Brain chuckled condescendingly, “That’s quite the surprise. It seems like everyone that comes from that place has some affinity for greatness, in their own right. Perhaps I should use Nirvana on you and make you a new Pillar? Although after all the trouble you’ve caused me maybe I should just torment you once I win, huh?”

      Wendy lost her breath and cowered in horror when she heard Brain say that. She looked down at Naruto as his head hung forward and his hair covered his eyes. Tears started to prick the corners of her eyes as she thought about her friend in the center of that terrible place Brain spoke of. In the same hell that forged the other members of the Oración Seis into what they were today.

      She tasted the wind…

      There was something else in the shifting air around Naruto now. It hadn’t lost the strength or resolve, but had instead taken on some other aspects. Anger. Horror. Spite. Fear.

      Cold. So cold.

      Naruto raised his head and stared at Brain with an unnerving gaze emanating with hateful intent. Brain smirked and aimed his staff up, “Perhaps Nirvana won’t be needed to turn you into something else. Dark Capriccio!”

      Brain fired another beam of Darkness magic that Naruto sliced apart with his light sword. But another, faster beam was immediately fired and hit the base of the sword so hard it shattered to pieces. Naruto snarled and tossed the broken weapon aside as it faded to particles and he rushed his enemy.

      “Fool.” Brain waved his staff and raised his arms, “Dark Rando!”

      Dark spirits started to rise out of the ground and swirl around Brain’s staff. He thrusted it forward and released the concentrated magical blast at the charging Naruto. The powerful unleashing of the Darkness spell caused an explosion of air around them that blasted through everything before the spell speared into several beams of energy with screaming faces on them. Naruto dodged the first stray beams and tried to weave through it before one impacted into his chest. He gagged in pain as the beam slammed him into the ground before he was completely overwhelmed by the Darkness spell in its entirety.

      Carla and Wendy called out his name in fear as Brain laughed in delight.

      Lines appeared through the ghostly, horrific forms of the Darkness spell as they were sliced apart. Everyone present watched in silence as the Dark Rando evaporated and revealed the injured man in the center of it. Naruto’s eyes glinted with opportunity as he flipped the black sword around into a reverse-grip.

      He rushed forward and covered the distance in an instant before slamming into Brain. The Dark Mage doubled over and spat up blood and bile as he shakily looked down. Naruto had rammed the hilt and pommel of his legendary black sword into Brain’s stomach at incredible speeds to end the fight. And despite the Dark Mage’s will and determination… he couldn’t stop himself from toppling over in defeat.

      “Naruto-San!” Wendy called out as she and Carla dropped to the street and rushed over to his side. He swung his black sword to the side and returned it to his Requip space. As the young Dragon Slayer came to his side she looked him over, “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” He reassured her, “That wasn’t the worst hit I’ve taken today and once I got Kokuryū out—”

      “Its not just that.” Carla noted as she floated by Wendy’s shoulder and showed actual concern for the whiskered blond, “What that man said… are you okay?”

      “It’s… I’m fine.” Naruto wiped himself off, his eyes a little lower as he looked down at Brain, ‘Mine and Erza’s past was filled with people like this who preyed on the weak and hopeless to further their gains. Even if the Oración Seis were like us and pulled down this path… “Naruto’s fist shook by his side before it stilled,” We can’t falter now. No matter who are enemies are, we have to stop them. We can worry about their circumstances later. Right now,’ He bent down and grabbed Brain’s collar before lifting the injured man up, “Tell me how to stop Nirvana.”

      “Yes!” Wendy nodded p by his side, “How do we stop it from attacking Cait Shelter?! Tell us! Please!”

      Brain gave a ragged cough and tried to catch his breath before looking up at Naruto. After a moment of staring at him the Dark Guild master showed a brittle but mocking smile, “You can’t.”

      Wendy’s breath caught in shock as Naruto shook him roughly, “Wrong answer! Try again!”

      “I said you can’t stop it.” Brain repeated, “You can’t save the Nirvit tribe.”

      “So you just set this thing to move and you have no control over it now?!” Carla asked with an incredulous fury, her anger brimming over as she refused to believe they couldn’t save her guild, “You can’t possibly expect us to believe that!”

      “Once the destination has been made, the city will not stop moving.” Brain’s eyes flittered open and close as he struggled to stay awake, “I can’t change its course, and neither can you.”

      “Why?” Wendy pleaded to him with watery eyes, “Why would you do this? Why does my guild need to suffer because of what their ancestors created?”

      Brain turned his head to look at her. He was still beaten and on the edge of consciousness, but the diabolical grin he showed her sent an unsettling chill down her back, “Don’t you wonder how we knew who you were?”

      Wendy blinked, “What?”

      “A powerful healer out here in the middle of nowhere. We never would have found you… if you hadn’t healed that subordinate of ours so exceptionally well.”

      Her eyes shuddered in shock, “N-No.”

      “That nameless little grunt was trampled half to death somewhere out here. He was fading quickly and would have certainly died, but you showed mercy and healed his grievous wounds back to normal. And how did he repay that kindness? By ratting you out to us.” Wendy trembled and stumbled back as Brain smirked, a black line upon his face receding as he chuckled, “You wonder why we’re targeting Cait Shelter, a pathetic little guild in a hole that no one even knows about? The answer is simple child — because we aren’t foolish enough to let even an insignificant threat escape if it can endanger our plans. Something you and your ilk are too damn foolish to understand. Hehehehehehahahahahahaha!”

      Brain mocked them with his laughter before his eyes drifted shut and he passed out. The black line finally disappeared fully and Naruto dropped him to the ground.

      “N-No.” Wendy covered her mouth and stumbled back in horror, dropping to her knees, “Because I saved that man?”

      “Wendy! It’s okay!” Carla flew up by her side, “You didn’t know—”

      “B-But if I didn’t save that man, they never would have found me to save Jellal!” Wendy was reeling in horror at the revelation as she started hyperventilating, “I-If I just left him there — b-but if I did — all I had to do was not—”

      Wendy’s mind was racing and she was so horrified by the terrible results of her actions. Actions she made with the best interests in mind! She just wanted to help a dying man! Save someone in front of her that needed help! But maybe everyone wouldn’t be hurt, the world wouldn’t be in danger, and her guild wouldn’t be threatened if she just let him—

      She was enveloped in a tight, comforting hug by a much larger body.

      Wendy blinked and pushed the tears down the side of her face, her breathing shaky and short as she looked up at the man hugging her, “N-Naruto-San?”

      “It’s okay. You didn’t do anything wrong.” He said in a soft, warm whisper that conflicted with the panicking, nervous thoughts rushing through her head. He squeezed a little tighter, “There was absolutely nothing wrong in trying to help someone in need in front of you. And don’t think for a second that you should throw away that need and betray what your heart feels.”

      “B-But I lead the Oración Seis right to us.” She hiccuped.

      “You can’t know the consequence and result for every action you take, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t do anything.”

      “Your kindness and your heart are your greatest strengths, Wendy.” Carla said as well, floating up and hugging onto the Dragon Slayer’s shoulder, “Don’t forsake that good nature for anything.”

      “E-Even if it ends up hurting more people?”

      “Save who you can if you believe it’s right. And if the people you save go down the wrong path, then you just have to stop them. And if you can’t stop them…” Naruto pulled away and stood up, smiling softly down at the young Mage before offering his hand, “Then we will stop them.”

      Wendy sniffled and wiped her tears away before taking his hand. He pulled her up to her feet before she took a breath and nodded up at him.

      “C’mon, let’s find a way to stop this big hulking bitch.”

    
    

    
      “It’s coming!”

      “Dodge aside!”

      Erza and Jellal avoided the flying snake that flew down and the cackling madman on its back that carved the ground up as he passed. The two Mages noticed the ground had corroded and started bubbling from where Cobra’s Poison left a trench. They already knew the risk, but one more look clearly reminded them that taking one of his hits was not something they could let happen.

      Erza summoned several blades from her Requip and sent them flying through the sky. Cobra rode the back of his serpent and deftly avoided each weapon that cut the sky to reach him. His hands blurred aside and caught two swords by their blades, his fingers tightening around the swords as each digit melted through the metal, “Gonna have to do a lot better than that!”

      “Run!” Jellal yelled, firing bursts of magic at two buildings on either side of them to bring them tumbling down. In the crumbling rock and stone a giant cloud of dust was kicked up. The cloud would provide visual cover and the crashing rocks a sound blanket they could escape from Cobra with, “We have to get away!”

      “Run as fast and as far as you want!” Cobra called out through the night sky as they started to retreat, “I can still hear the sound of your footsteps! Poison Dragon’s Scales!”

      A storm of Poison attacks rained down from above and pelted the area around them. Erza blocked the attacks by deflecting them with her blade while Jellal coated his hand in magic and swatted them away. They protected themselves but the attacks were relentless. The scales rained down like corrosive acid and melted through the ruins around them.

      Cobra stopped his attack and whipped his arms aside, his sleeves burnt up to his elbows from the after-effects of running rampant with his Poison. He gently petted Cubellios and the flying serpent released a breath of poisonous vapor from its mouth. Cobra sucked it up and started recharging himself before he called out, “I’m just having a snack and getting a little energy back! You’re scheduled battle and suffering will continue shortly!”

      Erza and Jellal slid to a stop and hid behind a wall as they took the momentary reprieve of battle to catch their breath. The redhead S-Class Mage looked over herself and saw some singed and melted portions of her armor that had taken the brunt of his assault. She looked at Jellal beside her, “Did he get you?”

      “No,” Her former friend lifted up the back of his coat and spotted the missing portions in the tail of it, “Looks like we warded most of them off. If he tried that again, maybe we could weave our way through to attack? We might suffer a few hits—”

      “Don’t do that.” Erza warned, “I’ve suffered at the hands of poison recently and I imagine anything he produces would just be worse.” She summoned another blade to her hand and switched into her Black Wing Armor. She leaned out and peeked back through the street as she tried to spot their foe and see if he followed them.

      As she did Jellal leaned back into the wall and breathed a sigh of relief that they weren’t being attacked. He looked to his companion for guidance as she had a pensive, thoughtful expression on her face, “What’s our next move? Should we come up with a plan?”

      “That seems pointless.”

      “How so?”

      “Because no matter what we think of, he’ll know.”

      Erza had faced many diverse, challenging enemies before. People who were stronger than her. People with more skill than her. People with more experience than her. But despite all the people Erza faced she was able to push through with the advantages her armor gave her, the tactics she concocted to outdo her opponent, and the tenacity she had to keep pushing forward until her opponent started to crumble before her. This skillset had helped Erza face some of the worst enemies she had ever met…

      And now any tactics and strategies she could come up with were rendered pointless with Cobra around.

      She could not come up with a plan with Jellal out loud. She could not even risk the chance of thinking up of a plan by herself. Because the Poison Dragon Slayer’s keen ears would pick up everything and anything they came up with. And if he focused on her hard enough, he would read her mind and realize everything she could imagine in a battle scenario. Did she have an armor set that blocked telepathy? No, it was not telepathy he was using but Sound magic. Was there something she could use to counteract sound or distract him? The most obvious solution would be to block his hearing or deafen him long enough to finish the attack. But then—

      “Damn, it’s like a mile a minute in there.”

      Erza and Jellal looked at the wall behind them in shock. They jumped back as an arm covered in scales smashed through with ease. The wall crumbled a moment later and Cobra burst through, a vicious grin on his face as he looked between the two Mages he designated as his prey. He turned and pounced on Erza as Cubellios spewed a cloud of poison at Jellal to keep him back.

      Cobra’s poison-coated hands lunged forward at rapid speeds as Erza stepped back and parried every attack he made. The Dark Mage smiled and chuckled to himself as the redhead strained to keep up with his barrage of attacks. He slammed his talons down on the steel of her blade and they struggled against each other for supremacy while Cobra sneered, “Man, you were really racking your brain trying to figure out how to counter me, weren’t you? You came up with some pretty good ideas on the fly like that.”

      “Consider it my compliment to a powerful foe, or if you don’t appreciate the pleasantries, the irritation of having to deal with a massive pain in the ass.”

      “Yeah, that sounds a lot better!” Cobra’s other hand sprung upwards and knocked her sword out of the way as the talons were no longer blocked and could slash forward. Erza blocked his hand with the black vambrace of her armor, the dark metal over her forearm starting to corrode but being able to protect her skin from direct contact. She brought her sword back down from above, but Cobra heard her intent coming and dodged aside.

      He lurched back in and started throwing fists covered with poison magic. Erza dodged and avoided each one, her eyes lingering over Cobra’s burgundy hair to see Jellal was still trying to escape from the poison cloud the serpent was spewing. She started summoning a second sword to her free hand and was prepared to try and counter—

      “Not gonna happen!”

      Cobra’s talons slipped through her guard and cut along her cheek. Erza turned with the attack and used the movement to slip away from the Dark Mage. She felt a burning sensation from the cut on her cheek and knew that she was going to be feeling the effects of his poison again soon. She turned back to Cobra and raised her blades… before looking at the Pillar curiously.

      Instead of Cobra’s usual mocking sneer, his face was twisted in discomfort and spite. His hand was clutched tightly to his side as he glared at her. Slowly pulling his hand away he looked down at the small but decent cut that landed on his side and drew blood.

      Erza looked down and saw a slight line of blood over the blade she had just summoned.

      Did she do that?

      She didn’t even realize.

      She must have attacked while stepping back—

      …

      Oh!

      He could hear her thoughts and predict her movements. But what if she made movements without thinking? Reflexes or involuntary actions. Falling over wasn’t something she thought of doing. And her body was trained from years of battle so it could make a move without her even focusing. It was possible that this could work in her favor…

      And judging by the irritated look on Cobra’s face as she thought deeper on this, then this plan had some credence.

      She smirked cheekily, “That’s the trick, isn’t it?”

      “Grr,” The Dragon Slayer growled, looking down at the blood on his fingers before wiping it off on his coat and staining the white even further, ‘Yeah, congratulations, you figured out the best way to counter someone who can hear your thoughts is to not think at all. Brilliant,’ He sarcastically clapped his hands, “So what’s your plan now? Because if your solution is to fight without thinking then I’ll warn you now that some people tried that and died horribly. You seem a lot ditzier than you make yourself out to be but even you can’t be that stupid.”

      “Probably not.” Erza looked down thoughtfully at one sword before she returned it to her personal space. She gripped her blade with both hands and raised it over her head, “I’m going to try something. Why don’t you tell me how this works?”

      Cobra peaked his brow in confusion before focusing on her thoughts again.

      ‘Forward strike.’

      She was just repeating the attack pattern over and over.

      ‘Forward strike.’ ‘Forward strike.’ ‘Forward strike.’ ‘Forward strike.’ ’Forward—’

      ‘I should ask for the strawberry cake recipe from the sweet shop by the guild.’

      “Wha—”

      A silver flash dropped down and Cobra barely avoided the blade, the sword earning a shallow cut along his chest after dodging at the last possible instant. He stumbled back and looked down at the new cut in his clothes before glaring at Erza—

      Her new stance, her legs low and the sword held at an angle by her waist. Her eyes narrowed and her grip tightened—

      ‘I wonder if Elfman and Lisanna remembered to take Koyuki out to the park while we’re doing this.’

      As Cobra pondered about the stupidity he was hearing, Erza’s blade flashed forward again and started slashing at him. The Dark Mage frantically avoided the myriad of attacks that happened so fast he was certain any one of them would put an end to him. Her swings scratched against his scales and any that slipped through his guard started to leave cuts on his body.

      “PISS OFF! POISON DRAGON’S ROAR!”

      Cobra forced Erza back by spewing a massive cloud of Poison. The purple cloud settled and Cobra looked up as he saw Erza floating up above the cloud of poison. She was panting softly and Cobra could hear her muscles start to spasm and twitch around the cut on her cheek. The realization that even though this crazy woman was coming up with counters to his Sound magic, she was still susceptible to his Poison, gave him a sense of relief and couldn’t stop himself from grinning. If he just stretched this out a little longer and infected her some more—

      Why was she panicking?

      “HA!”

      Cobra jumped back, so distracted by the fight with Erza that he hadn’t noticed the conflict behind him. Jellal had leapt through the cloud of poison, infecting himself with whatever virus and disease he might end up with just to reach the Pillar. The disgraced Wizard Saint tackled Cobra, his skin already becoming discolored and infected by the poison her took.

      Cobra growled and grabbed the blue-haired man by the neck. He easily lifted him up and started poisoning his neck as well, “Did you seriously lose all self-worth after losing your memories? Did you forget how dangerous it is to run into a cloud of poison with your dick out like that?”

      Jellal gasped for air as his body started to shut down and his breathing became belabored. The blue-haired man struggled to keep his eyes open and looked down at the Dark Mage with disdain. Cobra’s anger boiled over as he heard his thoughts turn to whispers…

      ‘Is this good? Is this better? If this works, will I be able to make up for what I’ve done?’

      “NO!”

      Erza came flying down, passing through the remains of the Poison cloud to reach them. She rushed through to the other side, a scream of desperation crying out as she slashed forward. She scored a deeper, longer cut on Cobra’s chest that resulted in a spray of blood as she passed by. The Dark Mage clutched his chest in pain as she tackled into Jellal and pulled him out of Cobra’s grip.

      “AH!” Cobra stumbled back and roared, “You bitch!”

      Erza’s body flashed with blinding light as she used Requip to change into her Heaven’s Wheel Armor. The scarlet-haired woman summoned dozens of blades into existence around her and sent them flying at her enemy. Cobra easily dodged their path and weaved around them as they flew off into the sky behind him. If he just pushed a little further and reached them while they were on the ground—

      A pair of swords clashed together behind him.

      More and more started to clash against each other without pause.

      They slammed into the buildings around them and sent the stone crumbling into the street.

      The cacophony of noise was so loud it was impossible to think clearly. Nearly a hundred of Erza’s swords were flashing around the immediate area and running into each other. Not a single second passed by without a deafening clash of metal against metal rang out.

      Cubellios cowered from the terrible sound.

      Erza and Jellal did their best to weather the pain.

      And Cobra…

      “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The Dark Mage’s agonizing scream was drowned out by the symphony of swords around him. Each clash from every direction rang through his body like a cannon in his brain. The Dragon Slayer stumbled back with his hands clamped on his ears in a desperate attempt to block out the noise but to no avail. His eardrums felt like they were going to burst and he couldn’t even hear himself cry out. In the pain he heard faint voices resonate through his head.

      ‘Tower.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Erik.’

      ‘Now!’

      “Pentagram Sword!”

      Erza dashed forward and attacked her distracted opponent with two swords, cutting a pentagram formation across his body. She dispelled all of her swords and cleared out the area as she stared at Cobra’s motionless form. The Dragon Slayer was already unconscious, his eyes rolled back with a mixture of drool and blood going down his chin from his injuries. He slowly sloped back before falling to the ground unconscious..

      Erza arms went slack with exhaustion as she could no longer fight the effects the poison was having on her. Her body glowed and her armor returned to its base form. She nearly doubled over and used her knees to keep herself standing as she caught her breath.

      “Hsssssssss.”

      Erza froze as she heard the serpent behind her slither her way. She looked back at Cubellios as the long purple snake moved along the ground and past her completely. She watched the serpent travel up to Cobra’s side and curl up to his side. It rested its head on his chest and seemed to just settle down there with no thought to the enemies it had just fought.

      She looked at the Dark Mage and his snake for a moment more before turning back around. She walked up to Jellal’s prone form and lowered herself to his side. Her legs gave out and she ended up lying back against a wall before pulling Jellal over to her side. Resting her friend’s head in her lap as he struggled for breath because of the poison, “Just breathe. Do everything you can to just focus on breathing. I know it might hurt but you have to do it.”

      Jellal’s inhale was shaky and labored, but he persisted in and did his best to control his breathing despite how much it hurt. He looked up at the scarlet-haired woman, “D-Did you get him?”

      “He’s down. I don’t think he’ll be getting up again soon.”

      “Th-That’s good.” Jellal gargled, “I’m glad I could help.”

      “We wouldn’t have been able to defeat him if you hadn’t drawn his attention long enough for me to attack.”

      “Y-You’re wel—”

      “But you shouldn’t have done it if it risked your life like this.”

      Jellal looked up at Erza and noticed her stern expression despite the discoloring on her cheeks. He whispered, “Is everything he said about me in that cave true? That I hurt people? Used them? Hurt you and Naruto?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Then I thought the least this terrible person could do is risk his life to stop things from getting worse.”

      “And that’s where you are wrong.” Erza firmly denied Jellal’s sacrificial tone and shook her head sadly, looking down at her former friend with a pitying expression, ‘You aren’t absolving yourself or doing us a favor by sacrificing your life to try and atone. You atone by living. By suffering. By trying to make right what you made wrong. Not by sacrificing yourself. No matter how good your intentions might be… throwing your life away isn’t the answer.’ She leaned back and looked up at the starry sky, “Believe me… I almost didn’t learn that lesson in time.”

      Jellal’s shallow breath continued for a few seconds before he whispered, “How can you be trying to save me? After all the terrible things I did to you and your friend?”

      “Because despite everything that happened, we didn’t want things to end the way they did.” Erza answered in a soft whisper, patting her friend’s hair to ease his discomfort, ‘I couldn’t stop thinking about how I could have helped you or what I could have done the last time we met. And Naruto… right after you had finished fighting and even when his body was bruised and broken, he struggled to try and save you.’ She smiled fondly and closed her eyes, “No matter how things ended between us, we were friends who all started our paths in this world together. That’s… not something that can be ignored or erased so easily.”

      …

      “I…” Jellal murmured, “I want to meet Naruto.”

      “And I’m sure he has a lot he wants to say to you too.” Erza chuckled, ignoring the spasm of her muscles and the pain spreading out from the poisoned regions, “So that’s just another reason to keep on living.”

    
    

    
      “Hey big guy, if you want I can carry Natsu for you.”

      “No need my adorable little cat friend! The strength I receive from helping a friend in need is more than enough to push me forward!”

      “Y-Yeah, but I meant it more for Natsu’s sake than yours.”

      “Hrrrrgggghhh.” Natsu’s stomach gurgled and his mouth filled with vomit as the movement of Nirvana on top of Hoteye’s uneven running sent his motion sickness into overdrive. The Dragon Slayer whimpered on the former Pillar’s back, “P-Please, m-m-make it stop.”

      “Oh, it only gets more heartbreaking the longer we look at him.” Lucy noted as she saw her friend suffer.

      “I could understand the rapid movement of a magic vehicle or a train, but I barely even feel this city move.” Gray complained with a shake of his head, “Sometimes I feel like he’s just making excuses.”

      Lucy shrugged, “I can understand that, but then he throws up and I feel bad for him again.”

      “It’s just an endless cycle with this guy.”

      Natsu gagged and dry heaved on Hoteye’s back as he bounced up and down. But as they ran along the streets of the city on Nirvana’s back, his nose twitched. Forcing his nausea aside, he tapped Hoteye’s shoulder several times, “What is it dear friend?”

      “S-Smell,” Natsu grumbled as he pointed aside, “That way.”

      “Natsu? What are you smelling?” Lucy inquired before Hoteye followed his directions and started down a different alley. Gray, Lucy, and Happy quickly followed after him as the Celestial Spirit Mage asked, “Natsu, what are we running towards? Hey, Natsu!”

      “Natsu?”

      The group came to a quick stop as they nearly ran into Naruto, Wendy, and Carla. The trio stopped as they noticed them approach, “Hey, guys! You’re here!”

      “Naruto! Wendy! Carla!” Lucy called out to her friends as they all waved to each other. They reconvened in the street and the blonde Fairy let out a breath of relief, “We were worried when we couldn’t find you! What happened after you got here?”

      “We were met by that awful Brain fellow from the Oración Seis.” Carla informed them, “He tried to pick a fight with us but fortunately your friend was able to beat him before things got too dire.”

      “Seriously, you beat the leader of the Oración Seis by yourself?” Gray whistled in surprise and smiled at his friend, “Good work.”

      “He wasn’t that impressive. Feels more like he gave himself the title.” The whiskered blond smirked, “Still, another one of the assholes down. Shit, no offense Richard.”

      “None taken.” The large former Dark Mage chuckled as he lowered Natsu to the ground, “My actions were deplorable and heinous, even if I did do it for the purposes of reuniting with my brother. I have no compunctions about what kind of man I was.”

      “Natsu-San?” Wendy kneeled down by her fellow Dragon Slayer and looked him over as he gurgled on the ground, “I-I don’t understand, he doesn’t seemed to be too badly injured. He has bruising around his body but he seems to be suffering from some kind of ailment.”

      “Oh, Natsu has motion sickness. He gets sick and nearly vomits just by being on a vehicle, or I guess just about anything that rattles around too much.” Lucy informed while looking at her friend pitifully.

      “Motion sickness?” Wendy smiled, ‘Well if it’s just something to do with inner ear stability than that’s simple enough.’ Wendy closed her hands together and slowly separated them as she created a faint green orb of magic. She lowered it down and gently pressed it to Natsu’s body, “Troia.”

      The magic faded away completely and Wendy lowered her hands. The Fairies looked down in surprise when they couldn’t hear him gurgle or whine like he usually did. And they were even more surprised when Natsu immediately stood up, the clamminess of his cheeks completely vanished and color returned to his face. The Fire Dragon Slayer stood up, jumped in place as few times, and then smiled with tears in his eyes.

      “I’M NOT SICK!”

      “Oh my god she cured his motion sickness!”

      “I-Is she a god?!”

      “She’s a miracle worker!”

      “Praise be Wendy! The blessed healer!”

      The young Mage blushed with embarrassment, “I-It’s nothing special really. Just a spell to restore the sense of balance they temporarily lose while moving—”

      “No, Wendy, you don’t understand!” Naruto pushed forward with his amazement as he looked down at his young friend with great adoration, “We’ve been going on missions with Natsu for years and his motion sickness is always beating him!”

      “He’s such a strong and capable Mage but the moment he gets on anything moving that isn’t Happy he turns into a lump of heaving meat.” Lucy wiped the tears from her eyes.

      “I’m so happy for you, Natsu!” Happy cheered for his best friend.

      “LOOK AT ME! LOOK AT ME!” Natsu was running along the streets, doing backflips, and spinning through the air with a smile large enough to split his face, “I CAN RIDE A VEHICLE!”

      “Great, you know he’s just going to be even more annoying now that he can ride things like a normal person, right?” Gray complained, but still wiped a small tear from his eye as he watched his rival enjoy his freedom from his affliction, “Damn fool.”

      …

      “Idiots. All of them.” Carla grumbled, ‘Can we please get back on track and focus on what’s important?’ The Fairies all stopped fooling around and looked at the flying feline, “Right now Nirvana is on its way towards Cait Shelter in order to destroy it. Our guild is on the edge of the Woodsea so it’s quite a ways away, but considering the size of this thing and how quickly it moves I doubt we have long before we reach it.”

      “What are our options? Can we make somebody stop it?”

      “We tried to make Brain do it after he was beaten, but he just laughed in our faces and told us it was impossible.”

      “And you believed him?”

      “We were going to investigate and see if we could do anything—”

      “I think he was telling the truth.” Hoteye spoke up beside them as the changed man finally stopped smiling and showed a dour expression, “Brain is many things; vindictive, sadistic, and cruel — but he wouldn’t lie if he already believes he’s won. If he told you all of that, I have to think it was because he was rubbing dirt into the wounds and nothing else.”

      Wendy’s expression turned even more dire when she heard that. Carla looked at her with concern and the Fairy Mages were troubled. Until Naruto stepped forward, “Okay, we need to act fast. Natsu, you and the others have to look around the city. Find anything you can that seems like it would control this place and do what Fairy Tail does best.”

      “Wreck it?”

      “Yep.” Natsu smirked and pounded his fists together, “Wendy, you need to stick with them. I’m not sure who else is up here with us but you all need to be careful. You’re the only one who can heal us completely and I’m not sure what others fights we might have ahead of us.”

      “Naruto-San,” Hoteye spoke up, “When you last saw Brain, how many line formations did he have on his face?”

      “Two. Why?”

      “Each line on his face is connected to a member of the guild. I was beaten, as well as Sawyer and Sorano, and now Brain as well. Which means only Erik and Macbeth are left.”

      “Cobra and Midnight.”

      “As long as those two are still around, we are most definitely in danger.”

      “Then you all need to stick together and stay safe.” Naruto started walking past them and looked out in the direction the giant city was moving, “And I’m going out ahead of this thing and finding Cait Shelter. If there’s a chance Nirvana will reach it before we can stop it, the least I can do is warn the guild and evacuate everyone.”

      “Naruto, are you sure?”

      “Positive.” The whiskered S-Class Mage nodded, “As we are now then I might be the only one who can get there fast enough. I’ll go ahead and clear out the guild, you all search the city and try to find the off switch to this thing.”

      “You imbecile,” Carla derided as she floated in front of Naruto with a frown on her face, “If you’re going to Cait Shelter than either Wendy or myself should be with you. So I’ll come along as your guide to—”

      Naruto conjured some Wind with his chakra and gently blew it on the cat. Carla was shaken out of the air as her wings faltered and she started to fall. The Fairy Mage caught her and placed her gently on the floor, “You’re exhausted. Happy usually tires himself out after a couple of hours with his wings out and you’ve been flying almost the whole day.”

      “Yeah, I thought it was really impressive that you were keep your wings up this whole time, Carla!” Happy said with admiration as he walked over and tried to strike up a conversation with the White cat. She just huffed in annoyance and turned away petulantly.

      “Truth is that even though we’re all standing here willing to fight, we’re running on fumes.” He said, looking around and taking note of everyones’ injuries and fatigue, “I’m going on ahead to Cait Shelter because even though my magic and chakra are running low, it can still push me on ahead. And you all need to be saving up your strength because I’m definitely leaving you with the most important job.”

      “Stop Nirvana and kick anyone’s ass who gets in the way.” Gray clarified, “Sounds simple enough.”

      “You can trust us, Naruto.” Lucy firmly nodded in agreement.

      “Get going man!” Natsu roared while pumped up, “We’ll handle things here.”

      “I knew you guys would.”

      Naruto turned and sprinted off towards the edge of the city. The others watched him leave as Wendy looked between him and his comrades, “You all trust in each other so much.”

      “Of course we do.” Natsu grinned, “We’re a family, and you gotta trust that your family can handle what you ask them to. Plain and simple.”

      “Naruto-San said I should believe in him, and he promised that he would save my guild.”

      “Then consider it saved.” Gray said with a small smile, “If there’s one thing Naruto does better than anyone else, it’s follow through with his promises.”

      Wendy felt so conflicted while looking up at the smiling group of Mages. She knew she should be terrified and anxious and afraid that her guild was on the brink of destruction. And yet when she looked at everyone here and thought about how they resolved to help her…

      She couldn’t imagine a way they could be wrong.

      “Well you heard Naruto! Time to go looking for the switch!” Natsu started dashing in one direction before he slid to a stop. He raised his nose up and started sniffing around, “Hold on.”

      “Natsu?” Happy ran up to his friend’s side, “What’s up?”

      “I smell something.” He sniffed a little more deeply before opening his eyes, ‘Blood. Fresh too.’ He then looked left and right, “I smell it in two different directions.”

      “Blood?” Lucy gasped, “W-Why is there blood?”

      “One smells like Erza! And the other is… fruity? Pleasant? Smells like perfume.”

    
    

    
      “Meeeennnnnnnn~!”

      Ichiya cried out as he twirled around and released a typhoon of Perfume magic into the air. The different colored gases and odors mixed together and started floating towards their enemy to overwhelm his senses.

      Only for the cloud to be dissipated with a slash of air and a cut to appear over Ichiya’s chest after taking the attack. The Pegasus Mage gasped in shock and fell back as the pain finally shocked his system. He knew that was going to happen. It happened every other time they attacked him, but Ichiya had hoped that he would at least be able to distract their enemy long enough to give his comrades a quick reprieve.

      How foolish that notion was.

      The landscape around them looked like the work of a madman that could rearrange rock and dirt with his hands. Dozens of rock pillars were raised from the ground, unbreakable spears of sturdy earth that somehow, at the last moment, twisted away unnaturally from their target. They had slammed into the surrounding buildings, the ground, and even each other, but never the man in the center of it all.

      “I thought the light’s most impressive warriors would be more… impressive.” Midnight noted with a dull tone, “Sadly it seems this is the best you can do.”

      The Dark Mage stood across from them with nary a mark or scratch on his body. In contrast with all the injuries and wounds Ichiya, Jura, and Kichiyo had already suffered from a day of fighting they also had new lacerations and cuts from all the attacks they had suffered from at the Pillar’s hand.

      Jura panted for air, blood seeping out of the wounds he gained fighting Midnight and the wounds that still hadn’t closed from his other battles. He looked over at Ichiya, the well-dressed man struggling to pick himself up after trying to distract their powerful foe. And Kichiyo, the rock golem’s lower body in pieces a dozen meters away after being bisected from his torso with a wave of Midnight’s hand.

      It was impossible for someone to be invincible. But until they figured out his method, that was exactly what the Oración Seis member was.

      Jura clapped his hands together and started controlling another wave of rock formations with his Earth magic. Spears of stone emerged from the ground and sailed through the air to crush and slam into Midnight’s form. And once again, as if he was waving away a nasty smell, with a wave of his hand the study rock attacks weaved out of his path and pelted the area around him.

      Midnight’s hair softly rustled with the wind kicked up by their impact and the young man pulled it from his eyes with an amused smile, “If you hope throwing as much as you can at the metaphorical wall will get something to stick, I’ll warn you now that it’s useless.” His fingers started to twist around as a shiny swirl of wind started forming in his hands, “My Reflector magic blocks every spell sent my way, protects me, and destroys my enemies.”

      “Yes, you’ve made that quite clear.” Jura stomped his foot and stood up tall as he eyed the young man down, “But I’m still of the mindset that every magic has shortcomings, and anything portrayed as invincible is just trying its damnedest to hide a glaring flaw.”

      “That’s an interesting theory.” Midnight raised his hand out and aimed it Jura’s way before chambering one of his fingers, “Care to test it?”

      He flicked his finger out and another scythe of air reflected outwards. It sliced through everything in its path without pause as any stone pillars Jura raised in its path fell to pieces. The Wizard Saint stepped aside and avoided the deadly blade of air before sprinting towards Midnight. He weaved his hand around and started conjuring more pillars of rock to do his bidding, converging on one spot atop of Midnight.

      The tendrils of stone attacked in rapid fire on Midnight from all angles. They veered off just a few feet from reaching him and started slamming into the ground around him instead. The Dark Mage stood silently without any concern or fear as Jura’s attacks pulverized the ground around him instead.

      The Wizard Saint’s eyes were locked on the Dark Mage as he started sprinting to close the distance. While Midnight continued to divert the attacks, Jura tested his limits by creating smaller pillars by his feet to attack his blindspots. However even they were pushed off course and redirected without any effort. Jura clicked his tongue and forced more magic into his attack for more power.

      “Enough.”

      Midnight increased the range of his Reflector and destroyed everything around him, even the ground had splintered and broken from his magic. And with that moment of reprieve from Jura’s attacks he raised his hands and twisted them over each other.

      “Spiral Pain!”

      A vortex of spiraling wind formed around Jura and cut him to shreds. The Wizards Saint’s cry of pain was drowned out by the intensity of the wind being channeled around him at impossible speeds. The vortex persisted for several more seconds before finally disappearing and revealing the broken man inside.

      Jura dropped to his knees, the bald powerhouse coughing up blood as the countless cuts along his body started to seep with it. He struggled to keep himself up and craned his head back to look up at Midnight. The Dark Mage scoffed, “I’m amazed you’re still breathing. Most people I use my magic on die after an attack like that. I suppose the title of Wizard Saint isn’t just for show.”

      “You…” Jura groaned as he sat up and pushed himself up to one leg, “You wield your power — your great and magnificent power — without any care for those weaker or suffering around you. You sleep through the cries of others, and revel in their screams of pain at your hands. You are not strong. You have no concept of strength or power. You are empty… and void.”

      “Perhaps,” Midnight casually continued, “But I don’t wield my magic with any thoughts of power or strength. My magic and it’s purposes are used only to further our goal; our collective dream and desire. I wield my magic for the purposes of my father… and that is enough for me.”

      “That only proves my point more. You are a slave to your father’s whims and wishes, and nothing more.”

      “Enough of this.” Midnight raised his hand before slicing down. Another blade of air reflected forward at blinding speeds and cut everything. Jura rolled aside and barely avoided the devastating blade of wind that would have cleaved him apart. He picked himself back up and prepared to charge in time to see Midnight raise his hands again, “Spiral—”

      “LEAVE JURA ALONE!”

      Kichiyo pushed himself off the ground and sent himself flying, the golem’s upper body sailing through the air towards the Dark Mage. Midnight’s eyes widened in surprise as he jumped aside and let the Lamia golem sail past him. Once he did he whipped his hand aside and sliced the golem in half again. The two pieces of Kichiyo slammed to the ground lifelessly as Midnight frowned in annoyance.

      Jura stared at the scene in surprise. He… dodged?

      “You saw it too, Jura-San?”

      “Ichiya-dono?” The bald Lamia Mage looked back at the Pegasus Mage as he lifted himself up and fished out a few vials from his pocket, “So my eyes weren’t just playing tricks on me then?”

      “No. He’s countered and avoided every magic attack from your Earth magic and my Perfume magic. And yet when Kichiyo-San, who is a physical construct of rock without magic power, attacked he desperately dodged it.”

      “We’ve been coming at this all wrong.” Jura stood up tall and rolled his shoulders, “We need to beat this villain with physical power, not magical power.”

      “In that case I may be of assistance.” Ichiya flared his nostrils and stuck two vials into his nose. Jura looked down with a grimace at the odd sight before Ichiya took in a deep breath of his magic.

      An instant later, the stout elegant man changed into a giant with rippling muscles that put even Jura’s physique to shame. With his shirt and suit ripped apart and in nothing but the remains of his pants, the Pegasus Mage flexed, “Power Perfume and Fleet-Foot Perfume combination. Like this, I’m more than ready to engage in combat and put that menace down.”

      Jura looked the man over in shock as he blinked blankly. Magic… was far greater and more vast than the Wizard Saint could ever imagine. He composed himself and nodded, “Right. Are you ready to end this, Ichiya-dono?”

      “After you, Jura-San!”

      The two older men charged across the street and closed the distance to Midnight as quickly as possible. The Dark Mage noticed the change in direction the battle was taking and clicked his teeth together irritably. He ran forward and slashed both hands down to created a swarm of blades to attack them. Jura and Ichiya separated and weaved through the barrage of attacks to reach their foe.

      Ichiya pulled up ahead and reared his fist back, “Suffer at the hands of our handsome glory, devilish fiend — AAAHHHHH!” Right in the middle of his leap up to attack, the remains of Ichiya’s pants started to twist and tighten along his legs. The Pegasus Mage fell to the ground and screamed in pain as Midnight twisted the fabric and nearly broke Ichiya’s legs.

      Jura stomped his foot and created another pillar of rock. This was formed by Midnight’s feet and lunged up directly into his ribs. The Dark Mage couldn’t react in time and gagged as he was knocked to his knees. And the moment he fell the spell affecting Ichiya stopped as well, giving the elegant man a reprieve as he dropped to the ground clutching his legs.

      “Ichiya-dono! Are you okay?”

      “I-I’m fine!” The Trimen’s leader hissed and picked himself up, “It felt like a vice was twisting around my legs tight enough to cut them off. Thank you, Jura-San.”

      “I’ve figured out your invincible magic!” Jura announced to Midnight, the younger man coughing and gagging as he glared at the Wizard Saint with spite, “You can only use it in one area at a time! Either around yourself or to attack us! That’s why when you were going to attack me, you destroyed everything around you so you could spare a moment without your defense! And you can’t block physical attacks! Which means if we get in close to you, you have no hope of taking us!”

      “S-Such brilliant insight.” Midnight groaned through the breaking of his ribs as he stood up and smirked at his enemies, “You’ve been able to deduce my abilities far more accurately than any others I’ve fought. If you had figured it out earlier, or if we had fought at a different time of day, then perhaps you would have won.”

      “We’re going to emerge victorious right now. The time of day has nothing to do with it.”

      “Oh but it does.” Midnight’s head rolled back and he laughed joyously as he stared up at the black sky, “For my namesake has finally arrived, and with it so too comes the peak of my abilities.”

      Jura and Ichiya watched in horror as the lithe young man started to expand and grow. His thin frame grew nearly a dozen times wider and started to tower over them. His handsome features were twisted into a vicious monster head and a smile with rows of jagged, sharp teeth. The two Mages looked up at the monster in abject horror as it grinned and swiped its fingers up.

      Jura and Ichiya were flayed to pieces.

      The two men dropped to the ground, pain and agony filling their every sense as the cuts on their bodies deepened. Midnight slowly approached their bloody forms and cackled, “Don’t go dying just yet. I’m going to stay like this for quite a while. And I’m going to make sure I get the most out of this time to torment you,”

      He tortured them. Made them scream and cry in pain. The monster’s disgusting cackles and their bloodcurdling wails were the only thing to fill the night—

      “KNOCK KNOCK!”

      The monster vanished and the blood disappeared as Kichiyo punched Midnight in the back of the head. The young man stumbled forward on his feet in shock as his vision started to blur. Jura and Ichiya lurched forward in surprise, finding their skin, organs, and lifeblood all in the same place. They looked at each other and wondered what was going on.

      But realized they had more pressing matters.

      Jura roared and jabbed forward, creating a pillar that sprung to life under Ichiya and sent the man flying. The Pegasus Mage blurred towards Midnight, spun through the air, and raised his arm out to his side.

      “HANDSOME LARIAT!”

      Ichiya’s massive arm caught Midnight’s neck and clotheslined the Pillar into the ground. Ichiya slid to a stop and flexed his bulging muscles with pride as Jura let out a sigh of relief. He stepped over and looked down at the panting, startled Dark Mage who was only now realizing that he had been beaten, “W-What—”

      “You’ve lost.” Jura answered, “Your magic has failed against the allies of the light.

      “MEEEEEEEEENNNNNNNNN~!”

      “GOLEEEEEEEEMMMMMMM~!”

      “We’ve done it you two. We’ve claimed victory!” Jura raised his fist in triumphant and Ichiya did the same. Kichiyo raised his fist as well, but seeing as he was only half a torso he was laid on his side with his fist raised up instead of supporting him, “Kichiyo, how did you destroy his monster form like that?”

      “WHAT MONSTER FORM?” The loud golem questioned before pointing his finger at Midnight, “THE SKINNY GUY WAS JUST WEAVING HIS HANDS AROUND AND YOU TWO WERE SCREAMING SO I PUSHED MYSELF UP TO ATTACK HIM!”

      “We weren’t cut to pieces and being ripped up?”

      “NOPE! YOU WERE ON THE GROUND SCREAMING BUT NOTHING LIKE THAT!”

      Jura looked down at Midnight, “It was an illusion. He was using his Reflector to distort things around us and make us believe what he wished us to see.” He dragged the other half of the golem over and placed the torso back together as it started to seal as one, “And since you don’t see like we do illusions don’t work on you.”

      “I SEE! PRETTY LUCKY TO HAVE ME AROUND, HUH?!”

      Jura smiled, “Yes, I suppose I should apologize to Obaba-sama about having my reservations about adding you to our team.”

      “YOU HAD RESERVATIONS?!”

      “Young man, you will be placed under arrest by the proper authorities once we hand you over to them.” Ichiya said over Midnight’s beaten form, “I hope this was all worth it because you’re going away for a very long time.”

      “My wish,” Midnight panted, ‘Is to close my eyes, and drift into a wonderful sleep that no one can interfere with.’ He sighed and started to close his eyes, “I couldn’t see our dream through, Father, but perhaps… now he will.”

      The Mages looked down at Midnight in confusion before looking at each other with questioning glances. Who else in the Oración Seis was left?

    
    

    
      Brain felt it on his face. The last line fade away as his guild’s defeat was signaled on his skin.

      Cobra.

      Angel.

      Racer.

      Hoteye.

      Even Midnight.

      His invincible team… all beaten. By these low-grade Mages and their silly alliance.

      But Nirvana had been reached. It was in their grasp and about to find their first target. It was too cruel to reach your goal and lose grasp of it right at the end.

      So even though Brain hated when it happened… even though he hated being locked away and trapped in his own mind… perhaps…

      This would be the answer to claiming their victory.

      He slowly closed his eyes…

      …

      “Master Zero? My master? Are you awake?”

      Black eyes snapped open in surprise. And a maniacal grin of joy spread over his face.

      Oh… what fun he would have.

    
    

    
      Done

      Man, I won’t lie and saying playing the Fairy Tail game didn’t ignite the spark I needed to start into this again. Man, that game is fun. Like, more fun than it has any right to be. If you miss this characters, I seriously suggest giving it a chance. Maybe don’t splurge on the DLC, but give the main game some love!

      So, hopefully I can stay on track and update this through the rest of the year. If I’m right and focus hard, I should be able to finish before the end of the year!

      Wish me luck folks! See you soon!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    60. Aceptación y Desafío

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 60: Aceptación y Desafío

      Hello again dear friends! No so long this time, huh?

    
    

    
      Naruto panted lightly as he jumped from branch to branch to travel as quickly as possible. The strain of the day was taking its toll; the normally spry and energetic man now feeling the fatigue and weight all the fighting and running was having on him. Normally Naruto would boast that he had enough energy and stamina to last him for an entire day. But this mission might have been the stress test to put that claim to bed.

      With every landing he made on a branch, he felt a jolt run up his back as the ground trembled around him. And with another glance over his shoulder he would see the reason why.

      Even pushing on ahead of it — even gaining some distance by jumping off the furthest limb ahead and running as fast as he could — Nirvana wasn’t far behind. He had gained some distance ahead of it but the sheer size of the damn thing was still bearing over him. Even if he managed to reach Cait Shelter first, he had no misconceptions that Nirvana would quickly be in range to do whatever it needed to do next.

      Fortunately this thing didn’t strike him as a vehicle that could make sharp or sudden turns. It would reach its destination by taking the shortest distance between its targets, and barrel straight through anything in its path. Which meant that as long as Naruto kept in front of Nirvana he should reach the goal first.

      He knew they would stop Nirvana. It was only a matter of time before all of the Oración Seis were beaten and all there’d be left to deal with was the giant mobile city. They didn’t know how to stop it but they would find a way. The question was whether they’d do so before or after the giant magic weapon reached Cait Shelter.

      And the moment that doubtful thought entered his head, he was reminded of Wendy’s tearful face begging for this to stop.

      He couldn’t let anything happen to their allied guild. He wasn’t going to let Wendy lose her family like he had nearly done so many times before. Fairy Tail cherished the bonds they made with the people by their side that shared the crest of the guild. The people by your side were as important as your family, or even more so in some cases. And if Wendy and Carla’s expression meant anything then they shared that same mentality with their guild too.

      So even if he was tired and needed a rest, he could do so later. He had the image of laying in his bed napping, Erza by his side and Koyuki nestled between them softly breathing as they all drifted to sleep. That was a comfortable little future he would enjoy when this was done.

      So right now… he needed to push on a little further.

      He landed on the top of a tree, cloaked himself in Armor and conjured up his Wind around him.

      “Storm Step!”

      He obliterated the top of the tree and sent himself flying forward at sonic speed to gain some ground. And get a little closer to the finish line before Nirvana could reach it.

    
    

    
      Wendy and Carla ran along the battered streets. The young Dragon Slayer’s nose wasn’t as developed as Natsu’s own, but she could still make out the scent he had picked up as she got closer. Her nose twitched as she took a deep whiff and started making the turn, “This way!”

      “Are you sure you can smell her?”

      “I’m positive! I recognize the scent! But if the other smell is who I think it is then — there!” Wendy called out, “Erza-San! Jellal!”

      The two Cait Mages came up by the poisoned Fairy Mage as she leaned back against a wall with patches of discolored skin growing out under her armor. Jellal’s head rested in her lap and gently slept through the pain. Erza opened her eyes and looked over as she saw them approach, “Wendy. Carla. You’re here?”

      “Just hold on Erza-San! I’ll help you!” Wendy bent down by Erza and took a deep, filling breath. She ate the sky and started to refill her reserves as much as possible. The wind was rich up here and there was enough residual energy in it to help her. Once she had regained some magical power, she raised her hands and started healing the sickness, “A-Are you okay? You were poisoned again!”

      “Yes but I wasn’t bitten on the artery this time. It wasn’t coursing through my blood so it’s a little easier.”

      “No you just breathed it in and got infected everywhere!” Carla stated as the little cat worriedly looked over the redhead and her companion, “I swear healing you Fairy Mages is going to be the death of her!”

      “Wendy,” Erza’s hand reached out and gently squeezed the younger girl’s arm, temporarily stopping her as she warned, “Don’t let your guard down. I’m not sure when Coba will wake up and attack again.”

      “Cobra?” She asked, “Is he around here?”

      Erza’s eyes widened before she looked over. Just as Wendy said the Poison Dragon Slayer and his serpent were nowhere to be seen. There were traces of a blood trail dragging itself further down the street before disappearing entirely. Her eyes narrowed with worry before she whispered, “We have to stay on guard from now on.”

      “Right.” Wendy’s healing finished and she lowered her hands as Erza felt an ease return to her breathing. The blue-haired girl looked down with a conflicted expression, “What… what about him?”

      Erza looked down at Jellal and nodded, “If you can spare the magic power then heal him too please.”

      “Are you certain that’s a good idea?” Carla questioned, “What reassurances do we have that he won’t turn on us? I mean he was the one who reawakened Nirvana, wasn’t it?”

      “In order to destroy it. He’s lost his memories.” Erza informed while Wendy and Carla looked at her in shock, “The Etherion poisoning affected him on a deeper level than expected and he can’t remember anything.”

      Carla looked skeptical, “And do you believe him?”

      “When I looked at him I was reminded of the boy he was before everything happened. Before he became the man in the Tower of Heaven. Back when—”

      “You and him and Naruto-San were captured.” She looked towards the Sky Maiden as Wendy nervously focused on healing Jellal. The Cait Mage tried to hide her unease but whispered, “Naruto-San told me a little about where you came from while he was fighting Brain. He told me after he found out the other members of the Oración Seis came from the same place. I-I’m sorry that—”

      “It’s okay.” Erza’s kind tone in her reassuring whisper eased Wendy’s worries as the Dragon Slayer looked into her blue and brown eyes. The scarlet-haired Mage smiled, “If Naruto told you about our past then that means he trusts you with it. And if he does then so will I. I just ask that you both trust me now when I say that we can rely on Jellal.”

      Carla still looked conflicted by the idea but looked up at Wendy, Erza, and the recovering Jellal before she sighed, “Well, when you ask like that then how are we supposed to say no?”

      Wendy giggled to herself hearing her best friend’s reluctant answer but still accepting the Fairy Mage’s proposal. She continued to heal Jellal until she realized that the poison that infected his system had finally started to recede. The young Dragon Slayer lowered her hands and anxiously stared at the man in Erza’s lap as the white cat and armored Fairy all waited in silence.

      Finally, Jellal’s eyes slowly started to peel open. His eyes opened and closed several times as he realized consciousness had returned and his breathing had suddenly become remarkably easy. He sat up in a start, startling the little blue-haired girl and the white cat that had gathered around him, “What—” He patted himself over and turned to see Erza looking amused by his response, “What happened? I thought we were poisoned?”

      “We were. But she saved us again.” Erza pointed to the young Cait Mage who was meekly focusing her attention down on her own lap, “Jellal, this is Wendy Marvell and Carla. They’re two Cait Shelter Mages that have joined our cause to stop Nirvana and the Oración Seis. She’s a healer, and saved the both of us quite a few times now.”

      Wendy blushed from the praise and looked up as Jellal stared at her. She shuffled under his deep gaze and whimpered to herself. When she spared him a glance she noticed that instead of the sinister twisted man she thought he had grown into, he truly did just look like an older version of the boy that saved her years ago. The same kind, curious eyes he had back then were staring at her in deep thought.

      “I know you.”

      Wendy perked up and nodded, “Yes, a long time ago—”

      “You were the girl who healed me, weren’t you? The one in the cave.”

      “O-Oh, yes, I was.” Wendy lost her excitement and nodded, “Thank you for giving me and Happy a chance to escape by attacking Brain.”

      “You shouldn’t thank me.” Jellal sat up, ‘I didn’t know I was helping you in your situation. I don’t deserve your thanks, and I want to apologize for not helping you when you needed it.’ He bowed his head, “I’m sorry.”

      Wendy nodded and tried to get Jellal to raise his head. Carla watched Jellal warily and spared a look towards Erza, the S-Class Mage waiting to see if she had been swayed by the amnesiac’s apology. She nodded, “Well he seems contrite, so we’ll trust your judgement for now.”

      “I appreciate it.” Erza nodded her gratitude before the group stood back up, the redhead dusting off her blue skirt before looking around, “Did you come up here by yourselves?”

      “No, the Trimens and the Lamia Scale Mages stayed down in the forest in a little alcove we established as our base of operations. They were watching over Angel and going to apprehend Racer.” Carla answered, “We were traveling with your guildmates before this giant eyesore crawled out of the dirt.”

      “We came this way while Natsu-San and the others went the other direction. They said that the smell of blood had dried and wafted away over here while it was far more intense the other way. Natsu-San, Gray-San, Lucy-San, and Richard-San all went that way to help them.”

      “Richard?”

      “Hoteye.” Carla answered and shook her head the moment Erza looked like she had a question, “Don’t ask. It’d take too long to explain.”

      “A-Alright then.” Erza looked so confused, “Then what about Naruto? Where is he?”

      “When he beat Brain, we were told that Nirvana was on course to attack our guild and wouldn’t stop until it did.” Wendy answered, “Naruto-San said he would go ahead to the guild and warn them this was coming in case we couldn’t find some way to stop it in time.”

      “That sounds like the smart move.” Jellal said as he looked around, “If we can’t control this thing then we need to find a way to stop its movement.”

      “Alright then,” Erza tuned and narrowed her eyes, “Then let’s go stop this monstrosity.”

    
    

    
      “Over there!” Happy deactivated his Aera as his wings disappeared and he dropped down into Lucy’s waiting arms, “I see them! I don’t think they’re fighting anymore!”

      “Let’s go!”

      The Fairy Mages and Hoteye charged around the last bend and approached the street that the battle had just occurred in. Natsu charged in first and slid to a stop as he spotted their comrades, “Jura-ossan! Perfume guy! Rocky!”

      “KICHIYO! GET IT RIGHT!”

      “Natsu-dono, everyone, I’m glad to see you are alright.” The injured Wizard Saint greeted them as they came running over. He stood up and tried not to agitate his injuries when he did, “Did the others come up here as well?”

      “Lyon and that love chick were still in the woods with those Blue Pegasus guys but they’re safe.” Gray answered, ‘We saw Naruto and Wendy earlier and they said Erza was here too. So I think we — WOAH!’ Gray immediately took a combat stance and panicked, “WHO THE HELL IS THAT?!”

      “Men~?”

      “AH!” Lucy screeched in shock as she finally noticed the giant, half-naked, bulging tower of sweat and muscle with the extremely detailed face of Ichiya on top of it. She, Natsu, Gray, and Happy quickly realized who they were looking at and slowly got out of their fighting stance, “I-Ichiya-San?”

      “Of course,” The formerly short Pegasus Mage said while tightening his muscles, “Who else would I be?”

      “You changed a lot! Like your size!” Natsu yelled with amazement.

      “And your build!” Happy added.

      “And your general existence!”

      “But not your face!”

      “Of course not!” Ichiya gave them all a side glance and winked, sending a quick chill down their backs when he did, “Why would I change by most exquisite feature?”

      …

      “WE’RE ALL NOT SAYING ANYTHING?! OKAY, JUST WANTED TO CLEAR THAT UP!” Kichiyo remained formed only from the waist up since his legs had been destroyed in the battle. He looked up at the unexpected addition to their party, “ISN’T THAT ONE OF THE ORACIÓN SEIS?!”

      “Oh it’s okay, Richard is on our side now.” Lucy stepped in front of the former Pillar as she saw Jura and Ichiya watch him warily, ‘He was a Dark Mage but Nirvana’s influence changed him and now he’s helping us. Right Richard?’ She waited for the big man behind her to speak up about love and friendship like he always did. But the massive Mage silently walked around her, “Richard?”

      Hoteye stopped just over Midnight’s unconscious body, his expression frightened and horrified at the sight of his defeated former comrade, “Y-You… you beat Macbeth.”

      “Yes, we did.” Jura nodded, gingerly rubbing the numerous lacerations on his body, “He was an exceptionally powerful individual but we were able to overwhelm him with our teamwork.”

      “He… h-he was defeated.” Hoteye stumbled back in fright as he shook his head. He turned to the Mages of light and ran over to them, “We need to leave! We need to gather everyone and get out of here!”

      “We’re not leaving.” Gray immediately answered, “We said we’d stay here and stop this thing before it destroys Wendy’s guild.”

      “But Naruto-San said he was going ahead to help them! They’ll be okay!” Hoteye frantically told them, “But we need to evacuate from this city at once!”

      “Hey! We said we’d handle this big thing and we made a promise! We’re Fairy Tail! We don’t flake out when our friends need us!” Natsu argued, “We’re not gonna leave!”

      “You don’t understand! Macbeth has been beaten! I’m not sure if Erik is still fighting but if you were able to beat both of them then that’s all of the Oración Seis!” Hoteye yelled, panic and fear filling his voice, “When all of us are defeated, then that means he has been freed!”

      “Who’s been freed?”

      “Zero! When all six members of the Oración Seis are beaten, then all six lines on Brain’s face will disappear. And when all those lines disappear, then everything Brain locks away will be freed! His destruction! His ruthlessness! His cruelty! Everything that keeps him from thinking properly is awakened and unleashed! We have to—”

      A magic attack of Darkness came flying from the side, curling around the heroes, and drilling into Jura’s side while he was distracted. The others looked on in shock and horror as a massive gash was opened in the Wizard Saint’s side. The Lamia ace gagged and spat up blood before he toppled to the ground in a heap of pain.

      “JURA-SAN!”

      “NO!”

      “WHO DID THAT?!”

      Before they could identify the enemy force or help their downed comrade, the ground beneath them started to glow with energy. It grew and the others tried to retreat from the area of effect—

      “Dark Rando!”

      An explosion of Darkness magic erupted out of the ground and enveloped everyone in its reach. What remained of the street they stood on was absolutely decimated and the houses that were still standing were reduced to chunks of rock and debris. The explosion of magic reached its apex before finally settling down and vanishing.

      The Mages were left lying on the ground with injuries all over their bodies. Jura, Lucy, Happy, and Ichiya were on the edge of consciousness as Natsu, Hoteye, and Gray struggled to lift themselves up and Kichiyo was decimated to just part of his helmet. Gray coughed and spat up blood as he lifted himself up, “W-What… what was that?”

      “Lucy! Happy!” Natsu called out, “A-Are you okay? Say something!”

      “JURA! SPEAK UP! TELL ME YOU’RE OKAY!”

      Ichiya coughed and struggled to reach into his pocket for something, “W-We’re being set upon. Q-Quickly, we have to—”

      “Don’t bother! You fools have already reached the end of the line.”

      The Mages that could still move turned to the voice and the ones struggling with their wounds tried to lift their heads. Standing at the end of the street, just outside of the radius of destruction, a wooden staff with a talking skull on the top of it stood straight up and spoke out over them, “Your fates are sealed! All you can do now is lament and regret the decisions you’ve made!”

      “W-What the hell is that?” Natsu muttered in shock at the sentient staff taking down to them from the side, “Is that thing talking?”

      “A-Are we delirious?” Lucy muttered, “Did we get hit so hard that we’re all having the same delusion?”

      “That’s Klodoa. Brain’s magical staff which he gave life to in order to assist him with his tasks.” Hoteye answered, “If he’s awake then that means that Brain has been rendered unable to fight.”

      “Hoteye, you miserable traitor! I couldn’t believe you turned on us until I saw it with my own eyes!” The talking staff berated the large man with scorn, “We’re supposed to be fighting in order to claim Nirvana! Didn’t you want to accomplish that dream of yours? What could possibly have made you put your tail between your legs and turncoat right here at the end?”

      “The realization that I didn’t need to resort to such wretched, vile means as what we’ve done in order to fulfill my desire anymore!” Hoteye proudly claimed as he stood up, “And now with my new comrades I will stop—”

      Hoteye was blasted off his feet by a magic attack that engulfed him in an explosion. The others watched in horror as even after he was knocked over unconscious, magic blasts continued to pelt and overwhelm him. Natsu gritted his teeth in anger as Lucy cried out for the hidden attacker to stop. A shield of ice spouted up before Hoteye’s prone body and weathered the worst of the magic attacks as it started to crack and break from the pressure. Finally, the relentless assault stopped only for a silent dread to wash over everyone when the extreme magical power started to let itself be known.

      Happy could not stop himself from shaking as the powerful magic baring down on them was filled with dread and evil. He cowered, “W-What is this?”

      “It’s so gross.” Lucy whispered as cold sweat started dripping down her body, “I-It’s like being pinned down by corpses and skeletons.”

      “You lot would do well to carve this fear and horror into your hearts!” Klodoa exclaimed over their heads, “This isn’t just any fear you feel! This is the power of our true master, and the leader of the Oración Seis! The great and powerful Master Zero!”

      The quiet sound of boots stepping and shuffling through dirt cut the silence like a knife. The injured Mages could only watch in dread as the vile man emerged from the shadows and stood before them.

      It was the Dark Mage they knew as Brain from the Oración Seis, but he had changed. His dark skin had changed to become as deathly pale as snow. The calculating, manipulative genius that stood on the sidelines had been changed into a grinning, snickering monster who stood tall and with a frame much wider than before. And his eyes were red as blood, dark and disturbing colors to match the wretched intensity of his magic.

      The injured Mages of light watched the newcomer slowly survey the area with his keen eyes, chuckling softly to himself the entire time. But he stopped once he spotted Midnight on his back unconscious. Zero slowly walked over and stared down at his son, “My Midnight… my unbeatable warrior…”

      His foot swung into Midnight’s side and broke his ribs, sending the unconscious Dark Mage sailing across the field of destitution he had created.

      “Brain was so sure I would never revive again as long as he had you all to trust in… and yet here I stand. I guess you were nothing but failures and traitors from the start.”

      “HEY!” Zero’s fist swung out and blocked Natsu’s kick for his temple. He forced the leg back and sent the Dragon Slayer spinning through the air before he landed in a crouch. The pink-haired Fairy Mage snarled, “He’s your comrade and he’s already beaten!”

      “He’s a failure and he’s already beaten. Two very different things boy.”

      “Ice Make: Cannon!”

      Zero concentrated his Darkness magic over his hand to guard against the incoming ball of ice. It shattered against the magic in his palm as he lowered his hand and smirked viciously at the injured half-naked Gray, “It appears there are failures on both sides.”

      “He’s your guildmate! Your comrade!” Natsu yelled beside Gray as the two men faced the Darkness Mage, “Does that mean nothing to you?!”

      “Absolutely nothing.” Zero casually, cruelly answered without hesitation, “They were needed for our victory and they failed. You have people work beside you to make the workload easy and to do the tasks you cannot finish yourself. The moment they become a burden is the moment you must cut them loose.”

      “Friends aren’t a burden!” Natsu yelled furiously as veins pulsed under his skin, “Friends give you strength to push on! They give you the drive to face anything! They should be cherished and loved, and I won’t stand here and let you say anything about them being a burden!”

      Zero’s hand lazily aimed to the side and released a powerful Dark Capriccio towards Lucy and Happy as they tried to stand up. The blonde and cat looked up in shock as the Darkness attack came swirling towards them. Natsu slid in front of it, punching the spiraling beam of magic with a flaming punch to try and counter it. Zero charged in while keeping up the force of his attack.

      He rushed into Natsu’s guard while he was still blocking his attack and struck the Fairy under the chin. As Natsu’s head flew back violently, Zero followed up by jabbing him in the stomach and kneeing him in the face. Natsu fell back in a pained heap on the ground as Lucy and Happy hurried to his side, “Natsu!”

      “No!”

      “If you can still hear me boy or if you’re still alive, tell me, was that not you taking the fall for a burden? Because the feeling of your ribs and jaw cracking against my fists while you desperately try to protect your injured comrades,” Zero sneered and raised his fist again, “Is that your strength?”

      “Ice Make: Prison!”

      A cage dropped down over Zero from above and locked him away from the injured. As he chuckled and released a massive wave of Darkness magic to shatter the prison, Gray charged in through the icy debris with icicles formed over his forearms, “Seven Slice Dance!” The Maker Mage started to swing and attack at Zero from every direction as the Dark Mage retreated with a maniacal grin on his face, “Dammit get the hell away from them!”

      “Zero Slash!”

      The whip of Darkness shattered through the blades of ice as the two attacks canceled each other out. Gray brought his hands together but before they could connect, Zero grabbed his wrists and forced them apart. Zero kicked Gray in the chest and sent the injured Maker Mage sailing back.

      Gray skidded to a stop as Natsu started picking himself up. The two Mages looked at each other and nodded as they charged forward at their enemy once again. Ichiya started to pick himself up and Lucy forced herself to her knees as Happy did the same. They all prepared to join in on the battle and swarm the Dark Mage—

      “Dark Rando!”

      Another field of Darkness formed at Zero’s hands before it erupted under them again. The light Mages screamed in pain as their bodies were engulfed in the rising of Darkness magic from underneath them.

      The attack finally subsided and revealed the aftermath. The injured Mages were unconscious on the ground again, their bodies covered in bruises and lacerations. They were not dead, but the pained and anguished groans they let slip out made it clear they wouldn’t be getting up again.

      Zero looked around disappointedly at all the beaten Mages before him. Klodoa hopped away in the direction of the main hall, “Master Zero, shall we start preparing? Nirvana will be in range of our fist target any moment now—”

      “They still exist.”

      “Huh?”

      “They exist. They have form. They are still corporeal.” Zero whispered to himself while looking around at the injured Mages. It didn’t matter if they were dead or clawing to the last vestiges of their life.

      They still existed in front of him.

      And Zero felt a need to rectify that.

      Perhaps that was why Brain locked him away so far down? Because despite his remarkable powers and abilities that could assist with whatever plans his main personality concocted, he also had to keep the uncontrollable compulsion for destruction and mayhem under wraps. Zero supposed he could see how wanting to destroying everything in sight could be counterproductive to Brain’s plans.

      But now it didn’t matter, did it? Brain fell. All his little pawns fell too. Which meant he was the only one left to see the dream through, and that meant he could indulge as much as he wanted.

      So before he changed the world to his whim — before they threw everything into chaos — he was going to indulge himself.

      Zero chuckled to himself as he covered his hands in Darkness and decided to destroy whatever was in front of him.

    
    

    
      Naruto kept charging over the treetops as he just barely pulled ahead of Nirvana. He was beating the giant hulking machine to their destination but it had started to bleed off momentum and slow down. And the realization that it was slowly coming to a stop left a pit of dread in Naruto’s gut that the clock was running out.

      Finally as he passed between the tops his eyes widened as he spotted a building past the thicket. A sense of déjà vu overtook him as he recognized the moderately-sized guild hall shaped like a cat poking its head and paws out of the ground.

      Cait Shelter!

      The whiskered Mage made one final desperate push forward and reached his destination. He landed, tripped, tumbled forward, and immediately recovered as he sprinted towards the main hall with the lights still on.

      Dashing through the entrance, he was met with the surprised looks of a dozen people. He recognized the building but couldn’t for the life of him place any of the faces. What he did notice was the short, old man dressed in the most distinguishing outfit and realized in an instant what that meant.

      He ran to the short guild master and panted, “We need to get you all out of here!”

      “What?”

      “Nirvana!” People started to murmur and panic when he said the name, ‘It’s coming this way and it’s going to attack your guild! I’m with Fairy Tail!’ He showed off the black tattoo on his bicep and pointed back in the direction of the mobile weapon, “I promised Wendy and Carla I’d come ahead of that thing and warn you to get away! So grab your things!” The Cait Mages started to hustle and move, “Anything you don’t need leave! That thing is gonna attack any moment—”

      “Wait!” The old master slowly walked through the guild hall. Looking between all of his members he finally looked up at Naruto and shook his head, “Young man, you should go now. Save yourself. We won’t be abandoning our guild.”

      “What?!”

      “We won’t run!” The members of Cait Shelter looked between each other before putting their belongings away. Naruto looked around in shock as they settled back down and took their seats, “We can’t escape the shadow of our sins anymore. Nirvana is the greatest mistake the Nirvit Tribe ever committed, and it has come to reap what we have sewn.”

      “Who gives a shit what your ancestors or your ancestors’ ancestors did?! You don’t have to die for their mistake! You don’t have to just sit there and wait for that thing to kill you!”

      Naruto had hoped some wave of realization or clarity would wash over them and give them the kick to save themselves. To get what they needed, run out of the way of Nirvana’s attack, and wait until Natsu and the others started to figure something out. But they weren’t swayed or moved or anything.

      They looked resigned. Whatever came for them next was something they were accepting no matter what.

      Naruto grit his teeth, “What the fuck am I supposed to say to Wendy?! I promised her I was going to save her guild! I was going to get you all out of the way of that thing! How am I supposed to look her in the eye and say you were all ready to die?!” They seemed ashamed and avoided his gaze as he looked around. He looked to the guild master, the person everyone in a guild looks to for guidance and wisdom in times of need, and shook his head, “Please, just tell your people we need to evacuate.”

      The old man solemnly shook his head, “Please, protect Wendy and Carla.”

      “Why?! Aren’t they part of this guild too?! Do you want me to bring them here so they can die for your ancestors’ sins too?!”

      “Of course not!”

      “If they can live then so can you! You can see them again! Welcome them home again!” Naruto said, exasperated and exhausted, “Please! Don’t just sit here and die!”

      “Those girls are our family. They are our pride and joy.” The master whispered before clenching his fists, “And they are innocent of what our tribe and our people did. We can not run away and protect ourselves while you, a group of strangers, and those girls risk their lives to save us.”

      “Then help us! Help us destroy that thing! Come with me and we can figure out how!”

      They looked between each other before the master shook his head, “We can’t.”

      “Fuck it!” Naruto roared in anger as he rounded on the members of Cait Shelter. He had half a mind to grab them by the shoulders and drag them away before a bright light started to cast a shadow despite the darkness the night sky should have enveloped them in.

      “Oh no.”

      Naruto rushed out the entrance and slowed to a stop as he looked out over the trees. Nirvana was still a giant landmark over the tops of the trees despite how far away it was. And at the very front of the magical weapon was a cannon that was steadily building up a tremendous amount of magical power. Power that dwarfed the pillar that earlier raised from the ground and pierced the sky.

      It was going to attack Cait Shelter right now.

      Naruto summoned his unbreakable black blade to his hand. If Nirvana was going to fire and his friends hadn’t been able to stop it then he had to block or divert the beam. Just like he did when Phantom fired the Jupiter cannon at Fairy Tail some months earlier.

      The memory of being overwhelmed by the blast and shot back into the crumbling guild hall hard enough to apparently stop his heart caused some beads of cold sweat to form on his brow.

      But the thought of seeing Wendy and Carla again only to tell them he couldn’t save their guild was far worse.

      So Naruto clenched his teeth, gripped the handle of his sword, and prepared as the cannon had fully charged.

      Only for his eyes to widen as a giant figure flew through the skies over Nirvana.

    
    

    
      “Hold it together! Hold it together!”

      “The hull is cracking apart!”

      “Don’t just stand there! Lift the wings! Lift the wings!”

      Hibiki was frantically working the controls and buttons on the hud panel in front of him. Every few seconds there was a new notification or flashing warning that said that some part of the Christina was failing. No surprise there when a flying magical ship has to be held together with Ice, Air, Snow, and Doll magic just to stay airborne.

      But considering the other option was to sit in the forest and do nothing as their comrades fought atop the giant moving magical weapon, then a little hazard work on a barely functional broken vehicle seemed like an acceptable risk.

      For some people aboard at least.

      “Stop shaking it!” Angel cried out in panic as she tried her best to stay stable in the chair she sat in with a safety belt over her chest, “I can’t believe you dragged us into this flaming pile of wreckage!”

      “Whose fault is it that it’s broken in the first place?”

      “It’s broken so that you’d stay out of the skies!” Racer complained, seated right next to his white-haired partner-in-crime as the two Dark Mages weathered the shaking and fear, “We didn’t think you lot would be crazy enough to try and fly it again after it crashed!”

      “Well if we start burning up, dropping out of the sky, and are all killed in a giant flaming ball of death and destruction, just know we all had a hand in it.” Hibiki cheekily looked their way and winked. His words and the casual way he waved off their current situation caused a wave of fear through Angel and Racer. Which was only compounded when another explosion sounded off somewhere and the ship dipped down, “Oh damn. Lyon-kun, can you hear me? One of the engines just stalled and may have combusted.”

      ( “Dammit. Eve, one of the engines just failed! We need your Snow magic!”)

      ( “I can stop the fire but you’re going to need to replace any pieces of the engine that failed.”)

      ( “Shit, I’m not as good with Static creations as Gray is.”)

      ( “Stop complaining and help!”)

      “Well that’s going to work out well.” Hibiki stared at the screen as the magical cannon at the front of Nirvana had reached an apex and was prepared to fire. He quickly started to press some buttons and charge up the Christina’s weapon as well, “Everyone, Nirvana has finished charging up and will probably fire at any second! We’ll be channeling residual power to the cannon and trying to divert the shot before it can fire!”

      “Oh crap! You people are crazy!”

      “I want off this hunk of death metal right now!”

      “Now I’m not sure what kind of effect Christina’s cannon will have while she’s in this state of disrepair, so we need to brace ourselves for the wors—”

      Nirvana’s magic swelled and the cannon fired. Its beam shot over the top of the trees and split them in half with the sheer force of its release. It flew straight towards the cat-shaped building in its path.

      “NOW!”

      Hibiki fired the ship’s cannon on reflex the moment he realized they didn’t have time to waste. The cannon at the bottom of the magical vehicle fired straight down into one of the legs of Nirvana. The sudden force of the attack while it was prone was hard enough to shake the entire magical weapon and the city on its back. Although it didn’t destroy the limb, it did send a shock through the machine that caused it to dip and lurch to the side.

      The beam it fired swerved off course as well, sliding upwards as it blasted a mountain range far in the distance and even decimated a few clouds in the sky. The cannon blast lasted for only a few more seconds until the mighty magical weapon of the Nirvit gradually faded away.

      Hibiki smiled despite the numerous red flashing warnings that came up i his peripheral after he had fired the shot. He placed his finger to his temple, “Everyone! Report! Are you okay?”

      ( “We’re fine! But the hull is cracking apart even further!”)

      ( “The cannon is totaled now so we can’t fire a second shot! Not like the Christina would be able to last another one anyway!”)

      “We’re still barely even in the air. And if we’re going to wreck if we fired another shot, then I guess we should keep that as a last resort.” Hibiki looked out towards the city on Nirvana’s back before closing his eyes and putting his fingers to his temple, “Everyone, can you hear me? Can anyone hear me?”

      ( “Hibiki?”)

      ( “Hibiki-San?”)

      ( “Are you flying in that barely cobbled together piece of debris up there?!”)

      “Erza-San, Wendy-chan, Carla-chan! I’m so glad to hear from you again!” Hibiki waited for more responses from their team, “Is there anyone else there with you? Where are Lucy-San and the boys?”

      ( “Lucy left with the others to check on Ichiya and Jura. They haven’t come back yet.”)

      “That’s concerning. What about—”

      ( “I’m here! Hibiki, was that you in the ship? If it was then you really saved our asses!”)

      “Naruto-San, glad to hear that you’re okay.”

      ( “Naruto’s reaching you?”)

      ( “Naruto-San is okay? Thank goodness! Does that mean he helped our guild?”)

      “Naruto-San, Wendy-chan is asking if her guild is okay?”

      ( “They won’t leave. I’ve tried to evacuate them but they’ve dug their heels in the ground and said they’re waiting for their punishment for the hand they had in making Nirvana. So if we want to save them, we have to stop this fucking thing!”)

      “Wendy-chan, your guild is safe but they haven’t moved yet. If we want to help your guild then we need to stop Nirvana entirely.”

      ( “Do you have any suggestions on how we do that? Because your giant ship just fired down on one of its legs and it’s already beginning to regenerate.”)

      “Yes, that’s the problem. Damage done to Nirvana is fixed almost immediately as a safety precaution.” Hibiki concentrated and uploaded the image of Nirvana’s defense diagram over the Archive for everyone to see, “In each one of the legs is a Lacrima that absorbs magical power from the ground and the surrounding environment. That’s why any and all damage Nirvana takes, even to its weakest points, will regenerate and fix itself in a manner of moments.”

      ( “So we need to destroy these Lacrima?”)

      “Yes but it won’t work alone! Any Lacrima that is destroyed will be immediately reconstructed with the help of the others legs. In order to destroy Nirvana, we need to destroy all six Lacrima at the same time!”

      ( “Hibiki, how do you know all this?”)

      “While I was resting in the safe zone I used every moment I had outside of contacting each of you to research Nirvana. With every tidbit of information we gained I had a better detail of what we needed to search for. And I found what we needed in a database taken from the Magic Tower. It was a record taken over 400 years ago of Nirvana and its faculties. It listed its dimensions, the Lacrima, and its last known location.”

      ( “Could that be where the Oración Seis discovered it?”)

      “I would have to think so.” Hibiki smiled, “But this is just the stroke of fortune we need! If we can destroy all six Lacrima at the same time then we can destroy Nirvana! But we won’t have long to utilize this opportunity. Nirvana is already charging up for another blast and the Christina can’t get the energy to fire its cannon again. You all down there need to end this here and now.”

      ( “I’m already on my way back! I’ll be there soon!”)

      “Naruto-San is returning to Nirvana as we speak.”

      ( “Good. Then as long as Natsu hasn’t run off too eagerly then we should be able to coordinate this properly.”)

      Hibiki nodded in agreement even though he knew the act wouldn’t be seen. As he waited for some kind of response from Natsu or the other he realized they still hadn’t responded. The handsome Pegasus Mage put his finger to his head, “Natsu-kun, can you hear me? Are you ready to help with the plan?”

      He waited still but got no response.

      “Natsu-kun? Gray-kun? Lucy-San?” When none of the Fairies answered he started to worry, “Aniki? Jura-San? Anyone? Please—”

      ( “If you’re waiting for the gnats to answer, then stop wasting your breath. I put them down for good.”)

      Hibiki’s eyes widened in horror as he realized the unfamiliar voice wasn’t just responding to him but broadcasting themselves over Archive. He narrowed his eyes, “Who are you?”

      ( “My name is Zero, true master of Oración Seis and Brain’s trump card against failure. I located all your little friends earlier and have beaten them down. And then I beat them again and again and again. Honestly I lost track because I was having so much fun.”)

      ( “You fucker!”)

      ( “Bastard!”)

      ( “Oh no!”)

      ( “I was quite surprised to find there was someone else other than Brain that uses Archive magic. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised you were able to discover the same details of Nirvana as Brain was. You were right by the way; destroying all six Lacrima at the same time should be able to stop Nirvana in its tracks. However there is one glaring weakness to your plan that you can’t hope to fix.”)

      ( “Which would be what exactly?”)

      ( “I’m standing with one of these Lacrima. And if any one of you were to come down here to try and destroy it, I’ll kill you, destroy your body, and erase you from existence. And then I’ll kill the next one of you. And the next one. And the Nirvit will already have been destroyed by then.”)

      ( “Yeah, we’ll see about that asshole! Give us a few seconds and we’ll put you in your place before crushing your dreams around you!”)

      ( “I look forward to that. I hope to see one of you soon.”)

      Zero cut off the connection and left them hanging. Hibiki sweated, “Right now we only have Erza-San, Wendy-chan, and Carla-chan in the city that can execute the plan. Naruto-San is running over but I’m not sure if he’ll get here in time before Nirvana is finished charging.”

      ( “I’ll get there!”)

      “But even if you do, we won’t have enough people to attack all the Lacrima at the same time.” Hibiki fretted and started typing on the console, “W-We could try bringing the Christina in closer to the city and drop someone off. I’m not sure if she’ll still be able to function if we offer up two people to help but compared to the alternative—”

      ( “Hibiki.”)

      “Erza-San?”

      ( “Can you open up the channel for all of us to speak to each other?”)

      “I can.” He nodded, “It’ll take some concentration because Archive isn’t at effective with communication as Telepathy would be, but it should be possible.”

      ( “Please do it.”)

      Hibiki focused, trying to widen the range between the people he was linked with so he wasn’t just the main hub but a connector for everyone, “I think that should do it.”

      ( “I know you all can hear me. That man said he destroyed you but I know you all. This would never be enough to stop you. We need you now so answer us.”)

      ( “I-I can’t thank you all enough for trying to help my guild. I wish there was more I could do to show my gratitude. Even if it takes the rest of my life then I will repay you. So please, please help us now.”)

      ( “Male cat, I doubt you’d be dealt with so easily.”)

      ( “You’d be disappointing Ultear if you were taken out just like that, Gray. And Jura-San, you’re one of the most extraordinary people I’ve ever met.”)

      ( “Come now blondie, I thought you were supposed to be scrappy and tough like the rest of your Fairy friends.”)

      “Aniki, please stand up. Please answer us!”

      …

      ( “Dammit guys! Can you just answer us already?!”)

      ( “WE HEARD YOU!”)

    
    

    
      “Dammit it you’re so loud! It’s like having an alarm in my brain that won’t stop bothering me!” Natsu groaned, lifting his beaten and broken body up and spitting out some residual blood in his mouth as he snarled, “How could I possibly sleep when I have to hear all this?”

      “We’re up.” Gray panted, clutching his cracked ribs as he looked up. Ichiya had already pulled out a vial of perfume that eased their pain and injuries as he lifted himself up. The Pegasus Mage was limping over to Jura’s side as the Wizard Saint was still unconscious even now, “Most of us at least.”

      ( “Who’s still down?”)

      “Jura-San and Hoteye were beaten down pretty badly. They still aren’t waking up.” Lucy whimpered, struggling to take a full breath as she rested on her knees, “Midnight was also beaten within an inch of his life. And Kichiyo—”

      “THAT WAS CLOSE!” The golem loudly exclaimed despite not having a body as his cracked and broken helmet was placed down besides Jura’s unconscious body, “THAT PALE GUY WAS A TOTAL ASSHOLE! NEARLY DESTROYED US!”

      “Is fine, thank goodness.”

      “So we need to attack these Lacrima, right?” Happy asked through the connection, one of his eyes swollen shut and so badly beaten he couldn’t even summon his Aera to lift himself up, “And at one of those spots is that jerk that attacked us?”

      “I’ll take 1.” Natsu growled through his teeth, “I’m gonna wreck that stupid Lacrima.”

      Gray stood up, stifled the cry of pain that nearly slipped out, and nodded, “I’m taking 2.”

      “3 for me, I guess.” Lucy whispered as she had her hand on the wall to keep herself standing.

      “I’m still standing!” Ichiya announced, “And I shall destroy 4 with the elegance and grace of a true Mage! MEN~!”

      ( “We can take 5 and 6 then.”)

      ( “If there’s anyone that can’t muster the power to destroy a Lacrima then let me know! I’ll be there soon!”)

      ( “You moron, we only have 17 minutes left to do this!”)

      ( “That’s plenty of time for me to get there! Just wait!”)

      ( “Okay everyone, we’ll keep the Christina afloat until the Lacrima are destroyed. If you need evacuation we’ll try and reach you as quickly as possible.”)

      “But what about Jura-San and the others?” Lucy asked, “Do we just leave them here or should one of us—”

      “JUST GO!” Kichiyo answered, the golem’s helmet resolutely answering his worried comrades, “JURA WOULD WANT YOU ALL TO HELP THE OTHERS AND FOCUS ON THE MISSION! HE CAN SURVIVE THIS NO PROBLEM! DON’T WORRY AND FINISH THIS!”

      “You heard him.” Natsu’s eyes narrowed with contempt and he started making his way to the first leg and the vile smelling man waiting inside, “Let’s do this.”

    
    

    
      “Natsu is going to fight Zero.”

      “Huh?” Wendy, Carla, and Jellal looked at Erza in surprise, “How do you know that?”

      “Natsu has the best sense of smell out of anyone I’ve ever met. If he’s going to the first leg then that’s where he sniffed Zero out to be.”

      “S-Should we help him?”

      “Natsu took that fight himself, so I trust him to handle it.” Erza said without hesitation or doubt, her trust in her old friend clear in her voice, ‘Besides, we have an important task we need to see through. Trust Natsu, and focus on destroying the Lacrima.’ She started walking away before looking back at her companions, “I’m heading off to the fourth leg. We need to trust in the others that they’ll be able to handle whatever issues they face and stop Nirvana before it’s too late. Just have faith and believe in each other.”

      Wendy silently watched Erza walk away with her head held high. Once more the idea of failure or not completing their objective didn’t even seem to register with the Fairy Mages and their comrades. Wendy wished she could have that kind of trust, not only in others but placed on herself as well.

      “Wendy?”

      “Huh?” She looked up as Jellal stared out in a different direction, “Yes?”

      “This… Natsu… that Erza was talking about. Is he a Dragon Slayer?”

      “Yes, he is. Natsu-San is a Fire Dragon Slayer, which means he can control, is immune to, and can even eat flames.” The young Cait Mage tilted her head, “Why do you ask Jellal?”

      “Because until a second ago I didn’t recognize that name. But now…” Jellal looked down at his hand and focused as a flash of golden flames wafted off his palm.

      “Jellal?”

      “Wendy,” Jellal knelt down in front of the Sky Dragon Slayer, “I’m sorry to impose something like this on you, but I can’t destroy the Lacrima in the sixth leg. So can I trust you to do it instead?”

      “What?!” Carla exclaimed in shock as Wendy looked at the blue-haired man in surprise, “What are you doing?! Wendy’s used up a ton of magic today and barely has enough to go by! Why can’t you handle this job?”

      “Because even though Erza might believe in him, I don’t think he can handle this Zero person by himself. I have a gut feeling that he needs help. So that’s what I’m going to do.” Jellal stood up, “Wendy, can you handle the Lacrima?”

      …

      “Yes. Yes I can.”

      “Wendy!”

      “Please go help Natsu-San. We’ll take care of the Lacrima and see the plan through.”

      “Thank you.”

      Jellal started in a sprint towards one of the legs as Carla looked up at Wendy in concern, “Are you sure this was the right decision? What about your magic?”

      “I’ll have to make due.” Wendy said assuredly as she looked down at her oldest friend, ‘This can’t just be something we rely on others for again, Carla. This is our guild. Our family. We have to help and protect them however we can.’ The young Dragon Slayer pumped her arms in order to amp herself up, “So I’ll help, even if it’s only this much.”

      Carla looked up at her charge in silence before sighing. The cat’s wings emerged from her back before she flew up and grabbed Wendy, “If you’re so sure then just focus on saving as much of your energy as possible. I’ll get us there.”

      Wendy smiled, “Thank you Carla.”

      “Well child, how can I possibly argue with you when you’re finally making choices with steel in your eyes?”

    
    

    
      They were so damn loud. Everything around him was so fucking loud it was killing him. Or that might just be his partially ruptured eardrums trying to readjust to everything around him.

      The moment he had awoken when the world suddenly titled after two massive cannons fired within seconds of each other, he had been trying to figure out what had happened.

      He had picked a fight with Titania and Jellal. He had them on the ropes. He poisoned them. And then that redhead bitch overwhelmed his sense of hearing with her damn swords. And before he could adjust she cut him down.

      And when he woke up Nirvana had nearly tilted over after that gaudy ship had fired on them. And he was now in a different part of the city, Cubellios having dragged him away from their foes in an effort to keep him safe.

      “Hssssssss.”

      His hand gently stroked the serpent that rested its head on his chest. His lifelong companion had stayed by his side and refused to abandon him even when he was unconscious. There were no words to describe how much he cared for Cubellios’ help at this moment.

      The damn fools of light were scheming and preparing to destroy Nirvana. But Zero stood in their way, and as long as that monster drew breath then there was no way they could hope to stop their dream.

      However there was another annoyance quickly making his way over, and Cobra had a feeling that he would only throw more of a wrench into this situation.

      With a sigh he reached into his raggedy coat’s pocket and drew out his flask. He looked at the snake-themed container and gently shook it as its contents sloshed around inside.

      Well… he could use the pick up now more than ever.

    
    

    
      “Well, I guess you’re the unfortunate soul. I know I should pity you but I really can’t find myself being able to spare you the thought.”

      “Right, because I totally didn’t pick this place to kick your ass.”

      Natsu and Zero faced each other down, the Dragon Slayer smirking and trying to ignore the pain in his body as Zero smiled mirhlessly. The two men stood across from each other in silence…

      14 minutes.

      “Fire Dragon’s Roar!”

      Natsu blew a pillar of fire out of his mouth and directly towards Zero. The albino man laughed and whipped his hands around, shredding through the fire with his whips of Darkness. The moment Natsu’s attack was obliterated, the vicious man clasped his hands together and thrusted out, “Dark Capriccio!”

      A beam of Darkness magic lunged out of Zero’s hands and Natsu had to jump further into the room to avoid the attack. He landed and twisted around in time to see Zero’s beam had swerved off path and was chasing after him. The injured Fairy Mage did his best to dodge and weave around the persistent beam but realized it wasn’t letting up.

      “RAH!”

      Instead of dodging, Natsu dug his feet in and punched Zero attack head-on with a flaming fist. The Fairy Mage pushed back and screamed at the top of his lungs as the Dark Capriccio started to tear and grind into his fist. But refusing to give up, Natsu roared at the top of his lungs and destroyed the attack once and for all.

      Only for Zero to rush in during the reprieve and slip into Natsu’s guard. The Dragon Slayer quickly blocked Zero’s first punch, the fist crashing and crunching against Natsu’s forearms as he was nearly knocked off his feet. Zero rushed in again and started exchanging punches and blows with the young Fairy Mage. Their punches, elbows, and kicks clashed and landed against each other in a furious exchange of blows.

      “HAHAHA!” Zero landed a heavy punch against Natsu’s cheek that echoed across the chamber and sent him tumbling into the ground. The larger man cackled and puffed out his chest, “Oh yes! More! I need more of this! I want to see you struggle even further until I truly break you apart!”

      “Yeah, laugh it up asshole.” Natsu snarled as he punched the ground and started to lift himself up, “I’m gonna love to hear what you say when I knock your damn teeth out!”

      “That’s the spirit!” Zero cheered and clenched his fists, “There’s not nearly enough enjoyment in this unless I get to crush your spirit as well!”

      Natsu snarled and lurched forward to attack—

      Only to be blasted off his feet as a golden blast of magic energy knocked him away.

      Zero looked down at the Fairy in confusion before turning back to the entrance of the chamber. At the entrance of the room he spotted Jellal standing over them with his hand outstretched, “Oh, Brain’s little protégé? Did you finally regain your memories?”

      “No. I still don’t remember everything.”

      “Then what are you doing? If you’re trying to appease me in hopes of avoiding mine and Nirvana’s wrath, then you’re just wasting your time. I’m still going to destroy you and everything else in my path once I’m done here.”

      “JELLAL! YOU BASTARD!” Natsu roared with spite and anger as he remained engulfed in the golden glow of the magic he had been attacked with, “What the fuck are you doing here?!”

      “Putting my faith in you, Natsu Dragneel.” Jellal held out his hand and summoned a shimmering golden flame, “Erza said we should trust in you, so I trust you with this power.”

      Jellal couldn’t remember much, but when he heard the name Natsu he was reminded of some great, unparalleled power that Dragon Slayers had. When they were blessed with a piece of their attribute that was especially strong and filled with magic, they experienced a level of growth and power that could not be rivaled. Something they could rely on in their most dire hour.

      Dragon Force.

    
    

    
      “Running out of time! Come on! Come on!”

      Naruto sprinted across the treetops again, but this time rushing towards the giant magical weapon instead of keeping ahead of it. In the corner of his eye he couldn’t help but notice the magic swelling up inside of the cannon. Even though he knew the timer in his head still had over ten minutes on it before it fired again, it was unsettling to see that cannon grow closer and closer to firing.

      With one last mighty leap Naruto cleared the last of the distance needed and landed on the closest leg. He immediately started running up it, his chakra keeping him connected to the stone as he charged up it towards the city above. If he knew Natsu then his friend was probably fighting Zero right now. So if he handled that fight, then he could head over to help Lucy or Gray or Ichiya to—

      “Poison Dragon’s Fang Thrust!”

      Naruto looked up in time to see a cloud of Poison magic formed into a claw that nearly crashed into him. He leapt back and slid to a stop before he looked up to the sky.

      Cobra was flying overhead on the back of Cubellios just over the leg of Nirvana. The injured Dark Mage was clutching his chest tightly, holding onto the cross cut that marred both his torso and coat. He was panting heavily and looked like he was struggling just to stand up.

      The injured Dark Mage growled, “You’re not taking another step onto this thing.”

      Naruto stared up at the Dark Mage and looked him over once. He gave a small chuckle that immediately irritated Cobra, “Erza get to you first?”

      “That bitch is crazy.”

      “That’s why you probably shouldn’t have pissed her off by poisoning her.”

      “I realize I should have just killed her.”

      “You would’ve had a harder time doing that.” Naruto started walking towards the city again, “Stay out of my way.”

      Cobra jumped off of Cubellios and stood between Naruto and the rest of Nirvana. The moment he landed the Dragon Slayer nearly doubled over, having a violent coughing fit and holding his injuries tightly in pain. Even so the burgundy-haired man flared up at the blond, “I’m not letting you interfere with our dream anymore.”

      “You’re hurt. You’re beaten. You’re just pushing yourself on fumes at this point.” Today had taken its toll not just on his friends but on his enemies as well. They were all exhausted from the day full of battle and fighting, “You already went down once, man. Don’t make me put you down again.”

      “I’d—” Cobra coughed and then smirked, “I’d like to see you try.”

      “I’d like to see you say that again without flinching in pain.”

      The two injured men stood across from each other, the wind from their heightened elevation running over them as the light of Nirvana’s cannon steadily grew brighter.

      Cobra hung his head and laughed, “You have a Dragon Slayer buddy, right? That obnoxiously loud little asshole with the bright pink hair?” He asked and Naruto only narrowed his eyes in response, “Yeah, that’s the one. So has he told you what it’s like being a Dragon Slayer?”

      “I had a Lacrima implanted in me so I wasn’t trained to be one, so it was jarring when things changed.” Cobra reached into his pocket, ‘I could taste everything better, smell everything better, and sometimes when I get on moving vehicles I can’t help but stumble because I can’t quite even myself. And poison,’ He whistled and laughed, “Man, I cant begin to describe to you how tasty poison is. I definitely recommend it. But the most interesting thing about being a Dragon Slayer… is what happens when we have an overpowered helping of our attribute.”

      “Now… have you ever heard of a basilisk?” Cobra asked as he withdrew the metal flask from his jacket pocket, showing off the snake-themed container for his foe to see. He unscrewed the top and sloshed it around before smirking, “You’re gonna like this.”

      Cobra upended the flask and poured the dark green poison down his gullet. He struggled to swallow the contents and shut his eyes—

      Naruto dashed in and kicked Cobra in the chest. He sent the Dark Mage flying across Nirvana’s leg as his flask tumbled down into the forest below. The Pillar dropped on his back as Naruto glared down at him, “I said to stay out of my way! If you know what’s good for you, just stay down and—”

      This time it was Naruto’s head that suddenly shot up, a sharp strike to his chin that knocked his head back violently. Before he had a chance to readjust he felt his collar get grabbed and had his whole world flipped around. He slammed down into the leg, his back cracking the stone of the magical weapon as spittle flew out of his mouth.

      Naruto tried to catch his breath and figure out what happened before he looked up. Cobra was standing over him, purple scales running all the way up to his face and with a poison aura wafting off his body. His hands had become like dragon talons and his eyes had gone white from the sudden increase in power, “What I was trying to tell you was that when we Dragon Slayers get a substantial boost in power, we reach Dragon Force. And when we’re like this… you have no chance.”

      Cobra knelt down and clamped his hand around Naruto’s neck. The whiskered blond gagged and moaned in pain as he felt the Dark Mage’s poison start to seep and settle through his throat, “I told you I wasn’t going to let you interfere.” Cobra sneered over him, his earlier pain and fatigue now forgotten with the great enhancement to his power. The Pillar squeezed down even harder on the Fairy’s throat as he gagged in response, “Any last words?”

      “I-I… f… his…”

      “Sorry, couldn’t quite hear you. What was that?”

      Naruto’s hand swung in and grabbed Cobra’s wrist. He squeezed down and slowly started to force the dragon’s talons away as the Dark Mage looked down at him in surprise.

      “I said…”

      Naruto opened his eyes and looked up at his foe, his clear blue eye now blood red and the whiskers on his cheeks becoming rough and scratchy.

      “I’m getting sick of this.”

    
    

    
      Done

      Let’s get ready to RUMBBBBBBLLLLLEEEEEEEEEE!

      We’ve got Zero facing Natsu’s Dragon Force while Cobra’s Dragon Force squares up with Naruto with Kurama’s chakra influence. You know things are about to get wild!

      If I keep at this pace, I might just finish this arc before the end of the year! Fingers crossed!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    61. Choque de Poder

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 61: Choque de poder

      Merry Christmas and Happy Holidays!

    
    

    
      The countdown was approaching until Nirvana fired again. And once the Nirvit were disposed of and all the little brats of the light were killed, then they would finally be able to travel the world and do whatever they wanted.

      When Klodoa had his chance, he was going to find the most selfish, vile, evil piece of filth human he could find in great condition and use Nirvana to turn him into a saint. And once his target was selfless and kind, Klodoa would ask them to offer their body to him so that he may inhabit a real human. And of course once they agreed and his consciousness entered a flesh and bone body of his own, he would start to have fun.

      A splurge of sin and pleasure through a host of men and women who offered their bodies to him freely? Perhaps he could indulge in some of that same destructive tendency Brain repressed into Zero and just wreak havoc? The choices were vast and boundless once he achieved his dream of being human and had the whole world to control in the palm of his hand.

      And all he had to do now was wait. He was poised to strike and ambush any dumb, injured fool that walked into the chamber and tried to destroy the Lacrima. If one of them limped in then he’d attack, knock them down, and laugh mockingly as their hope and strength faded into—

      Klodoa saw a flash of metal in his field of vision for an instant. And in the next moment a sword pierced through the skull of the sentient staff and destroyed it.

      Erza watched the broken pieces of the strange staff rain down by her feet as she tilted her head, “Hm, ugly-looking thing to have in a place like this.” She stepped over the pieces of the staff and faced the Lacrima of Nirvana’s fifth leg. It was a massive, powerful magical sphere imbedded into the center of the chamber and feeding magical power into the leg.

      It looked mighty but Erza knew she could destroy it with a single strike if she had the right weapons. But it wasn’t a matter of being able to destroy the vital Lacrima. It was a matter of destroying it at the crucial moment when it mattered most.

      The timer Hibiki left in their heads ticked away with every second as the moment drew closer and closer. She was ready for the task on her end, but she couldn’t make sure of everyone else while Hibiki’s magic was so low. They were all exhausted and most of them were injured gravely from all the fighting. Who knows if anyone in their position would be able to keeping soldiering on if their bodies were as damaged as theirs.

      And Zero. Natsu was facing him right now as she stood here. If she hurried, equipping her fastest armor and maneuvering over the city blocks and broken homes between them, she could reach the first leg and help her friend in his battle. The question was that if she did do that, would they finish in time for her to get back here and destroy the Lacrima?

      No. She couldn’t risk it. Not something this important.

      The armored Mage summoned a sword to hand and stabbed it into the ground as she stood with her hands locked over the hilt. She trusted her friends. She trusted her comrades. She believed that they would complete their objectives, so she had to show the same resolve and complete hers.

      And once this was done… she was going to take the longest, hottest bath in the whole damn world. And a nap too. Oh, she was looking forward to getting back home.

    
    

    
      “You?” Natsu repeated the words Jellal said to them over and over again as his felt his rage boil, “You want to help me?”

      “What is it about today that turns all my prospective allies to failures and traitors?” Zero questioned aloud as he looked down and gently tapped his boot against the ground, “Is Nirvana having some unfortunate side-effect? Are the planets aligned making all of you a royal pain in my ass?”

      “Yes, Natsu, you heard me.” Jellal nodded, “I want to—”

      A pink and gold blur flashed past Zero and punched Jellal across the cheek. The former Wizard Saint tumbled to the floor as Natsu towered over him and yanked him up with a grip around his collar, “What the hell are you thinking?! You think I’d take your help?! After everything you did to Erza and Naruto and your friends?!”

      “I know,” Jellal said through his bruised, swelling cheek as the Dragon Slayer’s intensity started to turn into heat around him, “I know what I did can’t be forgiven, but that’s not what matters now.”

      “What do you mean it doesn’t matter?! Of course it matters what happened to them!”

      “Yes, but forgiveness isn’t what’s important!” Jellal exclaimed back at the Dragon Slayer, “I’m not trying to help so that you’ll forgive me for what I did! That’s not what matters! But if I can stop this tragedy from getting any worse than — LOOK OUT!”

      Jellal grabbed Natsu’s shoulder, pulling him down to the side as Zero’s attack pierced through the air. It hit Jellal’s shoulder and scored a deep gouge on his skin that the blue-haired man weathered. Jellal dropped down to his side and hissed in pain as Natsu sat up, looking down at his former enemy in surprise as the gouge in his shoulder seeped blood into his clothing.

      “I know what it takes now. To find forgiveness and redemption. It’s something Erza told me.” Jellal whispered with a weak chuckle as Natsu looked down at him, “She said that I need to atone. To suffer. To make right what I made wrong. Hehe, somehow, it sounds almost easy when she says it.”

      “Erza said that to you?” Natsu questioned, “You… you really don’t remember what happened?”

      “I don’t remember, but I’ve been told. I know what I’ve done is terrible and can’t be forgiven. But that doesn’t mean I can’t try to make things better.” Jellal held his hand out and summoned a glistening golden flame into his hands, the bright fire reflecting in the Dragon Slayer’s eyes, “Natsu, my sins are too great and numerous for me to handle alone. Nirvana is another one that could snowball out of control if we don’t stop it. So please… take this power… and help settle some of my evils.”

      …

      Natsu grabbed the flame and crushed it in his hand. The golden illumination started to run over his arm and cover his entire body as it was drawn into his mouth. The Dragon Slayer greedily sucked it up and partook of his meal without hesitation as power started to well up inside him. Golden flames started leaking off his body as patches of skin started to harden and become scales.

      “I said I would crush this guy and stop this fucking thing as a Mage of Fairy Tail, and in order to do that we’ll do anything. Including accepting burdens and sins to get the job done. So you sit there and rest up, Jellal.” Natsu stepped up to the edge and glared down at the smirking Zero, “I’ll make sure your sacrifice isn’t wasted.”

      Zero stared up at his foe, magical power rising and overwhelming as the boy achieved Dragon Force before his eyes. The Dark Mage snickered with glee, “Oh wonderful, some resistance to enjoy before the end.”

    
    

    
      Gray limped through the hallway and cradled his side, pushing through the pain and exhaustion to make his way to the Lacrima he was tasked with destroying. His coughs were ragged and even felt a little wet, which he was sure could be attributed to the stinging pain from his ribs. That dumb pale-haired bastard really did a number on them and nothing would make Gray happier than to deliver some well deserved retribution on that creepy albino fuck…

      But Natsu seemed to have taken the initiative and was going to teach the prick a lesson instead.

      Gray came into the chamber and looked up at the giant spotless crystal that would be their target. He closed his eyes and focused on the timer in his mind. The Maker Mage looked over at the wall, wrestled with the idea of leaning back and taking a break until he needed to act, and then realized that if he relaxed even a little bit he might pass out from his injuries.

      Instead, the half-naked Fairy Mage stood up tall and glared at the Lacrima as he whispered, “Hurry up and finish that guy off, flamebrain.”

    
    

    
      Cobra had consumed the lethal poison of the mythical, extremely powerful basilisk. A single drop of it would be enough to poison any large animal or monster. The amount he drank could probably run through a town like the plague. It had supercharged his injured and beaten body and now he was swelling with power from his Dragon Force.

      Which only made it even stranger that the beaten, poisoned blond beneath him was still able to fight back.

      “Grrr.” Naruto snarled through gritted teeth as he pushed back against the Dark Mage over him and squeezed down on the wrist in his grasp. Even as the poison spreading over his hand infected him more the longer he held it, Naruto just kept increasing the pressure on Cobra’s wrist.

      “HA!”

      Cobra reacted by punching at Naruto’s head. The Fairy Mage lurched forward, meeting the scaly knuckles of the Dragon Slayer’s fist with his forehead. The impact between them carried out like a loud boom before the two were forced to separate. Cobra jumped back as Naruto flipped away and slid to a stop. The S-Class Fairy glared his foe down as a thin line of blood trickled down from his forehead.

      Cobra looked down at his fist before cracking his knuckles, “You changed somehow.”

      “You’re one to talk.” Naruto seethed back as he wiped his face. Even as he tried to focus on the fight, he couldn’t help but marvel at just how sharp his senses were and how suddenly reinvigorated he felt. The lightest of his injuries were no longer burdening him and he felt like he could keep fighting even though just minutes before he was struggling against the fatigue.

      But this wasn’t a new feeling. It was rare and still felt strange but Naruto had felt this swell of power a few times before. It was Kurama’s chakra. His influence seeping through the bars and seals to invigorate him with a rush of power. He felt it many times when he was an adolescent. It was something he felt rush through him when he fought Jellal for the first time years ago. And in the most extreme case when it took over his body and mind during the conflict with Phantom Lord.

      But he was in control now. Now that it was no longer sectioned off and it didn’t have a grasp on his body with his arm, could he use this power in the worst-case scenario? He wasn’t doing it consciously, so his body was obviously reacting to the extreme exhaustion, pain, and poison now traveling in his system.

      It was a boost he had no control over and couldn’t guarantee how long it would last. So… he had to make it worthwhile.

      “HA!” Naruto launched forward, leaving an imprint of his foot in the stone as he disappeared in a dash. Cobra ducked aside, the whiskered blond sailing over him with a kick ready to take off his head. The blond quickly turned and skidded to a stop as he looked up.

      Cobra was rushing towards him with a feral grin on his face and poison wafting off his hands. The two men met in the middle, parrying and blocking every strike the other had to make. Naruto roared with unstoppable anger as his jabs, hooks, and swinging elbows tried to crack Cobra’s smile off his face. The burgundy-haired Dark Mage just grinned and swiped for Naruto’s face to try and claw his eyes out.

      Naruto kicked for Cobra’s legs but the Pillar raised his foot and blocked the kick before it could hit. But with that move Naruto took a chance, lurching forward and tackling Cobra to the ground. He circled around the Dark Mage’s back and wrapped his arms around his throat, tightening his grip as he tried to choke the Dragon Slayer unconscious.

      Cobra gagged and hissed as the pressure on his throat was so tight he couldn’t breathe anymore. But before he could start blacking out, Cobra reached up and grabbed the arm coiled around his neck. His talons dug into flesh, rending into the muscle and spreading a terrible discoloration over the skin. Naruto weathered the pain as long as he could but as a steam started to rise up with the dark purple blotches in his arms, he finally relented and pulled his arm back.

      Cobra leapt off the ground and away from Naruto before he could recover. The blond hissed and cradled his arm tightly, feeling the gouges into his arm and the poison spreading out from each of them. The Fairy Mage snarled through his teeth with anger and slowly stood up as he glared Cobra down.

      The Dark Mage watched Naruto stand back up with a look of confusion and utter bewilderment. His usual Poison should have been enough to start wearing down an opponent after a few hits, the poison spreading through their bodies and partially shutting down their system. In his Dragon Force form, his magic was several times stronger and so were the effects of his poisons. They should have left any normal person writhing in agony as their body shut down.

      So how was this blond bastard still moving like normal?

      Cobra narrowed his eyes and focused his Sound magic, ignoring the pulsating pain in his ear canals when he did so after the injuries he received earlier. When he did he could hear the sizzle from Naruto’s body as something counteracted and fought back against the poison spreading in his bloodstream.

      Cobra scoffed, “Oh, that’s impressive. So your body has something of a natural counter to poisons while you’re like this, huh?”

      “It does?”

      “You didn’t — anyway,” Cobra shook his head, “It’s rather slow and careful, but your body’s enzymes and natural defenses are fighting back against my Poison. It’s steady but with enough time you might be able to neutralize everything. Or at least weaken the effects so they aren’t life-threatening. So I guess the only choice I’ve got…”

      Cobra rushed forward in a mad sprint and leapt up, sailing straight towards Naruto with his knee raised up to strike. The Fairy raised his guard as the dragon’s knee slammed into his arms and sent a rush of air around them from the impact. Naruto hissed in pain as he felt the spot Cobra touch start to burn and ache. He looked up at the Dark Mage who smiled with delight…

      “Is to see if your little poison counter has a limit by stress testing it, right?”

      Naruto whipped his arms out and forced Cobra back through the air. The Dragon Slayer spun around to face him again and took a deep breath, “Poison Dragon’s Roar!”

      A massive cloud of poison gas shot out from his mouth and towards Naruto. The whiskered blond jumped back but the cloud was gaining quickly and threatened to envelop him entirely. So he quickly gathered Wind around his hands and started swiping at the air, blowing some of the poison away in its path.

      Naruto’s head whipped aside violently as Cobra rushed in and punched him across the cheek. The blond grunted in pain before snarling and twisting around to punch at Cobra. The Dark Mage ducked under Naruto’s fist and buried his elbow into the Fairy Mage’s sternum. As he doubled over, Cobra lurched back up and hit the blond with an uppercut that knocked his head back entirely.

      As the blond Fairy fell to the ground, Cobra leapt on him to deal the finishing blow. But Naruto held up his hands and channeled a might burst of wind that knocked Cobra back through the air. The blond lifted himself up and jumped after him. Slamming into the Pillar’s chest, Naruto turned them both in the air before they came back down towards the leg of Nirvana. Cobra tried to pry himself free—

      As Naruto started to channel a massive vortex of wind at his feet.

    
    

    
      “Come on Lucy, we’re almost there. I see the chamber where that thing is supposed to be.”

      “Y-Yeah,” The Celestial Mage murmured as she walked along after Happy, one hand pressed against the wall to keep her steady as she took her time reaching her destination. Lucy slowly walked to the Lacrima, her vision momentarily blurring every few minutes as even the figure of Happy turned into a blue blob in her eyesight.

      Happy looked back at her with worry as he noticed her pained, struggling expression in just trying to keep up with him. The blue cat turned back to her, “Lucy, are you okay?”

      “I-I’ll be fine.” Lucy whispered unconvincingly as she reached her hand out to the wall. It slipped against the smooth rock and she toppled to the ground in a pained heap, “Agh!”

      “Lucy!” Happy cried out in fright as he ran back over to his gasping friend writhing in pain, “W-What’s wrong?! It’s your injuries, isn’t it? They’re worse than you said!”

      “H-Happy!” Lucy exclaimed, trying to stop him from panicking but with the raising of her voice she started to cough in pain. The strenuous act caused her coughs to devolve into soft sobs as she tried to catch her breath. The bruised and beaten blonde Mage looked up at the blue cat with tears pricking her eyes, “C-Can you do any kind of attack? Do you still have any magic left?”

      “B-Barely any.” Happy whispered, “If I push with everything I got I think I could use up my magic to hit Mach speed, but as far as an attack goes—”

      “Can you fly with me when you do it? If we hit it together,” Lucy craned her head back to look up at the Lacrima, “Maybe we could break it.”

      Happy looked horrified, “Lucy, if we try to break it like that when you’re in this state, you’d just be hurting yourself so badly you’d risk your life.”

      “Happy, I don’t know what else to do.” Lucy confessed in shame as she struggled to lift herself up. She only got up to her knees before she had to pause. The Fairy rookie lowered her head as tears started filling her eyes, “Dammit, l-I said I’d help and I have to! We all promised we’d break these Lacrimas together and I can’t fail the others!”

      “Lucy—”

      “I don’t want to be the burden!” She cried, “I don’t want to be the reason we fail!”

      “Then can I help?”

      Lucy and Happy looked up at the voice over them and were greeted with…

      Another Lucy. Clean and energetic and smiling and totally uninjured.

      “AH! DOPPLEGANGER!” Happy screamed in horror, “Kill her not me!”

      “Shut up Happy!” Lucy yelled before looking up at her sudden clone, “Is that… Gemini?”

      “Yep!” The new Lucy popped into a cloud and reappeared as two tiny identical spirits the same size as Happy. They landed on the ground and happily waved their little stumpy hands, “If you want we can help you!”

      “Huh?” Lucy let out unceremoniously, not understanding at all what she was hearing. She reached into her pocket and pulled out Gemini’s golden key before looking at the spirit, “B-But we don’t have a contract. And you’re Angel’s spirit too!”

      “Yeah, and we were fighting earlier weren’t we?” Happy added in confusion.

      “You protected and saved our contract wielder despite you being enemies. And since you helped her, we thought we owed you for the assist.” The twins disappeared into a pop of smoke before Lucy reappeared. The new Lucy knelt down and helped the original stand back up on her feet, “So would you like our help?”

      Lucy looked at Gemini in shock and disbelief. And then suddenly she stepped in and hugged the Celestial Spirit as tightly as possible. Gemini looked at the side of Lucy’s head in surprise before patting her back, “It’s okay.”

      “Thank you so much!”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “This is cute.” Happy whispered, “It’s also kinda weird, but really sweet too.”

    
    

    
      Natsu gathered flames into his palms and interlocked his hands together before thrusting out, “Fire Dragon’s Brilliant Flame!”

      Zero weaved his hands together and formed a makeshift barrier of Darkness that took the brunt of the massive fire attack. Flames burst up and spread over the chamber as Zero weathered the attack with a maniacal grin. The Oración Seis master tensed his arms and increased the strength of his magic, canceling the Dragon Slayer’s attack and charging through the empty space towards the Fairy Mage. Zero quickly rushed in and punched Natsu across the face.

      The older man gagged as the golden Dragon Slayer had buried his fist between Zero’s ribs when he was close. The two men glared at each other before landing another set of punches on each other that knocked them back.

      Zero slid to a stop, “Zero Slash!”

      Natsu leapt over the whip of Darkness magic that carved its way through everything it touched. The Dragon Slayer descended upon the Dark Mage and coated his arms in fire, “Fire Dragon’s Wing Attack!” The massive wave of flames nearly enveloped Zero entirely but the large man quickly leapt up and fired a barrage of magic at point blank range. Natsu screamed in pain as he was overwhelmed by the volley.

      Zero laughed with condescending delight as he kept up the assault with glee. But through his barrage Natsu charged in, tanking all the magical blasts that pelted his body as he drew closer and dug his fist into Zero’s cheek. The Dark Mage was sent flying as the Dragon Slayer dropped to his knees and tried to catch his breath.

      Zero landed on his feet and wiped his chin before scoffing, “I guess even with the enhanced power of the Dragon Force, there’s not much you can do about all the pain and damage you’ve suffered already, is there?” Natsu glared at him as Zero licked his lips and swallowed the blood in his mouth. He squared his shoulders and chuckled, “Any further and you’ll probably break before I get to have my chance.”

      “We’ll see who breaks first,” Natsu braced himself and charged at Zero, “BASTARD—”

      The ceiling above their heads suddenly cracked and fell in over them. They looked up in surprise and jumped before they could be crushed by the debris. From the ceiling Naruto and Cobra came dropping down while wrestling with each other. Cobra twisted in the air and slammed Naruto into the ground when they landed.

      Naruto kicked Cobra in the gut and sent the Dark Mage across the room before he could get another attack off. The blond started picking himself up—

      “Naruto?”

      He looked up, “Natsu?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I was coming up the leg to help with the Lacrima before that asshole cut me off. We started fighting and I sent us crashing through the rock. I guess we ended up here.”

      “Why is your eye red and your whiskers scratchier than normal?”

      “They are?” Naruto touched his face in surprise before looking at the Dragon Slayer, “Did you notice you have scales on your face?”

      “I do?” Matching Naruto’s surprise, Natsu started touching his face and felt the patches of skin that were coarser and scaly. The two men then looked at each other and shrugged, “Worry about it later?”

      “Yeah.” Naruto agreed and stood back up by Natsu’s side, “How are things on your side?”

      “About how you’d expect.”

      “Cobra,” The Poison Dragon Slayer lifted himself up with a baleful glare towards Zero, “You’re still running around? I’m surprised to see you here, and I’m also surprised that you resorted to using your basilisk poison—”

      “FUCKER!” Cobra swiped at Zero with a palm covered in Poison that forced the older man to dodge. Cobra stumbled for an instant before slamming his boot down and snarling at his former leader, “I heard what you said! Making the workload easier to handle?! A means to an end?! Loose ties you just had to cut off!”

      “Well was I wrong?”

      “I’m going to take Nirvana from you after I’m done here!” Cobra growled, “You never deserved our help.”

      “Oh come now, Brain gave you all everything you needed. A home. Food. The magic to make you strong. What’s so wrong about that?”

      “YOU FUCKING ADMITTED TO USING US LIKE TOOLS!”

      “And do you think any of them will believe you?” Zero asked, ‘Do you think Midnight would believe and side with you over Brain?’ Cobra continued to glare with murderous intent but remained silent. The white-haired man scoffed, “See? If you don’t believe they’ll listen to you, then they must really prefer what Brain had to offer them than you did.”

      “I swear—”

      “You know this wouldn’t have happened if you and the others had just worked a little harder. I’ll admit these Mages are tougher than expected, but they shouldn’t have been toying around and playing with their enemies so much. I mean you were carrying your poison around this whole time and you chose to only use it now. After you were beaten and defeated. If you want to blame anyone… blame yourself.”

      “You piece of—”

      “Ah!” Zero held up his hand and then pointed to the side, “Instead of arguing with me, why don’t we handle the immediate problem with these little bugs…” Naruto and Natsu narrowed their eyes, “And then you and I can settle our argument later. How’s that for a plan?”

      Cobra took sharp, snarling breaths through his teeth as he tried to control his anger. As he was able to reclaim some level of calmness, he looked over to the Fairies instead. He turned and covered his hands in his magic, “First we kill them, and then I kill you.”

      “I’ll be happy to destroy you after.”

      As Zero and Cobra slowly started to walk forward, Natsu and Naruto looked up at the Lacrima. The timer in their heads noting that they now had less than five minutes to prepare for the coordinated attack. The two men looked at each other before nodding.

      They slowly started to walk forward to meet the two Dark Mages.

      And then they started to pick up speed.

      Before, finally, they were charging at each other… their roars echoing through the room as the four men met head-on to decide the fate of Nirvana.

    
    

    
      “Men! Men! MEEEENNNNNNNNN!” Ichiya flexed as time started counting down, “MEEEEEEEEEEEEENNNNNNNNNNNN!”

      He needed to psyche himself up.

    
    

    
      Jellal watched in stunned silence at the spectacle unfolding before his eyes. He was certain that if he still had his memories and all his experiences with magic, he’d be more accustomed to battles of such high caliber like this. His only comparison right now was the fight he and Erza had with Cobra a few hours earlier. But while that was an intense battle that Erza handled with remarkable composure and focus…

      This was chaos incarnate.

      Natsu roared, the golden flames around his body igniting as he spewed a massive wave of flames out before him. Zero leapt over the fire attack as Cobra reared back and released a roar of his own, the intense cloud of purple gas spewing out and clashing against the rush of flames. The fire and poison pressed against each other vying for supremacy but with both Dragon Slayers at the apex of strength then neither was pulling ahead.

      Zero sneered as he took this moment of pause as his chance to attack. He threw his hand forward and created several Dark Capriccio blasts that spiraled and flew through the air. As they flew over the clash of fire and poison, they curved downwards and aimed to overwhelm Natsu from all sides.

      But a blur shot through the air above Natsu and all of the Darkness attacks suddenly swerved off course. Naruto twisted in the air, having knocked aside all of Zero’s attacks with punches and kicks in his chakra enhanced form. Once that was done he twisted around, chambering his fists at his side before throwing a barrage of punches that sent out blasts of wind and magic towards his enemies.

      Cobra and Zero were surrounded by his assault and even felt the attacks pelt their bodies through the barrage. It was enough to make Cobra lose ground and for his poison roar to falter. And with that opportunity Natsu’s flaming roar overwhelmed and swallowed the two Pillars in its blazing fury.

      Naruto landed by Natsu’s side as he closed his mouth and stopped his torrent of flames. The two Fairies looked at each other before staring at the cloud of smoke their enemies once stood in.

      “HA!”

      Zero came rushing out of the smoke and punched Natsu hard enough to send him flying. He turned and whipped his fist out to catch Naruto next but the blond raised his guard and took the attack against his arm. Just as he was about to counter, Cobra rushed out as well and swept the whiskered Mage’s legs out from under him. As he fell the two Dark Mages buried their fists into his ribs and cratered him into the ground.

      “GRH!” Blood rushed into Naruto’s throat but instead of screaming he growled. He twisted his body around, forcing them back as he spun like a top on the floor. And when he had enough speed, he pushed off from the ground and slammed his feet into their chins.

      “FIRE DRAGON’S SWORD HORN!”

      Natsu rushed in from the side, wreathed in flames as he slammed into both Cobra and Zero and sent them flying across the chamber. Naruto jumped back up to his feet and charged after them as Natsu landed and ran alongside him.

      “Dark Capriccio!”

      Zero launched a dozen spiraling blast of Darkness that flew into the air before dipping down to pierce the stone of the chamber. His spiraling attacks swam underneath the surface of the entire chamber before launching out from all sides. Naruto and Natsu had to jump through the web of vicious attacks Zero weaved between them. They vaulted and flipped and dodged through everything they could to reach their foes—

      “GAH!”

      “Naruto!” Natsu called out as a spiral slammed into Naruto and pierced him into the ground hard enough to drag him through the rock. The pink-haired Dragon Slayer dropped through the air towards Zero and raised his fist, “Fire Dragon’s—”

      “Poison Dragon’s—”

      “—IRON FIST!”

      “—TWIN FANGS!”

      The two Dragon Slayers met in the air and crossed blows, Cobra’s hands cutting across Natsu’s chest as his flaming fist shattered his nose. However even with the blows exchanged neither man dared to let up and just pressed on. Punches covered in fire and poison landed against each other with vicious desperation.

      As Zero carved and riddled the inner chamber with trenches and ruts, he watched the Dragon Slayers fight. He let out a small chuckle of amusement before focusing all of the Dark Capriccio attacks on them to end them both—

      Zero felt killing intent at his side and dodge aside as a blade of wind flew towards him and slashed through his shoulder. The Dark Mage’s control of his magic faltered and all the Darkness attacks suddenly disappeared. The Oración Seis master touched the gash that tore through his shoulder before looking up at its origin.

      “I beat you down once already,” Naruto walked up the slope and glared Zero down as he approached, “Was once not enough for you?”

      “Oh was it you that knocked Brain around?” Zero scoffed and laughed wholeheartedly as he ignored the cut in his shoulder that seeped with blood, ‘Well I suppose a thanks is in order. He’s rather squirrely and likes to hide when things get tough, so even if the rest of the Pillars were to fall he would have tried to avoid you lot as best he could. But with you beating him down that was one less problem I had in returning.’ Zero smiled and raised his glowing hands, “Everything I’ve done and will do… is thanks to you.”

      “The only thing you’re going to do,” Naruto launched forward, slamming his fist against Zero’s and releasing a massive shockwave when they met, ‘Is wish you stayed down when you had the chance!’ Naruto roared, baring his sharpened teeth in unbridled anger, “GO DOWN!”

      “Hahaha!” Zero cackled with joy as his desire for destruction flared against his foe, “You’ll have to do better than that, boy!”

      Naruto opened his hand and grabbed Zero’s wrist, pulling the larger man off his feet and burying his fist into his gut. Zero doubled over, spitting up saliva and blood from the force of the punch before he smirked. He placed his hand against Naruto’s chest and unleashed a powerful blast of Darkness magic that sent the whiskered blond flying back. Naruto landed against the wall…

      And glared at his enemy as he stood up upon the wall. His legs tightened and muscles bulged before he dashed, running along the wall of the chamber as quickly as he could. The Fairy’s body disappeared into a blinding blur as he ran along the wall at super speed. Zero looked up and tried to follow his movement but failed to even get a look at the speedy blond.

      He started weaving his hands around and gathered his Darkness before letting it surge, “Dark—”

      Naruto leapt off the wall and flew at Zero like a missile.

      “RANDO!”

      As Naruto approached Zero like a speeding bullet, the Dark Mage raised his hands and created a massive explosion around him that engulfed them all and destroyed the floor. It crumbled down and dropped all of them into a layer further into Nirvana. Zero laughed, ignoring the pain that was shooting through his body after the exchange of attacks as he landed in the murky, dusty, blood-crusted old halls of Nirvana’s interior.

      Naruto stood up as well, blood running down his face from underneath his hair and his breathing heavy. He heard a pained gasp behind him and looked back as Natsu picked himself up. The Dragon Slayer was still burning gold but with patches of his skin poisoned by Cobra’s attacks.

      The two Fairy Mages stood back-to-back as they were flanked by the mad cackling of Zero and the determined glare of Cobra.

      Only two minutes remained.

    
    

    
      Wendy took in a deep breath. She sucked in as much air and sky as possible before her lungs were fit to burst as she had to exhale. And then she started all over again, inhaling and refilling her body with magic before she had to stop and start over again.

      Her magic had never been pushed this far before. Never, in any of the tasks or missions she had taken with her guild before, had she exhausted and refilled her own magic so much. She had eaten so much sky to refuel that she wouldn’t be surprised if she was partially bloated after it was all done.

      But this was no time for hesitation or doubt. Any possible desire to wait and worry had to be pushed down in order to focus on her job. Her guild. Her family. Her comrades. Her friends.

      They were trusting her to carry her part of the burden… and she wasn’t going to disappoint them. Not after everything they’d done.

      “Wendy…”

      Carla whispered her name softly by her side and the Dragon Slayer wanted to assuage her friend’s worries but focused simply on taking in more magic.

      Grandeeny… make this attack… strong enough to save them all.

    
    

    
      “Storm Fist!”

      Naruto wasted no time, nudging Natsu aside and throwing his fists out in both directions. A projectile of Wind went flying out at both Zero and Cobra to catch them off guard. However the Dragon Slayer took the attack on his arms and Zero dodged aside before they both rushed at the Fairy Mages.

      Naruto felt a firm hand push on his back and he bent over to act as a surface. Natsu planted himself on his friend’s back, lifted his legs, and spun before aiming them at the approaching foes, “Fire Dragon’s Claw!”

      Zero and Cobra were engulfed in a rush of flames that covered the entire hallway. As the fire filled everything around them, the Fairy Mages separated and charged at their enemies.

      Naruto dashed at Cobra and jumped at him with a flying knee. But Cobra raised his hand and caught his knee, tightening his grip until he started pressing into Naruto’s flesh. Naruto pulled his leg back, swiping an elbow at Cobra’s temple and slicing a cut along his head when he did.

      “You heard him yourself! You’re a fucking tool!” Naruto yelled as he threw punches and kicks at Cobra. He pushed, cracking his fists and scraping his knuckles against the hardened scales along the Dragon Slayer’s arms but refused to give for even an instant, “He’s going to throw you and your comrades away like garbage! How can you still be fighting for this?!”

      “Because it’s all been for the goal — not the fucker that used us!” Cobra smacked his fist aside and head-butted the whiskered blond in anger, ‘It’s all been for Nirvana!’ He followed up with a barrage of poisonous punches that Naruto struggled to defend against, “The chance to control others! The chance to turn the world in our favor! To use the magic we’ve searched all these years for and make a world that caters to our whim!”

      “So what?!” Naruto crossed punches with Cobra and landed a jab in his jaw, “Just make a dream world and damn everything and everyone else?!”

      “Fuck yes! Damn everything and everyone else!” Cobra barked, “Until I can make a world for Cubellios, then damn this world! If it hasn’t done anything for us after all these years, then we’ll bend it to our whims instead!”

      Naruto’s hands swung in towards Cobra’s ears. The burgundy-haired man’s eyes widened, his arms raised reflexively and stopping the blond’s palms from slamming his ears and rupturing his eardrums again. He stopped the attack on his ears, but Naruto took that chance to knee him in the chin and kick him into the wall hard enough to crack it.

      “Fire Dragon’s Crushing Fang!”

      Natsu swiped across Zero’s face and left a vicious burn across the pale man’s cheek. But he just took it in stride and laughed manically as he punched Natsu back. The Fairy Mage flipped and spat a ball of fire that filled the hallway. Zero just laughed with glee and charged into it, creating a membrane of Darkness in front of him to pass through and out to the other side.

      Natsu glared the pale villain down as he proudly stood up and stalked his way forward, “I thought your flames would be a little more intense than this after achieving Dragon Force. I guess Cobra’s Dragon Force is a little more effective when the enhanced element is poison, huh?”

      Natsu snarled and refused to even answer the man across from him. Even so he couldn’t deny that the poison that had infected him was starting to take a serious toll on his body. His fingers and toes were going numb. The corner of his vision was blurring and starting to darken. And it was starting to get harder and harder to take full breaths without the effort making him experience a sharp pain. At this rate—

      His eyes widened.

      The timer had passed the one minute mark.

      59…

      58…

      “Naruto!” He turned and ran towards the other end of the hall. His friend turned his way, his eyes wide as he realized that their time was running out, “Get up there!” Naruto turned and sprinted at him as they both arrived under the hole for the Lacrima chamber above them. Natsu clasped his hands together and caught Naruto’s foot before tossing him straight up through the hole.

      “Sonuvabitch!” Cobra swore as he jumped up and grabbed the edge of the hole before lifting himself up.

      Natsu groaned and tried to follow after them before he felt a cold, empty chill run up his back. A vile and disgusting miasma started to waft through the hallway and run over his body. He turned around and watched as a writhing, jerking blotch of shadow started to rise around Zero.

      Zero grinned as he raised his hands, “Do you think he can really stop it? Do you think I’ll let any of you get what you want?”

      “I think you don’t have a choice in this anymore.” Natsu circled his hands together and gathered his golden flames, “And I trust Naruto and my friends to end this. While I… end you.”

      “Well you’re a right about one thing boy,” Zero smiled and caused an eruption of Darkness magic around him, “This is definitely the end! Genesis Zero!”

    
    

    
      Naruto jumped from floor to floor as he made his way up to the chamber proper. The moment he landed he spotted the Lacrima as it started to glow brightly. Nirvana’s cannon had nearly finished charging and the time to land the decisive blow was coming.

      And so was their opportunity to break this whole damn thing.

      Naruto started to gather his strength—

      “Poison Dragon’s Grip Strike!”

      Cobra’s talons carved into his back and pumped him with poison. Naruto screamed in agony before Cobra twisted and threw him into the wall. Naruto slumped down against it gasping for air before the poisoned dragon claw tightened around his neck again.

      “You!” Cobra punched him, ‘Titania!’ Punched again, “Jellal!” He punched Naruto again and again as he roared, “All you damn Mages keep trying to get in our fucking way! Well not any longer! We’ll realize our dreams and goals with this!” Cobra’s hands chambered to his side as Naruto tried to lift himself up, “Poison Dragon’s—”

      His magic exploded—

      “Venom Shower!”

      He started throwing a blindingly fast volley of punches that exploded with Poison magic at every hit. Naruto tried to weather and guard against the barrage but was quickly overwhelmed by the assault. The Fairy Mage was beaten into the wall as a web of cracks formed around his body. Cobra grit his teeth and then roared as he pushed his onslaught forward.

      He would finish off Hunter…

      And then kill the pink-haired brat and Zero.

      And then anyone else who would get in their way.

      Then he’d find the others, collect them up, and they can work on using Nirvana however they needed.

      Their desires. Their wishes. Everything they wanted to make and turn the world into! It would all be within their grasp!

      Cobra threw one more punch—

      And Naruto’s head slid aside, avoiding the strike and raising his bruised, bloody face up into Cobra’s.

      “WRRRRRRRRRAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Naruto roared in Cobra’s face, the scream reverberating through the room and creating a shockwave that blew away the dust and rock around them. Cobra’s eyes widened as the roar shook him through to his bones. He stumbled back and tried to find his equilibrium—

      His head shot back as a punch crashed into his chin. And as he flew back, Naruto jumped into him and carried them up to the top of the chamber. As Cobra struggled to find balance and realize what happened to him, through the pain in his ears he heard Naruto growl, “You wanna achieve your dreams and goals?! More power to you!”

      Naruto released Cobra and let him fall through the air of the chamber. The Dark Mage looked up in shock as a whirlwind started to form around Naruto’s body, rapidly and violently spinning around him as it grew faster. The whiskered blond looked down at Cobra, his brown and red eyes narrowing in on him, “But if you wanna make your dream come true so badly, try to make it happen with your own hands! Don’t drag me, my friends, and everyone in the world into it!”

      3…

      2…

      He launched off the ceiling, cratering the spot he once stood as he reeled his fist back—

      “AND DON’T THINK FOR A FUCKING SECOND WE WOULDN’T DO EVERYTHING WE CAN TO STOP YOU! FAIRY KNIGHT’S GRAND LANCE!”

      1…

      He buried his fist into Cobra’s gut as blood shot out the Dark Mage’s mouth. They rocketed down from the air and slammed into the Lacrima, sending a web of cracks through its entire body as they landed.

      Before it finally shattered.

    
    

    
      “Ice Make: Cannon!”

    
    

    
      “Blumenblatt!”

    
    

    
      “Open! Gate of the Golden Bull! Taurus!”

    
    

    
      “MEEEEEEEENNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN!”

    
    

    
      Grandeeny… everyone… give her strength…

      “Sky Dragon’s ROOOOOOOOAAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRRRRRRR!”

      She opened her mouth and released a massive vortex of wind that covered and decimated the Lacrima in front of her. She kept her attacking raging for several more seconds before closing her mouth and ending it. She dropped to her knees and Carla quickly ran up to her side to make sure she was okay.

      They both looked up and stared at the empty pedestal the Lacrima once stood upon. They sat there with baited breath as they waited for it to either reform from the damage or…

      The ground shook. Cracks started sounding out around them. The entire mechanism started to tilt and sway.

      Wendy and Carla smiled and cried with relief.

    
    

    
      “Genesis Zero!”

      Zero summoned his attack and sent it flying towards Natsu. The Dragon Slayer ran straight towards the oncoming wave attack of writhing, screaming Darkness. The Fairy roared at the evil wave before it hit a crest and dropped down on him.

      Zero smiled with glee and delight as he heard Natsu’s agonized screams become drowned out by the crashing of his own magic. Zero reveled in the sight of the young Mage being devoured and destroyed at his hands and promised to follow it up by letting all of his friends meet the same—

      Suddenly a glimmer. A spark of something bright and shiny in the sea of death and darkness. Zero stopped laughing and watched in shock as the tiny glimmer steadily grew larger and larger until it was a clear golden spot in his magical attack.

      And then it burst!

      The golden light spread out over all of his Darkness magic and consumed it in flames. It grew hotter and hotter until the magic was burned away and even the hallway started to melt. And in the center of it all…

      A golden dragon.

      Staring directly at Zero.

      “Crimson Lotus:—”

      The illusion faded and Natsu came flying through the golden flames.

      “Phoenix Blade!”

      The pink-haired man barreled into Zero’s chest and doubled the man over in the process. The Oración Seis master’s eyes rolled into his head as he was tackled through several dozen walls and pillars along the way. The golden flame expressway charged through the bottom levels of Nirvana without pause as Natsu used his foe like a battering ram along the way. He roared at the top of his lungs before finally running out of steam.

      Natsu dropped to the ground and let go of Zero. The pink-haired Mage gasped for air and sweated as he lifted himself up and looked down at Zero, unconscious and beaten from his final attack. He looked behind him and spotted the countless walls he had tunneled through that were either melting or still burning with golden flames.

      That was a lot of damage. And he wasn’t certain but he felt like he broke through a few support pillars for the structure along the way.

      The ground cracked and everything started falling apart.

      “Oops.”

    
    

    
      He did it. Jellal believed they would succeed but watching it happen was remarkable. The whiskered blond and the beaten Cobra toppled through the broken remains of the Lacrima and hit the ground in lifeless heaps. And before Jellal could stand up to help, everything around them started to fall apart.

      The brick and mortar that made up the room started to crack and break apart. As if whatever was holding it together suddenly disappeared and now it realized it shouldn’t be standing up anymore.

      The hallways suddenly started to collapse and cave in. The room tilted on its axis and dragged everything to the side. And as the leg that kept Nirvana standing suddenly failed, the ground collapsed from underneath them.

      Jellal watched as a large crack formed in the floor and carried on under Naruto’s motionless form. The blond didn’t move or crawl away in time as the floor fell away and opened into the vast, empty space above the Woodsea.

      Jellal slid along the tiles and grabbed his arm before he fell. The injured former Wizard Saint gagged and strained against his injuries to keep his grip on Naruto’s arm before he could fall to the wilderness below.

      As Jellal struggled to keep his grip, the blond finally stirred awake and opened his eyes. His red eye blankly looked ahead and tried to register what had happened. He felt a tightness on his wrist and looked up to find Jellal holding him up.

      He closed his eye and opened it again as it returned to its clear blue tone instead.

      “Hey,” Naruto chuckled weakly up at Jellal, “Thanks for the save.”

      “Heh,” Jellal groaned with a smile, “Anytime.”

    
    

    
      “Come on! Run Wendy!”

      The young Cait Mage ran along the collapsing roads and streets of Nirvana as it crumbled around them. They had stopped the magical weapon from activating, but they had been so preoccupied with stopping it they hadn’t considered how to save themselves when it started to crash.

      As Wendy panicked and tried to figure out what to do, she spotted the barely flying heap that was Christina floating over the city. She and Carla started making their way towards it as the flying magic vehicle steadily flew a few dozen meters above the collapsing city as a relief boat for their escape.

      ( “Wendy-chan! Hurry!”)

      Hibiki’s voice called through her head as she kept running over the breaking uneven ground. As she got closer she spotted the forms of her friends and comrades standing by the entrance ramp and calling her over. Lucy and Gray were waving their arms to get her attention as Erza looked ready to jump down and grab her. The young Dragon Slayed picked up the pace—

      Only for the ground to collapse underneath her. She suddenly felt weightless for an instant and fear filled her chest—

      Before she suddenly landed on a clean, firm, unmoving slab of stone that sprung up from the ground at an angle directly at Christina.

      “JURA EXPRESS! MAKE WAY!”

      Wendy was suddenly swept off her feet with Carla in hand and carried up the slab of rock. Jura cradled her in one arm as he carried Kichiyo’s helmet in the other. Despite his numerous injuries and fatigue, the Wizard Saint charge up the ramp he made and vaulted the last few meters before landing on the ship.

      “They’re here!”

      “We got them!”

      Jura placed Wendy down on her feet and she suddenly found herself being hugged by both Lucy and Happy. She squeezed them back before her eyes widened, “What about Natsu-San and Naruto-San? Where are Jellal and—”

      ( “I’m sorry but we can’t wait anymore! We have to move!”)

      The Christina lifted away and escaped before the collapsing Nirvana could drag her in with the wreckage. Wendy and the others watched in silence as the giant, mighty ancient weapon collapsed into rubble and rained down into the Woodsea below. Now that it was rendered totally useless, its destruction was somewhat beautiful and could be watched with joy—

      If not for the pit of despair filling their stomachs with the knowledge that they didn’t know what happened to their friends.

      “They’re okay.” Erza said reassuringly for all of them to hear, “It’s Naruto and Natsu. This wouldn’t be enough to take them out.”

      It was a reassuring thought but as they watched the mobile city collapse… there was a hint of dread they couldn’t ignore.

      The Christina landed in a clearing not too far from the wreckage of Nirvana. They touched down and gave the skeleton crew keeping the ship afloat a merciful break before unloading themselves. All of the forces from Blue Pegasus, Lamia Scale, Cait Shelter, and Fairy Tail stared at the wreckage of the gargantuan weapon they destroyed. Except for Naruto, Natsu, and—

      “Men! Men! Men! Men! Men! Men! MEEEENNNNNN!” A voice cried out over the area and they looked up in time to see a figure jumping and tumbling down Nirvana’s wreckage. The shadow made one finally leap and ungracefully landed in the middle of the clearing with everyone else, “Meeennnnn~, did you miss me?”

      “Ichiya-San!”

      “You’re okay!”

      “Aniki, we were so worried!”

      “It was a little touch and go there for a second.” Ichiya picked himself up, still veiny and muscular from the effects of his magic, “I may have gotten lost somewhere along the way, but I’m glad to see I found the rest of you.”

      “So if you’re here, then where are—”

      “Do you know what keeps us safe and secure in times of peril? It’s not struggle. Not survival. Not self-preservation.”

      A voice suddenly spoke up from nowhere before a blob formed in the middle of the clearing. It grew higher and higher with the muddy earth before suddenly slipping away and revealing what was underneath.

      “It’s love!” Hoteye exclaimed as he put down the bodies of Midnight, Zero, Cobra, Natsu, Jellal, and Naruto. As everyone else watched with baited breath, three men picked themselves up.

      Jellal, Natsu, and Naruto slowly sat up and looked around at their surroundings in surprise. Naruto groaned, “What happened? The chamber was falling apart and then suddenly—”

      “Naruto-San!”

      Naruto had to suddenly prop himself up as Wendy ran in and jumped into his chest. The young Dragon Slayer hugged him tightly and cried with joy at seeing her friend again, “We did it! Just like you said! Just like you promised!”

      Naruto smiled and gently hugged her back, “Told you Fairy Tail always keeps their promises.”

      “Thank you.” Wendy pulled back and looked around at the smiling faces of everyone, “Thank you so much.”

      The battle… was over.

    
    

    
      Done

      Man, there’s only one chapter left to this arc! I wanted to get it out to round this year out properly but dammit! Missed the deadline! URRRAAAAARRRGGGGGGHHHHHHHH!

      Well, good way to start next year off anyway.

      See you soon!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye
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      “Is it working?”

      “I definitely think so, yes. The poison along your body is starting to recede and fade.”

      “I still feel sick.”

      “W-Well, there was a lot of it. My healing is doing a lot to stop the spread and make it easier for you, but it’s expected that you might still feel a little nausea or unease or—”

      “I-I’m gonna throw up again!” Natsu darted off the ground and everyone made a clear path for him as he reached a bush and started to upchuck everything he had left in his stomach. The others cringed and turned green as his loud barfing echoed over the clearing, “BLARGH! Oh, it’s so bad!”

      Lucy grimaced as she heard her friend suffer, “Uh, he’s gonna be okay, right?”

      “Wendy said the poison would recede with her treatment. I think we can trust her to know how it works.” Erza eased her friend’s worries while sitting by her, bathing her blonde friend in the glow of the Sky sword as it did its best to mend and heal Lucy’s wounds.

      Naruto and Natsu were the only ones affected by Cobra’s poison so they were the ones that received the most attention from Wendy. Eve handed the Sky sword over after regrouping with everyone and so started a round of bathing them under the sword’s enchanted magic to fix the worst of the wounds.

      Jura was the first to receive treatment, the myriad of cuts and bloody wounds on the Wizard Saint’s body enough to kill most men even if the Lamia Mage didn’t let it show. After that the sword was passed around between the allied forces to heal them up.

      Once the pain had started to ease and their injuries had started to be treated, the fatigue had caught up during their moment of rest.

      “Gah!” Gray grunted as he dropped on his back and caught his breath, “God, I’m sore in places I didn’t think I could be sore. And I’m worried about why my cough is so wet.”

      “I expect more from you, Gray.” The senior disciple of Ur stood over his fellow student with glare of disappointment, “I thought all our training with Ur would have whipped you into shape. It’s sad that all of this was enough to make you winded.”

      “Shut up Lyon I see your legs buckling — you can barely stand up!” The light-haired Lamia Mage scoffed and turned away to leave his former friend alone. Natsu stumbled his way back over to join them, dropping to the ground and lying opposite of Gray with a groan, “Did you make that pale prick pay?”

      “Yep.” Natsu burped and grimaced at the smell, “Jellal gave me this awesome burst of power with this golden flame that really helped me kick butt. I tackled that asshole through the entire bottom layer of Nirvana! I broke through — like — all the pillars and walls I could.”

      “Is that why the damn thing collapsed so freakin’ quickly?!”

      “…” Natsu laid prone for a moment before humming, “Maybe?”

      “Natsu~.” Happy whined as he dropped down and plopped his head on Natsu’s chest, “I’m tired. I think I’m gonna die.”

      “Yeah buddy, me too.”

      “I wanna go back home and die in our house.”

      “I wouldn’t mind dying on the bed right now.”

      “Maybe I could die from stuffing my face with fish?”

      “Oh, or just a big old buffet that we could die from?”

      “But still tired. Maybe we die in our beds, wake up the next day, and eat ourselves to death?”

      “That sounds like a plan!”

      Gray stared at the duo in confusion, “Weirdest conversation I’ve ever heard.”

      As Wendy’s glow covered his back and made the pain all the more bearable, Naruto let out a sigh of relief, “Thank you.” The little Dragon Slayer smiled and continued to work away, “Thanks again for the save when we needed it, Richard.”

      “No problem, my friend!” Hoteye happily chirped with a wide smile on his face, “Once I had awoken from my slumber I realized that all of our comrades besides Mr. Golem and Sir Potato had vanished. Mr. Golem had informed me that you all had separated in order to destroy Nirvana’s legs, and I left to try and collect everyone together for us to escape when you succeeded.”

      “I appreciate the faith you had in us.”

      “Well as I was made aware during my time with you; when a Fairy Tail Mage makes a promise, you can expect them to follow through.”

      “That’s right.” Wendy nodded with a smile, “I just found that out myself from a really reliable source.”

      Naruto chuckled at her praise and smiled. All the wear and fatigue from the day seemed to melt away knowing the poor worried girl was smiling and happy now. Her home, her guild, and her friends were safe now due to their efforts and that made it all worth while. The actions of her guild threatened to ruin his mood but he pushed it aside and reveled in their well-earned victory.

      “And I apologize.” Hoteye spoke up with a remorseful expression, “I know they hurt and terrorized you and your friends, but when the risk of their demise came with the crumbling Nirvana I couldn’t leave them behind.”

      “I-It’s okay, Richard-San.” Wendy stepped away from Naruto’s back after finishing her round of healing, “I don’t think any of us wanted you to abandon them to their death.”

      “Well maybe Lyon but he’s crabby.” Naruto piped up before nodding to the former Dark Mage, “But don’t worry I don’t think any of us hold you helping them against you. You were just doing what you thought was right.”

      A tear ran down Hoteye’s cheek before he wiped it away and smiled with relief.

      Jellal stood off to the side watching the alliance of Mages recover and celebrate their victory. Many of them were wounded. All of them were exhausted. Some probably bled more in the last few hours than most people had in their entire lives. They faced a terrifying enemy at an incredible disadvantage with the stability of the whole world in the balance if they failed.

      But they didn’t. Beaten and broken with a smoking magical vehicle and not enough energy left between the lot of them to even run a mile. But behind them laid the broken down magical heap of stone and mortar that was once one of the most fear and powerful great magic weapons that threatened the whole of Earthland.

      He wondered how many of these people had he known? How many of them knew about him and the things he did? Out of their sight and away from their celebration Jellal wrestled with the base need in the back of his mind. To step out… celebrate this triumphant win… and join them.

      “Well what a surprise; your shoulder wound hasn’t healed at all over here by yourself.” Jellal jumped out of his inner musings and looked up to see Erza smiling down at him with a green sword in hand. She raised it, pushing her magic through and causing a light green glow along the blade, “Can I help fix you up?”

      “I’m alright.” Jellal shook his head, “You can focus on healing everyone else first—”

      “They’ve already gotten their treatment. You’re the last one. Now shut up and let me help.” Erza roughly grabbed Jellal’s arm and forcefully moved him over to a log fallen over to the ground. Once he was seated she sat beside him and held the sword over the gouge on his shoulder as she bathed it in green light. As the wound steadily patched itself up, Erza smiled, “So you shirked your responsibilities and dumped them on Wendy instead?”

      Jellal avoided eye contact and sweated, “Well I was sure I could trust her to handle the matter with the Lacrima. And honestly I was glad I did because I got to help your friends before something bad happened.”

      “I know.” Erza smiled, “Thank you for helping them. I know it might not seem like it but this was a very big step in the direction of making things right.”

      Jellal chuckled, “Oh no, I knew it was. Part of my shoulder was gouged out. It hurts to sit and breathe. And I was nearly crushed to death under about a million tons of rock. That feels distinctly close to what you said earlier about suffering and living to make things right. And if that isn’t it then I’m not sure what it could be.”

      The former Wizard Saint and the S-Class Mage sat in silence before Erza finished his healing and lowered the sword. As Jellal looked over his shoulder and marveled at how effective the treatment was, he heard boots crunch against the twigs and dirt of the forest. He looked up…

      To see the faint smile on the whiskered face of the man he saved earlier.

      A shock ran through his head. Just as a faint reminder pierced the haze in his mind when he talked with Erza, just looking at him triggered the same kind of relief and comfort for him. He looked up…

      “Naruto?”

      His expression fell for a moment before he scoffed and shook his head, “I guess they were telling the truth. You don’t remember anything, do you?” Jellal shook his head and earned a small laugh from the blond, ‘Man, things are never easy for you, are they?’ Naruto casually stepped over and dropped down on the log, sitting beside Jellal as if it was the easiest thing in the world, “First you’re poisoned into a coma and the second you come out you can’t remember shit. That sucks.”

      “Y-Yeah, I guess so.” Jellal slightly nodded.

      “Hey, so if you can’t remember anything then why did you attack Brain?” Naruto asked the confused blue-haired man, “Wendy and Happy said the moment you woke up you attacked that stupid asshole and nearly took him out for good. So why did you do it?”

      “Well, I just woke up and couldn’t remember anything about myself or where I was.” Jellal looked between Naruto and Erza, “But honestly even with that fact every fiber of my being was telling me to get away from that man no matter what it takes.”

      Naruto chuckled and leaned forward “Heh, I think that’s called instinct.”

      “I’m glad to hear he acted on it.” Erza agreed with a nod, ‘Any action taken to impede their plans was essential to our victory today.’ The redhead nudged his shoulder, “And any scene we can imagine of him getting his ass kicked is entertaining.”

      “She gets it!” Naruto guffawed and sighed contently, “Man I’m glad to hear even when you wake up you’re still strong enough to kick ass.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You and I used to spar sometimes when we were in the Tower.” Naruto answered, ‘It was one of the few distractions we had and only way to have fun while we were in the place. We would spar and throws hits. It’s was pretty good,’ Naruto held his chin up, “And I won almost all the time.”

      “That’s not true.” Erza interrupted with a cheeky smile, “Jellal actually won most of your duels together if I remember correctly.”

      “Erza,” Naruto deflated and frowned at his girlfriend, “Could you maybe support the love of your life in his story?”

      “I thinking I’m doing the right thing by keeping you humble.” The redhead countered as her whiskered lover frowned and pouted. Erza closed her eyes and smiled wider in response, blowing a raspberry and earning an indignant groan from Naruto.

      “Pfft!” They looked between them and saw Jellal sputter and chuckle, leaning over and trying to contain his laughter to little avail. The blue-haired amnesiac looked between them, “Y-You both just fought an intense life-or-death battle for the sake of the world and nearly died a dozen times over. And here you are, having an argument about some childish fights we had years ago — hahaha!”

      Jellal just couldn’t stop laughing. And it was infectious as Erza started to giggle and Naruto gave a hearty laugh, patting Jellal’s back as the trio had a good time enjoying their ridiculous reaction. After a moment Jellal calmed down and looked up at the sky as it started to brighten, “I… I like this.”

      He got their attention as he spoke softly, “Since I woke up I’ve had this sense of guilt and shame baring down on me. In the last few hours I’ve also felt desperation, despair, hope, struggle, pain, and even what it means to try and make up for my mistakes. But this… right now…” Jellal smiled sadly, “I don’t know if I’m used to this. Even before I lost my memories I’m not sure if I felt this way. It feels so strange and foreign. But I like it.”

      Naruto looked down and smiled, “The last time we saw each other we were fighting. We had passed the point where we could talk things through. When I saw you it sent a chill down my spine. After all these years we had to face each other again and end it all before we could even try to put things right. When our fight was finished, and I couldn’t even find you before everything collapsed on top of us, it nearly broke my heart thinking that was the end. But just now, when I looked up and saw you had saved me before I fell…” His smiled, “I felt like I was seeing the old you again. The you before everything went wrong. Sitting here with you both again… after all this time…” He grinned, “I can’t describe how happy I am.”

      Erza smiled softly and touched Jellal’s shoulder, “Having you back on our side after all this time is a relief we can’t even begin to describe. It feels like we can start over again from here.”

      “But I still don’t remember anything.”

      “That’s fine.” She said, “You just need to take your time trying to remember. It might take a while but until then we won’t leave you alone.”

      “But,” Jellal looked between them, ‘But even if I can’t remember what I did, I still did it. So what do I do now? I cant just ignore the crimes I committed when I still had my memories. I need to make up for the sins I’ve committed.’ The blue-haired man looked ahead and let out a heavy sigh, “I don’t know how.”

      “You know you’re not the only one with sins.” Naruto piped up, the whiskered man shaking his head, “Some of us have done things that couldn’t possibly be forgiven.”

      “Some of us failed to take action or help when we could, and in doing so let others get hurt.” Erza added, “We all have some sin weighing us down like a burden on our shoulders. But even though we do, and even if we have to make amends for them, you don’t have to let them consume your whole life. You can still find some piece of joy and contentment while trying to make up for what you did. And if you’d like…” Erza’s hand instinctively reached up for her guild mark, “You can come back to the guild with us until you make your choice.”

      “Hey yeah!” Naruto beamed with joy at the suggestion, “Come back with us! You can hang out at the guild. We can go out and eat.”

      “But don’t you risk getting into trouble if I’m around?”

      “We’re Fairy Tail! We set the bar for trouble!” Naruto chuckled, “And hey, we actually have a sister back in Magnolia. Koyuki. I’ve always wanted to introduce you two to each other.”

      “That’s right.” Erza also got excited, “You and Koyuki would get along so well together. And we could show you around Fiore trying to jog your memories. There’s a lot we can do to try and make up for lost time.”

      They talked about a future for him. A future where they could all be friends and experience the world together. He had to imagine this line of conversation was something they dreamed and wished for many, many times when they were locked up together in their childhood. And now it was something they could actually make come true.

      It sounded nice. It sounded… wonderful.

      …

      It sounded…

      Natsu’s nose twitched and the exhausted, beaten Dragon Slayer shot up to sit on the ground. His sudden movement drew the attention of the others as he raised his head and sniffed the air, “Do you smell that?”

      “Not everyone has a nose like you.”

      “What is it?”

      Before Natsu could discern what the new smell was, they all heard it. The sound of heavy footsteps stomping against the ground and metal clacking against metal as it shifted around. The injured Mages of the alliance stood up defensively as they suddenly found themselves faced with a platoon of armored soldiers in blue and white raiments.

      With the symbol of the Magic Council adorned on the front of them.

      “Rune Knights?” Eve was the first to recognize who they could be even with the new uniforms, “Here?”

      “But I thought the Magic Council was destroyed?” Sherry pondered, “Weren’t the Rune Knights dissolved as well?”

      “Temporarily. The Council needed time to reform itself and the Rune Knights had to wait until that time before we could adorn this armor again.” A calm, commanding voice answered as a man stepped forward from the line of Rune Knights. Unlike the simple white and blue the others wore, he wore a distinct black vest underneath that helped him stand out. He fixed his glasses up his nose and regarded all of them, “I am Lahar, fourth commander of the Rune Knights working under the newly reformed Magic Council.”

      “Why is the Magic Council here?”

      “To issue arrests and apprehend criminals.”

      “What?!” They all cried out in confusion as Lyon narrowed his eyes, “We’ve done nothing wrong!”

      “No, you haven’t.” Lahar agreed, “We had heard stories about Dark Mages making their move out to this area and with scouts keeping taps on what was happening, but we couldn’t have been prepared for a level of enemy like this. Our numbers have barely recovered enough to send out squadrons of soldiers to fight so many from the Balam Alliance, let alone the forces of the Oración Seis. And then we heard that several guilds were working together to try and stop an attack before it was too late.”

      The bespectacled Rune Knight nodded, “We saw the number of guilds and Dark Mages you defeated. And safe to say that whatever they had planned for this weapon,” He regarded the giant pile of rocks that formerly made up Nirvana, ‘Would have caused untold destruction to our kingdom. So even though I’m sure the Magic Council will take umbrage with your actions outside of their laws, you’ve still committed a great deed today.’ He bowed his head respectfully and the other Rune Knights did the same, “Thank you all for your efforts and services this day.”

      The Mages found it strange to be complimented and thanked by the Rune Knights. Some of them only had interactions with the Magic Council’s personal army when they committed offenses or damages that had to be personally addressed by the higher ups. Lucy carefully stepped forward, “So then if you’re not here for us then who?”

      “The people behind this incident; the Oración Seis.” Lahar answered, “Even though we don’t have the manpower to combat threats such as them yet, we do have facilities and prisons still in effect to contain powerful criminals like them. We’ve come to arrest and escort them to such prisons.”

      The Mages seemed to wait and silently deliberate whether these men could be trusted. Even though they were part of the Rune Knights, they only just showed up soon after their battle with the Oración Seis was finished. It left some of them on edge.

      But the first ones to act were the members of Blue Pegasus, stepping up to the broken ramp of Christina and ushering them in. Ren pointed in, “We have them tied up and stored in here.”

      “Any fatalities?”

      “No.” Eve answered, a slight militaristic efficiency to his response as his former training bled through, “But they’ve all sustained injury, and some of them need medical attention.”

      Lahar nodded and sent a squad forward to collect them. The Mages seemed conflicted with their quick decision but Hibiki spoke up, “It’s the right thing to do. It’s dangerous just holding them together without any proper way to lock them up. The only reason we were able to hold Angel and Racer so long was because she didn’t have access to her keys and he was still recovering from his leg injury. If the others woke up too, we’d have a serious problem on our hands.”

      “We fight and defeat Dark Mages, but we aren’t equipped to hold them or keep them prisoner.” Ichiya spoke up, his docile tone making it clear this was the simple answer they had to deal with, “The Council has always handled capturing and keeping dangerous criminals in check. We must cooperate.”

      “Don’t push!” They looked over in time to see Angel being led out with shackles around her wrists and a Knight on either side holding her elbows. The Celestial Spirit Mage struggled and fought back until she noticed the giant pile of rocks that made up Nirvana. Her expression lowered into one of shock and disappointment until she lowered her head and didn’t fight back anymore.

      The next to get carried out was Racer, still conscious but being transported on a stretcher to not agitate his leg injury. The long-nosed man didn’t make a scene or even a noise as he realized their defeat was now complete at this point. He looked down at the shackles that bound him, around at the people that defeated them, and resigned himself to spending his life in another cage.

      Finally Midnight, Cobra, and Zero were transported last. All three men still beaten unconscious and when they would reawaken still in the air. Just as they were on transport—

      “Hssssssss.”

      Cubellios dove down through the air, retracting its wings and landing on Cobra. The Mages and Rune Knights quickly acted, ready to apprehend or even kill the giant serpent before it could make any move to help its master or attack them. However after a moment they noticed that the large purple snake was only curled up on Cobra’s chest and resting its head under his chin.

      Erza stepped forward, “This creature can fly and expel poison from its mouth, as well as its venomous fangs. And Cobra can devour that poison to recover and strengthen himself.” She addressed Lahar, “You can cover one of their mouths, or both to be safe, but this snake will do everything it can to be at his side. You should be careful transporting them.”

      Lahar looked down at the unconscious Dragon Slayer and the resting serpent. He waved his hand over and two Knights brought over restraints to tie around Cobra and Cubellios’ mouths. He nodded, “Thank you all for your assistance.” His gaze then turned to the side and regarded one of the largest people there, “Hoteye, you are under arrest for multiple felony charges while working with the Oración Seis.”

      “Wait, hang on.” Some of the Mages stepped forward to defend the former Dark Mage as the Knights started to approach him, “He’s not with them anymore. He helped us capture the rest of the Dark Mages and assisted us in destroying Nirvana!”

      “That may be so but that doesn’t absolve him of what he’s done.” Lahar coldly responded before his gaze shifted over, ‘And he’s not the only one.’ Rune Knights started to step forward and form a half-circle around Lahar as he faced the last person to get his attention, “Jellal Fernandes… you are wanted for the destruction of the Magic Council, treason upon the kingdom of Fiore, and dozens of other counts to fill the list. You’re such a high-value target that we have been given the order to kill you if you try to resist.” Some of the Knights aimed their weapons at him, “So don’t resist and come with us.”

      “Hey!” Naruto raised his hand, glaring at Lahar and the men around him, “Don’t point those at him!”

      “Please, step aside.”

      “Wait!” Wendy ran up to the commander as Naruto continued to eye him down, “You don’t have to do this! Jellal helped stop the Oración Seis and gave us the chance to destroy Nirvana! He’s changed! H-He doesn’t even remember who he is because of the Etherion poisoning!”

      Lahar was interested in that fact, and look to the blue-haired man that wasn’t trying to fight or escape from his situation. No matter how injured or tired he was, he still had the potential of a Wizard Saint. That alone would have been enough to fight off this entire group of Rune Knights and escape. And yet he stood there, “Is this true?” The quiet man didn’t say a word but gently nodded his head. The Rune Knight thought for a moment, “It’s difficult to just take the word of these people as fact on something like this. It would need proper testing and examination. But if it’s true…”

      Lahar narrowed his eyes, “It changes nothing. Jellal Fernandes is still Jellal Fernandes, the greatest traitor and individual criminal to Fiore we must deal with. Now step aside.”

      Wendy’s heart sank with fear at his words as the Rune Knights started to step forward. Naruto’s lips curled up in a growl as his fist tightened at his side—

      “Wait.” A hand clenched down on his fist before he could attack. Naruto looked up in surprise to see Erza stopping him from attacking as Jellal stepped forward, “I won’t fight you. I’ll turn myself in. So please don’t hurt any of the people here.”

      “We don’t want to hurt anyone.” Lahar said calmly, “We only wish to apprehend the criminals and bring them to justice.”

      Jellal nodded in understanding and looked back at the others. He saw their looks of surprise before he turned his focus on his two oldest friends. He smiled sadly, “Everything you talk about was wonderful. The life you let me picture was something I think I would love to see. But… it felt too easy.” Erza lowered her gaze as Naruto shook his head, ‘We all have sins we have to carry, but not all of them weigh the same. Some of us have victims that still hurt and suffer because of what we’ve done. And for them,’ He faced the Knights as they approached with shackles for him, “We can’t just take a path we’ll enjoy and love to make up for it.”

      Hoteye also stood up, offering his wrists and the Knights placed shackles around them. Before they could lead him away, he turned to his new comrades and smiled with a wave. He gave them his thanks, a wide smile on his face despite the situation as he was glad he had the chance to make things right before it was too late.

      “Is that all you wish to say?” Lahar whispered as Jellal passed by, “Considering the degree of your crimes and how fervently your arrest is desired, I wouldn’t be surprised if a life sentence or even a death penalty is dropped on you. This very well may be your last chance to say anything to them.”

      “No, it’s not.” Jellal looked down sadly but smiled, “I can’t stop feeling that even with all this… we will meet again one day.”

      As he stepped into the back of the transport and gave himself to a life imprisoned, he stopped. His eyes widened…

      He was staring up at a stone ceiling. A familiar sight he had seen so much up to that point in his life. Looking at it filled him with feelings of dread and hopelessness and resentment.

      And then people came into his line of view. His friends. People that relied on him and who he relied on. They helped him sit up and patted his back, congratulating him on his victory. He looked back…

      A small red-haired girl was sitting by her blond friend laid out on the floor and teasing him with a flick of his nose. He sat up and rubbed his bruised whiskered cheek, ignoring her teasing at his loss. They then both looked his way and while she smiled the blond grinned and swore he’d win the next match.

      Oh… so he had felt that way before. No wonder he loved it so much.

      The Mages of the alliance stood silently and watched their enemies and allies get carried away. Some kept their disappointment quiet while others were fuming and angry that thing had ended like this. Naruto was only being kept back from running out and pulling Jellal back by the hand holding his arm. He looked down at Erza and was ready to plead with her to help—

      Only to see tears running down her cheeks as she tried to remain stone-faced and faltered. Her eyes were red and she wanted to reach out and help their friend just as badly as he did. But she didn’t… because she was in control enough to realize the unfortunate truth.

      They all had sins to make up for. Some could make up for them over the course of their lives… while others had to give something up to try and make it better.

      Naruto’s hand settled over here and gently squeezed it. She rested her head on his shoulder as they watched the Rune Knights vanish and leave with their friend.

    
    

    
      “These! Clothes! Are! Comfy!” Natsu exclaimed as he jumped around with the airy, light wardrobe supplied by Cait Shelter over his body. The garments supplied to them by the tribal guild were soft, interesting, and didn’t agitate the bindings or injuries they were still healing from. The Dragon Slayer smiled, “Do you think we’ll get to keep them?”

      “I’m sure the tribe would be happy to oblige if you asked them.” Hibiki offered, he and the other Blue Pegasus Mages opting to instead wear their suits again after they were patched up from their battle damage.

      “You sure you guys don’t wanna change out and try them on?” Gray asked, “They feel pretty damn great.”

      “Can you really say that when you aren’t wearing anything?” Gray panicked and covered himself up as Lyon laughed, “Pathetic.”

      “Lyon,” Jura warned, “Take note of your own nudity before calling out anyone else’s.”

      “YEAH LYON, HAVE SOME CLASS!” Kichiyo exclaimed, his helmet now atop a new body Jura had formed for him out of the surrounding rock and sentiment, “OUR HOSTS WENT TO ALL THE TROUBLE OF MAKING THESE NEW CLOTHES FOR US! THE LEAST WE CAN DO IS WEAR THEM PROPERLY!”

      Happy flew up by the golem’s helmet, “But Kichiyo, you’re not wearing anything they made. You’re naked too!”

      “WRONG! LOOK!” He pointed to the top of his helmet and showed off the natural headband woven by the Cait Shelter members, “I’M DRESSED UP FOR THE OCCASION! WHAT’S YOUR EXCUSE NOW, LYON?!”

      The light-haired Maker Mage growled, “Shut up you walking pile of dirt.”

      Naruto stood at the entrance to the mens’ changing tent and looked out over the small village that made up the guild. He stared out over the tents that made up the homes of the guildmates and could see the main hall of Cait Shelter cresting just over the top of the other tents. And despite their celebratory atmosphere, he couldn’t help but stew with irritation.

      “Hello, Naruto-kun~.”

      “GAH!” The blond Mage reacted and twisted around to attack before stopping when he realized Ichiya had slid into his personal space. He dropped his fist and leaned away as the Pegasus Mage sniffed around him, “Please don’t do that.”

      “You should be celebrating with the rest of us, and yet it’s clear something is troubling you.” The older man said, striking a pose and pointing his fingers up at the taller blond every time he moved, “What might be bothering you my friend?”

      “Nothing.” Naruto deflected, “I’m happy we were able to stop Nirvana and just tired—”

      “I smell the parfum of conflicting feelings on you.” Ichiya’s nose flared as he took a big whiff of Naruto’s scent, causing the blond to shudder as he did, “No point trying to hide it.”

      The blond grumbled, “Ugh, fine — twist my arm. Look I was just thinking back to when I tried to evacuate the guild before Nirvana could arrive and attack them. But when I arrived and told them what was happening, they decided to stay.” Naruto’s eyes narrowed in anger, “They said Nirvana was built by their ancestors so they shouldn’t run from the consequences of what they built.”

      “They chose to stay and face possible destruction?”

      “Yes! I tried to tell them it was stupid but they didn’t move!” The blond regained some of his energy as he complained to the Pegasus leader, “And even when I told them how devastated Wendy would be if she lost them all, they stood their ground! They weren’t gonna move even if they died!”

      “That’s troubling.”

      “Exactly!” Naruto frowned, “They made it sound like I was going to have to tell Wendy that I wasn’t able to convince her guild to move. How the fuck was I suppose to tell her something like that?”

      “Indeed. That is a difficult burden to be placed with. And it’s upsetting that Cait Shelter would make that kind of decision.” The well-dressed man nodded his head, “But we’ve dealt with Nirvana now so there isn’t anything else we should worry about.”

      “But doesn’t that bother you?” The whiskered man asked while looking at Ichiya, ‘This was something their ancestors did hundreds of years ago but they’re still carrying that blame with them? They still consider suffering through an execution to make up for something that wasn’t even their fault?’ Naruto shook his head and looked out through the opening, “I mean don’t they understand what would happen to the people they leave behind? Shouldn’t they have tried to fight or help us to make up for it instead of giving up like that? I-I mean I know what they did was bad but—”

      Ichiya grabbed Naruto’s arm and earned the blond’s attention before his tirade could go any farther. Naruto took the moment of pause to realize how fast his heart was beating and how red his face felt from the anger. And then noticed that he had gotten the attention of everyone else in the tent. The blond S-Class Mage took a deep breath and leaned back against the inside of the tent.

      Slowly realizing that he wasn’t just talking about Cait Shelter.

      Ichiya nodded and stepped forward, “When people make a mistake, they have a decision on how to deal with it. Some people choose to face it and try to make it right. Some choose to ignore it entirely and never accept responsibility for what they have done. And some think they must take it upon themselves however they must to make amends.” Ichiya sympathetically nodded at Naruto, “You cannot force someone to reconcile their mistakes how you want them to. You can only convince them of some way, and stand by them as they make their choice. Even if it is the hardest one to accept.”

      Naruto felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see Natsu giving him a faint smile. The blond closed his eyes and let out a soft exhale before accepting that it was what it was.

      “Come now friends,” Ichiya stepped up to the entrance and motioned them to follow, “It’s time to forget our worries and celebrate our victory!”

      “Come on,” Gray nudged Naruto’s shoulder as he walked by with a smile, “Let’s go show them how Fairy Tail crashes a party.”

      “Heh, you know I could use some wanton violence and screaming to lighten the mood.” Naruto said, forcing a small smile on his face as he followed the others and walked out to the center of the guild’s area.

      “Guys! Hey!” Lucy called out to her friends, dressed in a Nirvit outfit offered to her by their hosts. Wendy was also waving them over, with Carla, Sherry, and Erza standing close by, “We were waiting for you! What took you so—”

      “Forgive us, my angel.”

      “We so do apologize, my queen.”

      “It’s not like you had to stand here waiting for us, my princess.”

      “Ah!” Lucy nearly jumped back as the Trimens slid into place around her to offer their adoration, “Please stop that.”

      Erza’s eyes lingered to the side for a moment in thought before she noticed Naruto walking over. The redhead met him halfway and they hugged each other, a gentle squeeze from both they realized the other really needed. Erza pulled back and smiled, Naruto noticing that her expression was about as put upon and forced as his own considering the circumstances, “Glad this is over.”

      “Me too.” He nodded, “How are you feeling?”

      “Sore but otherwise fine.” She knew he didn’t believe that but she smiled, “I’ll feel a lot better when we finally get home.”

      “Should we order out and just gorge ourselves at home?”

      “That sounds perfect.”

      As the alliance gathered together and started to celebrate, the entirety of the Cait Shelter guild arrived to greet them. The alliance stood quietly and faced them, Wendy and Carla standing by their side as well as they were honored for their part in the fight. The elder master, Roubaul, stepped forward and addressed them all, “Fairy Tail. Lamia Scale. Blue Pegasus. Wendy and Carla. You all have done a great service to the world by fighting the Oración Seis and stopping Nirvana. For this,” The descendants of the Nirvit tribe bowed their heads, “We thank you.”

      “Ah it’s no big deal!”

      “No need to thank us.”

      “It was our duty to help stop the Dark Mages.”

      “WE’RE SO BADASS WE DIDN’T HAVE A CHOICE BUT TO WIN!”

      The alliance members humbly accepted their thanks or even tried to wave it off as no big deal. However the Cait Shelter members persisted and bowed further, “No, we must give our thanks. If it wasn’t for you… the destruction and chaos wrought by that weapon would have been disastrous.”

      “Seriously, it’s no problem! What’s done is done!” Natsu called with a huge grin on his face, “Now let’s party! Someone bring out the booze and light the meat on fire because I’m gonna celebrate!”

      “If anyone has wine, me and the boys would be more than happy to pour it for the lovely ladies.”

      “YEAH! LET’S PARTY!” Kichiyo hoisted Sherry up on his shoulder and grabbed Lyon’s collar as the Maker Mage started wriggling around to escape, “I AM A PARTY GOLEM!”

      The alliance started to rare up and get the party vibe going for their celebration, but slowly realized that the members of Cait Shelter weren’t moving and still had pensive expressions on their faces.

      Roubaul shook his head, “I’m sorry but we aren’t able to celebrate with all of you. We wanted to take this time to apologize and explain to you the follies of the Nirvana system. Why we are so grateful to you all for destroying it.”

      “You don’t need to.” Naruto spoke up, “We know how much it meant to see this thing gone.”

      “Your ancestors brought Nirvana into this world and you watched over it all this time.” Erza continued, “You don’t need to carry its burden any longer.”

      “Well, that’s the point of our apology.” Roubaul stated, ‘We lied to all of you.’ They looked at him befuddled, “We aren’t the descendants of the Nirvit tribe tasked with guarding its secrets…”

      “We are the Nirvit tribe. I am the man that oversaw its construction and creation over 400 years ago.”

      As shock covered the faces of all the Mages present, Roubaul continued, “400 years ago, the world was ravaged by great and terrible wars that never seemed to end. New kingdoms and forces seemed to sprout up every second in order to grab power, and with every one that fell there was a new field of graves to fill in afterwards. Every new force was trying to create a new weapon or form of magic in order to claim victory. Nirvana was mine… but instead of winning war, I had hoped to end it entirely.”

      “When people wage war, they bury feelings of empathy, mercy, and restraint in favor of callousness, anger, and hatred. Most only push them down so that they can weather the evils and horror of warfare. Some… become stained by it and never go back to they way they were. I wanted to make something that could bring peace instead of another machine of war to drag out the conflict. I wanted to make something that could change the hearts of people swallowed by the darkness.”

      “So… you made Nirvana?”

      “Yes,” Roubaul nodded, ‘At first I thought about making something that could negate magic or ruin spells, but even if I did then it wouldn’t solve the core of the problem; people were angry at each other and that anger filled their hearts. So instead, my tribe and I worked to create a weapon that could change the feelings and mindsets of people from darkness to light.’ The old man lowered his head and sighed, “I knew it was an invasive and unfair choice to change the hearts of people against their will, but with the alternative being wars that swallowed up our homes I thought it a necessary sacrifice. And for a time it worked perfectly.”

      He smiled fondly, “Nirvana did exactly as we hoped. The most bloodthirsty warmongers were changed into advocates of peace and change. Men and women that had sacrificed their humanity to fight in war were people once again that had only abandoned the worst sides of themselves. We felt proud in our accomplishment. For a time we believed we could rid the entire world of darkness and evil if we used Nirvana. But we made a critical error as we started to travel and try to fix everything. You can’t banish or destroy darkness completely… for all light that is brought into this world, an equal amount of darkness must be allowed to settle as well.”

      “Is that why?” Hibiki looked at him quizzically, “I thought it was just a coincidence that when Richard was turned to the light, Sherry-San was affected by the darkness around the same time.”

      “B-But I came back to normal.” The young Lamia Mage said, “While he continued to be good and kind. Why is that?”

      “Your darkness went somewhere else in the world. It has probably been added to the heart of someone already swathed in evil.” She gasped and the others looked worried as Roubaul continued, “We didn’t know this at the time and just continued to turn everyone to the light haphazardly. We did it over and over until all that displaced darkness, all those neutered feelings of malice and contempt, built up in Nirvana itself. And infected the Nirvit tribe that lived on the back of it.”

      Lucy covered her mouth in horror, “You all were turned by the darkness?”

      “We had displaced so much that it had built up on us instead. And when it finally settled on all of us we didn’t have a chance.” The old man gripped his staff tightly as tears filled his eyes, “The things we did to each other… and ourselves…”

      “All the damages and blood in the streets of that city,” Erza whispered as horrified realization struck her, “You attacked each other.”

      “We slaughtered each other in the end. But before that we committed every form of horror and atrocity imaginable upon our friends. Families. Neighbors. Men, women, and children. The things we did and reveled in…” He shook his head and let out a shaky sob, “Our tribe was destroyed.”

      “If your tribe was destroyed centuries ago, then how are you here now?”

      Roubaul wiped his eyes and sniffled to try and collect himself. The younger guild members reached over and comforted their old master as he looked to the alliance fondly. He smiled…

      “We’re not.”

      The members of Cait Shelter started to fade away.

      Wendy’s eyes widened in shock, “Wha—”

      “T-They’re disappearing!” Carla shuddered, “They’re fading away.”

      “I was the only survivor of the Nirvit tribe and I died centuries ago. Even so my soul remained in this world, tethered by grief and regret for the terrible weapon I created and the pain I caused. I swore that as long as Nirvana existed in this world I would remain to watch over it. That was my burden that I would gladly accept until the day it was destroyed.”

      “S-So then why?” Gray asked, “Why did you make a guild? To watch over Nirvana?”

      As the members of the guild faded away, Roubaul chuckled and shook his head, “No, not at all. In fact the creation of Cait Shelter was completely unrelated to Nirvana and my duty to watch over it. I made Cait Shelter,” He looked over at Wendy as her eyes filled with tears, “As a home for one lost little girl.”

      “H-Huh?”

      “Seven years ago, while I wandered the land as a tethered soul, I met a young boy with blue hair carrying a little girl.” Wendy gasped, “I don’t believe he knew what I was but when I told him I couldn’t leave this place, he requested that I look after this little girl until a time when he could return. And when she awoke asking where he was and if they were at a guild they could enter together, while I couldn’t give her one I thought I would at least give her the other.”

      “You made an entire guild just for Wendy?”

      “I’m sorry Wendy.” The old man apologized to the crying young Dragon Slayer as projections around him faded away, ‘I’m sorry I lied to you all this time. I made a guild around us, filled it with projections of my old tribe, and tried to create a place that you could be happy in. And in the process, I made us a new home. A home I loved and cherished just as much as I did my old tribe.’ Tears filled his eyes, “The days we spent with you and Carla were so wonderful I almost forgot about Nirvana entirely.”

      “M-Master, please!” Wendy sobbed, “Stop it!”

      “To be honest, after all this time I realized that I was burdened by two regrets now; my regrets with Nirvana, and my shame with leaving you behind if the time to leave finally came. However I realized I didn’t need to worry about that anymore,” He looked up and smiled at Naruto’s shocked expression, “Because now you have new friends willing to go the distance for you.”

      “Master!” Wendy cried out, tears spilling from her eyes as she broke off from the group and rushed for the old man that raised and watched over her for years, “Please! Don’t go!”

      “I’m sorry my child.”

      She ran into his chest and buried herself in it as he embraced her and whispered gently.

      “But you needn’t be afraid.”

      She could still hold on! He was still here!

      “You aren’t alone. And you still have your whole life to live.”

      Don’t go! Don’t go!

      “This… was just the beginning for you. Live your life splendidly Wendy… I love you.”

      The old man faded away in her arms and her support vanished, causing her to drop to her knees and weep. The guild mark on her shoulder slowly disappeared into particles of light.

      The alliance could only stand in shock and disbelief as an entire guild faded away before their eyes…

      Leaving only a stunned feline…

      And a crying young girl.

    
    

    
      “Okay, do we have everything?”

      “Everything we can carry.”

      “How about transport?”

      “I booked us a boat to Hargeon! Long ways! Take our time on the boat!” Natsu grinned while bouncing on his feet, “Man I can’t believe I’m gonna be able to actually enjoy a ride on a boat for once! This will be awesome!”

      “Okay spazz, shut up.” Naruto tried to ignore his friend’s boundless enthusiasm at being able to finally ride transportation. He never would have thought it was possible for Natsu and vehicles to be more annoying than just constantly getting sick, but a Natsu excited to ride something was just unbearable. The blond stood up and pulled the pack over his shoulder, “I think we’re set then.”

      “Then we should set off as well!” Ichiya announced, “Unfortunately it should take us a lot longer to get back to the guild this time around.”

      “Master isn’t going to be happy that the Christina isn’t coming back with us.”

      “Do you think he had insurance on it or something?”

      “If he did I wouldn’t feel this looming sense of dread hanging over us, would I?”

      Gray smirked towards his former fellow disciple, “See ya later Lyon, try not to get yourself killed.”

      “Pfft,” Lyon scoffed and shook his head, “I don’t mind if you die but try not to embarrass Ur’s teachings, Gray.”

      “Naruto-dono,” Jura stepped up and nodded his head respectfully to the whiskered blond before offering his hand, “As expected, another job with you has taken an unexpected but worthwhile turn. Perhaps the next time we meet things will be a little calmer.”

      “Don’t count on it.” The blond grinned and shook the Wizard Saint’s hand, “Take care of yourself Jura.”

      “As will you I hope.” The bald man turned and nodded his head to Erza as well, “It was an honor to work beside you Erza-dono. The tales of your strength and resilience were an understatement.”

      “And I’m happy to see the title of Wizard Saint is being honored in the hands of someone like you.” Erza smirked slyly, “I can see why Naruto tries to one-up you so often.”

      “Erza shut up.”

      The redhead chuckled at her boyfriend’s indignant expression as Jura joined in on the laughter. However the S-Class woman froze and shuddered as she felt a presence slither up behind her, “Ah~, Erza-San~, I shall memorize your parfum until we meet—”

      “Ah!” Erza’s foot shot out on reflex and knocked Ichiya away as she fell back into Naruto’s supporting frame. She panted and tried to catch her breath before looking between Naruto and Jura. Coughing into his fist, she called out, “Thank you for your help, Ichiya!”

      “My pleasure~. Meeeeennnnnnnn~!”

      “And it was our pleasure to work with you, Lucy-San.” Hibiki slipped up beside the blonde Mage, startling her as he took her hand and gently kissed the back of it, “Truly a once-in-a-lifetime experience.”

      “Y-Yeah,” Lucy weakly chuckled as a sweat drop ran down her cheek, the allure of being pampered by these handsome men now going dry. But her eyes widened in realization before she reached back and pulled out several Golden Keys, “Hibiki, are you sure it’s okay for me to take these? Some of them were Karen’s to begin with, right?”

      “Yes, but Karen passed and those keys were let back out into the world. They belong to whomever proves themself worthy. I think no one exemplifies that better than you, Lucy-San. Keep them.” Lucy smiled and thanked him for his kindness before he offered her a small booklet, “And please take this.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a spell I found while searching my Archive. When I looked over it I realized it would probably help you greatly in future battles.”

      Lucy tilted her head and flipped open a page, “Wow that’s a long incantation. Urano… Metria?”

      The three guilds continued to say goodbye and give their wishes to each other before separating. Lamia Scale and Blue Pegasus started on their way as the Fairy Titans turned to collect their things—

      “Fairy Tail!”

      They looked back and saw their allies point towards them challengingly with smiles on their faces, “If you can’t handle taking care of them then just let us know! We’ll be more than happy to give them the best home when you screw up!”

      “Or just trust her with us. We’re happy to have another pair of angels join our family to find happiness.”

      The Fairies smiled and met their challenge with resolute nods. They turned back to gather their supplies before heading out again. And as they did they found the two new members of their groupl

      They stared at the hall of Cait Shelter that still stood even as an empty reminder of the family that was gone. Carla looked back and spotted the Fairies watching them before she tapped her charge’s leg, “Wendy?”

      The blue-haired girl looked back, her eyes rimmed red from the tears she shed. She wiped them down and turned to the group offering them a new home.

      “Time to go.”

    
    

    
      Wendy was surprised by how lively and jovial the trip was back to the Fairy’s hometown. They made jokes. They talked about what they wanted to eat and drink back in the hall. They wondered what their next job was going to be when they got back.

      And through it all they always made sure to check on her.

      She was feeling better. She’d be lying if she thought that it didn’t still hurt realizing the only family she had was gone but now she had a new prospective family to look forward to.

      She was surprised when Erza offered her the chance to join Fairy Tail and expected the offer to vanish once their pity was dried up. But she realized it wasn’t pity and she was just being pessimistic. They wanted her to join their guild wholeheartedly.

      It was easier with Carla there. At least she was still with her.

      Wendy smiled and laughed along the journey as well. She giggled when Natsu was doing flips on the boat only for her magic to wear off and his sickness to return. And the only reason she didn’t feel bad was because everyone laughed when it happened.

      Along the trip the others checked on her. Talked with her. Told her she would love it in her new guild. She wondered whether she was really worthy of joining Fairy Tail.

      They said she was basically already a member.

      They walked through Magnolia’s streets.

      Passed by so many people that waved and said hello.

      Until finally…

      It was huge. So much bigger than the old hall. Even Carla was startled by its size.

      “Well?” Erza touched her shoulder and Wendy looked up at the redhead’s kind smile, “Are you ready?”

      She swallowed the lump that wouldn’t leave her throat, “I-I’m nervous. I-I think I need a moment.” As Wendy tried to catch her breath, she noticed her friends were standing with her and smiling comfortably, “Why are you all still out here?”

      “Well we’re waiting for you, duh.” Natsu grinned.

      “We wanna welcome you to the guild properly.” Lucy smiled.

      “And we’re your seniors so it’d look bad if we left you two back here.” Gray said.

      “You’re gonna love it inside!” Happy chirped.

      “But you all have been waiting to come home for so long.”

      “Yes, and we can wait a little longer.” Erza gently put her hand on Wendy’s back, “We’re here for you.”

      “You’re our family now,” She looked up at Naruto’s wide smile, “We’ll stay as long as you need us to.”

      …

      That was the nudge she needed. The push that made her quell the unease and fear in her stomach as she took a deep breath and stepped forward. She led the walk ahead, her friends following up behind her as Carla joined at her side. She walked through the threshold…

      And was greeted with a massive hall filled with noise, screaming, laughs, and joy. Her arrival garnered their attention as she stood up—

      “My name is Wendy Marvell!” She called out, bowing her head respectfully before smiling, “And I’d like to join your guild please!”

    
    

    
      Part 4… Done

      Man, took us a while but we’re finally here! The end of the arc and the start of two new members! I’ve been looking forward to having Wendy and Carla join the guild forever and now we can finally have them here!

      So I’ve been updating this a little better over the last few months and I swear I’ll do better from now on.

      We’ll be getting a few fun chapters after this and then… another one I’ve been looking forward to.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    63. Part 5: Welcome

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 63: Welcome

    
    

    
      It was her natural internal clock that woke her up so early in the morning. She groggily opened her eyes as her conscious mind wrestled with the idea of either waking up or sleeping in just a little bit longer. Her instincts after years of helping around the guild told her to wake up, get ready, and start her early morning chores to get the day started.

      Until she remembered that the guild wasn’t around anymore.

      Brown eyes peeled open to a curtain of dark blue hair that covered them. She moaned tiredly and huffed upward, blowing the strands of hair out of her eyes so she could see the natural light that filled her new room. She shifted her head on her pillow and felt a damp spot against her cheek.

      Oh, right, she did have another episode late last night didn’t she?

      Hearing a soft moan below her chin she looked down to see Carla cozy up by her chest as she slept as well. She smiled warmly down at her feline best friend and placed a gentle kiss on the crown of her head before shifting out of bed. Placing Carla against the pillow and watching her friend slump against it, she looked around once more.

      Her new room was a little larger than her old one, but it was much emptier. All of her worldly belongs fit inside a box she hadn’t even unpacked yet and some clothes she had rotated through since arriving in this new town. If she didn’t fill this place up properly then people might start thinking she lived a minimalist lifestyle or that she was a possible sage.

      Or that she wasn’t planning to stay.

      She took a deep breath and stepped up to the window, pushing it open and looking out at her new view. Magnolia’s beautiful early morning glory. The sun only just starting to rise and light up the sky but the town already bustling and alive. All the mountains and forests were in view of her line of sight this far out of the town and it was breathtaking.

      With a deep inhale, Wendy smiled and nodded, “A new day.”

    
    

    
      “Mornin’ Wendy-chan!”

      “Good morning!”

      “Hey Newbie-chan, don’t go running through the streets and slip, alright!”

      “I promise I won’t!”

      “Hey kid, it’s pretty early. Do you want some breakfast? I can put it on Fairy Tail’s tab if you wanna splurge?”

      “O-Oh no, that’s fine! I’m not hungry right now!”

      “You know you haven’t eaten yet, right?” Carla said as she flew by her charge’s side as they quickly made their way towards the guild. The white cat gently flapped her wings as she followed the young Dragon Slayer’s light jog towards the building, “The last thing you had was a light dinner last night.”

      “Carla, I’m fine. Really. I just want to make sure I get to the guild on time.”

      “Is there a designated time we need to get there? If this last week has taught me anything it’s that the people of this guild arrive when they feel like it and leave when they want to. Like a giant meeting ground for vagrants and vagabonds. And even when they are here they mostly spend their time drinking and being rowdy and honestly just menaces to society.” Carla looked around quizzically, “And the community just accepts it. Wendy, we may have gotten ourselves into something way over our heads.”

      “Carla.” Wendy rolled her eyes as they finally reached the last stretch and arrived at their destination. The guild hall was just as big and awe-inspiring as the first time she had seen it a week ago. However instead of the new recruit overwhelmed by the change, now she could enter without hesitation. She walked past the gate, greeting the few members eating outside, and walked through the front entrance, “Good morning every—”

      “HAAAAA!”

      Elfman’s giant body went flying through the air, crashing into a table just by the entrance and startling the new recruits right beside it. The giant white-haired man pulled himself out of the wreckage and snarled, “NATSU, WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?!”

      “Just wanted to make sure that I wasn’t getting lazy after our last big job.” The Dragon Slayer patted his arms a few times before nodding with a grin, “Yep, I’m still good.”

      “You won’t be when I’m through with you!” The middle Strauss sibling pulled himself out and rushed at his comrade with a guttural roar. Natsu smirked and dropped his weight as he took Elfman’s bull charge head-on. The shorter man was easily tackled off his feet but punched Elfman’s back as they crashed into another table.

      “Dammit you idiots!”

      “We’re trying to eat here!”

      “It’s your own fault for eating while we fight!”

      “How does that make sense?!”

      “Shut up!”

      “Get over here!”

      Wendy trembled in shock as the entire guild started to devolve into an early morning brawl. Magic was thrown around without worry or care as within seconds the peaceful guildhall was just as destructive and dangerous as the fight with the Oración Seis. Wendy wished she could say she had gotten used to it during her time here, but the chaos was still startling even now.

      “Wendy!” Carla yelled by her side, swooping in and grabbing her back, “We need to make our way through!”

      “R-Right!”

      The young duo then started flying through the pandemonium between them and the counter on the other side. Carla flew forward and carried Wendy through a storm of tossed furniture, wild magic attacks, angry expletives, and one or two unfortunate souls who were grabbed and used as projectiles.

      There was probably only enough space between the entrance and the counter to fly leisurely for several seconds, but it was the most tense few seconds of their lives as they made their way through.

      Unfortunately just as they were about to reach their destination, Macao flew through the air with a terrified wail and nearly knocked into them. They barely dodged but Carla’s wings had been knocked off course and they fell through the air in a moment of panic.

      Only to be caught and lowered back to the ground safely. Wendy opened her eyes and looked up at the whiskered man who had retrieved them, “Naruto-San!”

      “Still having a hard time making it through the brawls, huh?”

      “It wouldn’t be so mad if you madmen didn’t fight at every drop of the hat!” Carla complained as he lowered them back to the ground. There they could safely breathe and not worry about sustaining injury. Because the counter was the one place in the whole guild floor that wasn’t getting dragged into the fight.

      It might have been because of the three S-Class Mages that were currently gathered there trying to enjoy their morning.

      “I take it your guild didn’t have fights like this?” Erza asked as Wendy and Carla joined them at the counter.

      “The most anyone at Cait Shelter fought about were chore lists and dinner arrangements. And even then it was just a civil discussion and agreement that settled things in under 5 minutes!” Carla groused as she huffed and sat atop the countertop, “Although in hindsight it makes sense that they wouldn’t really argue with each other considering they were basically the same person.”

      “Well we like to settle things with a little more energy here at Fairy Tail.” Mirajane said with a smile, coincidentally at the same time that a fiery explosion and a riotous laugh from Natsu echoed out from the side, “And we always like to fight with a smile.”

      It was true that Wendy didn’t see any real animosity or anger when she watched her new guildmates fight, but it was still so destructive that she couldn’t help but worry. She gave a nervous smile, “Y-Yeah.”

      “Well we’ll just let them hash things out.” The barmaid said over the sound of a table being broken with someone’s head, “Wendy, have you had anything to eat yet?”

      “O-Oh, I haven’t yet, but you don’t need to worry—”

      “No she needs to eat!” Carla said before Wendy could speak any further, “Please make her something to eat.”

      “I-I don’t want to be a bother.”

      “You aren’t.” Mirajane gave her a beautiful smile and nodded, “Give me one sec and I’ll make you some breakfast.”

      Wendy was still shocked that she now knew a celebrity like Mirajane. It was impossible for anyone in Fiore who read a Sorcerer’s Weekly to not recognize the poster girl that graced the cover almost every issue. The white-haired Mage was just as gorgeous and breathtaking as the glamour photos suggested. And not only was she beautiful, but she was extremely kind and welcoming.

      Back in Cait Shelter she silently judged the other members who leered at her photos and said she was a perfect woman. But now having met her she could see that they probably weren’t too far off.

      Although she wasn’t an active Mage who regularly went out on job requests anymore so she might not have been able to handle the work of a 24-hour mission. So their guesses that she could probably go through the whole night and then some were quite inaccurate.

      “So how are you two liking the place?” Naruto asked with a kind smile, leaning over the counter to get a better look of them from behind Erza’s spot, “Any trouble finding your way around?”

      “W-Well I still have a little trouble figuring out what directions I need to take after I leave the dorm.” Wendy sheepishly admitted, “I have gotten lost about 2 or 3 times trying to navigate my way through everything.”

      “We had to resort to flying over the town for a bird’s-eye view.” Carla continued with a sigh, “They should have road markers and maps posted more frequently on the streets so people don’t get lost.”

      Erza hummed and nodded her head, “I guess even though we’re so familiar with it we can’t expect newcomers to have the same luck in navigating everywhere.” The kind redhead smiled down at them, “Well, how about later we go through a tour of Magnolia? I can show you around to some of the most popular restaurants and shops in town.”

      “Really?” Wendy perked up with glee, “I-I don’t want to impose.”

      “Not at all. Consider it a duty of your senior guildmate to help you get acquainted with your new home.”

      Once again Wendy found herself humbled to be receiving their help and kindness like that. Almost everyone in the guild had been courteous and welcoming to them since they had arrived last week.

      “Hrmmmm.”

      Almost everyone.

      Wendy gulped and looked over to see a young girl seated between Naruto and Erza who was eyeing her down with a frown. The former Cait Mage waved meekly, “H-Hi, Koyuki-chan.”

      The young brunette girl seated between Fairy Tail’s strongest couple just narrowed her eyes in response before turning her head away.

      Naruto poked her cheek, “Koyuki, she said hello.” The little Senju pouted and sulked even further before he poked deeper, “Young lady, now how did we teach you to greet people who’ve greeted you?”

      Koyuki’s frown deepened before she grumbled and nodded to the new blue-haired girl, “Good morning.”

      “Koyuki,” Erza looked down at her little sister with a stern gaze, “Wendy is new to the guild and we were the ones who invited her, so we have to be the most welcoming while she gets acquainted with Magnolia. Now I don’t know why you’re acting like this but I don’t want to see you doing it anymore, okay?”

      “Mmmrmmmm.” Koyuki just grumbled and turned away, making Erza frown in return. Wendy realized quite quickly that the young girl accompanying their side was their foster sister, Koyuki Senju, who they had told her about on the trip back to Magnolia. And it was clear that after their first meeting that the younger girl didn’t like having her around.

      Maybe because she expected her not to stay around for long?

      “Hey!” Carla stood up on the counter and walked over, passing Wendy who tried to grab her before she could do anything. The white cat stood in front of Koyuki’s spot and berated the young girl, “I won’t just let you sit there and ignore Wendy like that. Now I don’t know what your problem is but—”

      Koyuki lurched upwards and grabbed Carla before squeezing her in a tight hug like she did Happy whenever she could grab a hold of him.

      “Yappy Happy is a lot louder than regular Happy.”

      Naruto scoffed, “I know right?”

      “Do not compare me to the male cat! And stop hugging me!”

      “Koyuki, don’t squeeze Carla just to avoid getting talked to.” Mirajane said as she returned to the counter with a plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, and fresh toast that she placed in front of Wendy. As the young Senju pouted and finally released the furious white cat, the barmaid turned back to her, “And don’t be annoyed at Wendy just because you think your brother and sister aren’t paying attention to you.”

      “M-Mira-neechan!” The five-year old whined as her face went red. She noticed she got the attention of the others at the counter, most noticeably Naruto and Erza who were looking down at her with touched, sparkling eyes, “I-I thought when you finally got back from your mission that we could play together. B-But you seemed so busy now helping her around.”

      “Aww.” Erza cooed and dragged Koyuki into a hug, rubbing her cheek into her little sister’s chestnut hair with a pair of sparkling eyes, “I didn’t know you were missing our attention this much.”

      “I always look forward to Onii-chan and Onee-chan returning home.” Koyuki admitted, deflated and upset that she had bothered them with her worries, “I like staying with Mira-neechan or at Fairy Hills but I like it more when we’re together. We eat lots of food and play games together. Even the house goes back to normal when you’re home.”

      Wendy tilted her head in confusion and looked up to see the older members were just as confused by that statement, “The house goes back to normal?”

      “Uh-huh!” Koyuki answered her, not showing any of the animosity or hesitation to talk to her she had a moment ago, “When they’re gone the house is too quiet. But when they’re home it’s loud and fun and feels right. And when I go to bed I hear the house make noises and sounds like it’s alive.”

      Wendy and Carla shared a confused look, “Your house makes noises? Is it haunted or something?”

      Koyuki shook her head, “No, Onii-chan’s scared of ghosts so he already made sure it wasn’t haunted. But he told me that when the house moans and shakes and does stuff like that it’s because it’s happy and excited and it can’t hold back anymore. And the house is always excited when they come back from a job.”

      “Wow! A magic house!” The world was filled with so many amazing and unbelievable things. Wendy looked up at her older guildmates with admiration, “Naruto-San, can we see your house when it does stuff like that?”

      Naruto and Erza were hunched over, their eyes burning holes into the countertop with strained faces and blood rushing to their cheeks. On the opposite end of the spectrum, Mira was almost doubled over with heaving shoulders and her hand over her puffed out cheeks. A strained laugh slipped out between her fingers and tears pricked the sides of her eyes as she held it in.

      She pulled her hand away and took a deep breath before giving her beautiful smile again, “Well you see girls—”

      “Mira no!”

      “Don’t say a thing!”

      “Hehe, I wasn’t really going to tell them.”

      “We don’t trust you with this matter at all!”

      “Oh alright, alright.” The white-haired woman stepped back from Naruto and Erza’s challenging glare. She walked over to a different corner of the bar and giggled, “Well then I hope one day you two will be able to explain to them the miracle of the groaning, moaning, probably wet-sounding house.”

      “MIRA!”

      “Last one I swear.”

      “Huh, what’s going on over there?”

      “Hey Mira-chan, you revealing their dirty secrets again?

      There was something they weren’t saying and Wendy wanted to be in on the joke but moved past it. It was probably a joke the older members shared in. Wendy turned back to her breakfast and started to partake in the meal. The eggs were delicious and the bacon was crunchy and the toast was divine. It was incredible that she could have a morning meal like this every day if she wanted!

      But she didn’t want to because it felt like she was taking advantage.

      She heard a slight grunt to the side and saw Mirajane stack the plates into smaller piles for easier transport. Wendy saw a moment to act and ran around the counter to help, “Mirajane-San, let me help you care some of that.”

      Mira looked at her in surprise, “Oh that’s kind of you but you really don’t have to worry about me, Wendy. Just sit down and enjoy your breakfast.”

      “I-I will but let me at least help around when I can.”

      “Wendy,” Carla called her name in that critical tone, “You really should finish eating first.”

      “It’ll only take a second Carla.”

      “Well if you really want to help then I won’t turn down the offer.” She smiled pleasantly and picked up one of the stacks, “I wanted to get all these plates cleaned first before we offer them for dinner tonight. So can you help me get them into the kitchen sink?”

      “Yes I can!” Wendy eagerly nodded and grabbed a stack before securing it against her chest, “I’ll take them right—”

      Her sandal caught on the corner and caused her to trip. The commotion across the guild paused when they heard a shrill scream followed by the breaking of a dozen plates. Mira grimaced as she fell, “Oh dear.”

      “O-Oh no!” Wendy panicked as she looked at the mess she had caused, “I-I’m sorry! I’ll clean this up right away!”

      “Wait Wendy!”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “It’s okay really.”

      From the second floor several people watched their newest member stumble and clean up after her mess.

      Levy flinched, “Oh, that looks like it could have gone better. Should we help her?”

      Lucy scratched her neck, “It looks like she wants to clean up after herself. B-But we still should, right?” She asked her friends only to get shrugs and looks of uncertainty in return, “Why does she want to help around so much?”

      “I think it’s pretty cool.” Gray said with a chuckle, ‘She’s the newest arrival and she wants to make a good impression for herself. So she’s going around helping wherever she can even if she stumbles a little along the way. But hey I think it’s endearing.’ The half-naked man nodded, “Looks like our newest recruits are doing their best to help however they can.”

      “Um, Gray?”

      Gray turned to Levy when she said his name with a hint of worry and saw Lucy staring the man down with a cold frown. He sweated, “Uh — hehe — n-not that there’s anything wrong with the former new recruits or anything. Y-You know I didn’t mean to make it sound like you were lazy or not pulling your weight around or anything, right?”

      “My weight?”

      “U-Uh, not that a lovely young lady like you weighs anything at all! L-Like what — 250? 200?”

      They balked in response, “200?!”

      “Less? Much less? Way less right? You know what I’m gonna stop talking now.”

      “Gray-sama,” A head of blue-hair slid up to his side and nudged his arm, “Do you want to know how much Juvia weighs? Juvia promises it’ll shock you how light she is!”

      “I-I’d rather just continue to pull the foot out of my mouth thank you.”

      “T-Then should Juvia help around the guild as well! That’s what you like in your newcomers, right?”

      “I didn’t mean it like that!”

      As Gray’s psyche started to break apart, Lucy shrugged towards Levy and the short girl giggled in response. She turned to the large man beside her, “Hey Gajeel, what do you think? Wendy is working pretty hard, don’t you think?”

      “Cat.”

      “Huh?”

      “Cat. It’s a cat. Why is it a cat?”

      The Iron Dragon Slayer’s murmuring drew the attention of the other Fairy Mages beside him as they turned to look at him oddly, “G-Gajeel?”

      “Why?” The pierced Mage muttered to himself with shaky eyes, “Why does the newbie have a cat? Why are there two cats? Why do the other Dragon Slayers have cats? They both do! There are three Dragon Slayers in this guild but only two of them have cats! And why don’t I have a cat?! I’m a better Dragon Slayer than Salamander and the newbie! I bet I’m better than the both of them combined! So why don’t I have a cat?!”

      The other Fairies stood to the side watching the former Phantom Mage have an emotional breakdown. He ground his teeth together that sounded eerily like metal scraping against metal and his fingers broke into the banister in his grip. Levy gulped and hesitantly reached out to touch his shoulder, “G-Gajeel?”

      “I have to go!” The tall Dragon Slayer vaulted off the second floor, cracking the ground below and startling everyone before he dashed for the door, “I’M GONNA GET A CAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAATTTTTTTT!”

      …

      Makarov emerged a couple moments later, drying his hands on his shirt and fixing his belt up his waist. One he was done the short guild master looked up and saw all the broken furniture, busted plates, and crack in the floor that traveled from one side of the hall to the other.

      The old Dreyar sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose, “I left for 10 minutes to take a shit! Can you kids seriously just not help yourselves or what?!”

    
    

    
      After a profuse amount of apologizing and trying to clean up, Wendy offered to help around in some other way.

      Which ended up…

      “Ah!” She squeaked as she accidentally knocked over a mug of beer as she was cleaning the tabletop, “I’m sorry!”

    
    

    
      Later when she offered to mop the floor until it was clean…

      “Come on, let’s go look at the bo-AHHHHHHH!”

      Jet slipped on the wet floor as he ran by. And ended up pulling Droy down along the way. Who grabbed Levy’s skirt and nearly pulled it off. Who screamed in response and fell back into Lisanna. Who tried to catch her but dropped back into Elfman’s knees. Who tumbled over and flattened Gray and Natsu in the process. Who let out a fiery and icy groan of pain under his massive weight.

      As everyone watched the dominoes fall one after another, Wendy started to pale in shock, “I-I’m sorry.”

      As a bonus she started building a reputation as the new girl who could knock anybody down. And any attempt to dispute that claim was followed with a quick reminder of the embarrassing sight.

    
    

    
      And then again she offered to help clean in the kitchen.

      “Hey Mira, have you seen Wendy?” Naruto asked as he, Erza, and Koyuki returned from some shopping around the town, “We finished grabbing some stuff we needed and remembered that she wanted to have a tour of Magnolia.”

      “She’s helping out in the kitchen.” Mirajane said as she organized the bottles behind the counter, “I told her the dishes need cleaning and she offered to wash them in the sink.”

      Naruto and Erza shared a look of worry, “And when did she start working on that?”

      “About an hour ago.”

      Their eyes widened, “Wendy’s been back there, alone, for an hour?”

      “Yes.” Mira glumly nodded, “And before you ask; no, I’m too afraid to go see what happened.”

      Erza sighed and confidently strode past the counter and towards the kitchen, “Well it’s cruel to leave her alone in there to do all that work. I’ll go help and we can offer her the tour afterwards.” Erza opened the door—

      And was met with a compacted wall of soap bubbles.

      “Oh good lord.”

      The bubbles rushed out and consumed Erza as Naruto, Koyuki, and Mira stood on top of the bar counter to avoid getting swept away. They watched as several figures slid by in the mix of water and soap before finally emerging. Erza had a giant afro of bubbles around her head while only Carla’s face was visible in a giant ball of them.

      Wendy popped up as well, a beard and mustache made from the suds before she shook her head, “I-I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t even know how it happened.” Carla spoke with a haunted expression, “We were cleaning and everything was fine and then the next second — poof! Bubbles everywhere! I-It was too much.”

      Makarov walked by whistling a jaunty tune. When he noticed his shoes splashing in water and deep through his soles, he looked down to the soapy mess that had been caused. The wizened old man sighed, “Today’s just one of those days, isn’t it?”

      …

      “Hey,” Erza puffed up her bubble afro, “I don’t hate this.”

    
    

    
      Wendy grumbled sadly in anguish as she laid her head on the top of the table in defeat. The members of Fairy Titans joined their young friend around the table as she slumped into a miserable puddle before their eyes, “Uhhhhhhhhhhh.”

      “Are you okay Wendy?” Lucy asked, “It feels like you’ve been having a pretty hard day.”

      “I keep messing everything up.” Wendy mumbled in disappointment, “I try to help but each time something goes wrong! I-I trip or I knock something over o-or — I don’t even know what happened with cleaning the dishes!”

      “I still say that sink was cursed or something!” Carla spoke up in her defense.

      Gray looked at the sullen girl oddly, “Why are you trying to do so much anyway?” The young Dragon Slayer lifted her head and looked up at the Maker Mage as he asked, “I mean why did you go out of your way to try and help with all this stuff today? Stretching yourself thin like that was only gonna end badly.”

      “Yeah, you should have been hanging out with us.” Natsu grinned at the younger girl, “We could have partied and ate food and you could have joined in our fight! I gotta get you back for knocking me and the others over like that so easily!”

      “She didn’t do that on purpose you moron!”

      “Wendy,” Erza spoke up and garnered their attention, ‘When we invited you here we didn’t do it with the intent for you to just do chores and work. You’re free to do those things if you wish to, but you can also do other things if you want.’ She looked back in the corner before looking back at the young girl, “Like a job?”

      Wendy flinched and lowered her head, “I-I’m not sure if I’m ready to take a job yet. I took jobs while I was with the guild — m-my last guild,” She quickly corrected and noticed that the others were giving her sympathetic looks after they noticed her do it, “But I don’t know if I’m ready to handle a job well enough yet. I’m… I need to be better.”

      “Well I don’t know about that but if you wanna train or something then I’m up for it!” Natsu said excitedly as he stood out of his seat and slammed his foot on the table, “I can help you train to get better if you want!”

      Wendy perked up, “Really Natsu-San?”

      “You bet! First lesson!” Natsu’s hand blazed with fire, “Summon your flames to your hand! We’re gonna be seeing how big we can make ’em!”

      Everyone at the table stared at him in silence before Carla spoke up, “Wendy can’t use fire, remember?”

      “Oh.” Natsu lowered his hand and stared ahead in thought before he shrugged, ‘Then just summon your sky to your hands or whatever. That’s not the important part! We’re gonna try and see how much you can gather in your hands to attack with!’ He held up his hand and a giant inferno erupted from his fist, “The secret is to make it go boom and get super big!”

      “Natsu! Don’t you dare scorch the wood! I’ve had enough coming out here and seeing how you kids wreck shit today!”

      As the older Dragon Slayer groaned and argued with Makarov, Naruto shook his head, “Yeah I don’t think we should be relying on him for training tips.”

      Lucy chuckled nervously, “Uh, I’m not much of a fighter.”

      “I could help but I don’t know if I’m much of a trainer.” Gray offered afterwards.

      “W-Well if there’s no one—”

      “Then allow me to guide you!” Erza exclaimed, her expression filled with expectation and glee as her eyes turned starry out of delight, “Wendy, I promise that under my supervision you shall achieve the strength you have sought! I will not fail in training! Natsu can confirm that I never gave up on teaching him mathematics and writing when he asked for my help!”

      Everyone looked at the pink-haired Dragon Slayer in time to see him tremble in fear with a thousand-yard stare consuming his vision. He muttered to himself in a frightened, horrible tone that sounded more like a dying animal than a powerful Mage.

      They all paled in worry as Erza continued unaware, “Now come along, if we start now—”

      “A-Actually,” Lucy quickly spoke up, a cold sweat running down her temple as she pulled Erza down from the table, “You know Erza, there might be someone who may be able to help Wendy even more than you. Someone who also uses air and wind to fight.”

      All eyes turned to the whiskered blond at their table. Naruto blinked once and then again before he sat up in surprise, “Me? Are you serious?”

      “Well that makes the most sense to me.”

      “But I can’t—”

      “Naruto-San?” The older blond looked down at his side to see Wendy looking up at him with hope and anticipation. She asked quietly, “Can you help me?”

      Naruto silently looked between the young new member and then to his girlfriend. He loved Erza. Loved her more than most anything in the world. But when it came to careful matters like this…

      He nodded, “Yeah okay.” Wendy smiled and thanked him as he stood up, “C’mon, let’s head out. If we want to train we shouldn’t do it here in town.”

      “Okay!” Wendy excitedly nodded and followed after him as they made their way out. Carla quickly followed behind with her wings spread as the rest of the team stayed behind. Erza hung her head in disappointment and slumped down in her seat. Lucy patted her firend’s back sympathetically as they counted their blessings that they were able to preserve their young friend’s safety.

      …

      “Erza, your bubble afro is slipping off.”

      “Great. As if this couldn’t get any worse.”

    
    

    
      “Okay. Alright so…” Naruto bounced on his feet and clapped his hands, smacking his lips and whistling as he walked in a set pattern in front of the patient girl and the less patient cat watching him. The whiskered man continued to stall and shake his head, “Training. Training. Where to start?”

      “Where should we start, Naruto-San?”

      “I… have no idea.”

      Carla sighed, “You’re not exactly doing a great job of offering your services you know.”

      “Ease up, Grumpy Cat.” Naruto groused back as the white cat frowned at him, “I didn’t exactly have a plan for training or teaching anyone today. I just accepted because I wasn’t ready to watch Erza drag you away and hollow out your soul.”

      “W-Would it have really been that bad?”

      “I love Erza, but when she puts her mind to something she sees it through to the end. Even if the thing she’s trying to accomplish can’t totally keep up. Natsu and Gray are terrified of her not because she beat them in fights but because she was so strict and unwavering in their upbringing that it left a scar on their minds.” Naruto shook his head defeatedly, “Treating things delicately is something she only started to learn after taking Koyuki came into our lives, but if it involves fighting… yeah, still risky.”

      “And you think you’re better?” Carla genuinely asked.

      “I have absolutely no idea.” Naruto said bluntly, not inspiring much confidence in either of the new members. The S-Class Mage looked at Wendy, “I don’t think there’s much I can do to help you with your healing, right?”

      “I-I don’t think so.”

      “So it’s just offensive moves you need help with?” Wendy nodded as Naruto let out a sigh of relief, ‘Okay, then I think I can do something to help with that.’ He smiled and stood confidently, “So what kind of attacks can you use right now?”

      “Well right now I can use my roar to create a vortex from my mouth. I imagine it’s pretty much the same as what Natsu-San does but with sky instead of fire.”

      “Which probably means it’s super powerful.” Naruto noted as Wendy blushed at his praise, “Anything else?”

      “N-No.” Wendy admitted, “Grandeeny wanted me to practice more in the healing aspect because she said it was a much more difficult technique to learn.”

      Naruto nodded, “She was right. People who can fight with their magic can be found pretty much anywhere but people with healing magic more advanced than first aid are a rarity.” Wendy looked conflicted hearing him say that before he continued, “But that doesn’t mean you can’t fight at all. We just have to practice a little.”

      “R-Right!”

      “Now since you’re a Dragon Slayer, you specialize in the element your were taught and can eat it for sustenance. And unlike Natsu and Gajeel, you have access to your element during a fight more than they ever will. So we have to take advantage of that.”

      Wendy nodded and walked up to Naruto’s side as he turned to the empty forest. This would be the perfect place for them to practice spells and techniques without causing any ruckus in the town. He had years of practicing attacks out here and with no one around they wouldn’t be interrupted. As Wind started to gather around Naruto’s hand, Wendy noticed something that had puzzled her since the Nirvana incident, “Naruto-San, why does your wind seem different from regular magic?”

      “You noticed?”

      “I can taste it. It’s powerful but it doesn’t have any magic in it.”

      “It doesn’t?” Carla questioned, “How is that possible?”

      “Because my element is formed from an energy inside of me instead of the magical power I have. Something called chakra.” He explained to the young Mage as she watched in awe at the small, slow vortex of wind he formed in his palm, “It’s a source of energy I have flowing through my body that I’ve been able to harness through training.”

      “T-That’s amazing.” Wendy muttered. She looked up at him with hope in her eyes, “Is there a way I could learn to use this power too?”

      Unfortunately he had to watch her expression sink with disappointment as he shook his head, “Sorry but you probably won’t be able to. You have to be born with this power in order to use it. And as far as I can tell only me, Koyuki, and her mother have it.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because we came from a different place originally.” The younger duo just looked confused by what he was saying, “It would take a long time to explain. But it isn’t all an advantage. If we run out of magic we have to wait for our tank to refill; but if we run out of chakra then…” Naruto cut at his throat and let his head go limp as Wendy paled at the thought, “So it’s not all great. Although my chakra techniques have helped me learn a lot about controlling wind and air.”

      Naruto straightened his hand and swiped forward, launching a blade of Wind through the air and watching it slice through the base of a tree. The girls watched as the tree slid off its base and crashed into the ground. When he turned back it was to see Wendy gaping in amazement and Carla trying to not look impressed, “Our element is versatile and can be used in more ways than we can imagine. So don’t worry Wendy… you’ll be seeing improvement soon.”

      The young Dragon Slayer beamed with joy and nodded, “Right!”

    
    

    
      Wendy let out a soft, tired pant as she tried to catch her breath. In the process she gathered up some sustenance and partially refilled her draining reserves to fire off another attempt at an attack. Maybe this time she’d be able to match what Naruto had thrown out earlier.

      The young Dragon Slayer concentrated as her Sky magic started to take form, materializing as a vortex of wind around her forearm that swirled wildly and uncontrollably. Wendy closed her eyes, focused, and tried to match the image of Naruto’s attack. She raised her hands, let out a grunt of effort, and swiped down. She felt something leave her hands and fly outwards at the trees ahead of her.

      Wendy opened her eyes and looked at the scars that lined the bark of the tree she had made. There were fresh scratches in the wood which meant she had projected her attack like she wished, but like the dozen she had launched before she had only deepened a set of scratches she had carved into the wood.

      She hadn’t match the power of Naruto’s cut in order to cleave the tree apart.

      It had been hours and she had many ideas of how to use her magic now. Naruto showed her it could cut. He showed her it could push. He showed her how it could cause the area around them to bend to their power.

      And yet still she couldn’t match that power yet. It had been hers to command for years… and still she hadn’t tapped into its strength.

      “Wow!” Naruto appeared at her side, startling the short girl as he admired her handiwork, “You can already project it out like that after only a few hours. I think it took me forever to even get that far when I was first training. That’s amazing.”

      “Of course. Don’t expect anything less of Wendy.” Carla boasted on her behalf as she flew by her side. However the white feline noticed her oldest friend’s complicated expression after being praised and looked concerned, “Wendy, is something wrong?”

      “This isn’t good. I’ve been trying over and over but I can’t even match Naruto-San’s proficiency or skill yet.”

      “Of course not child you’ve only been practicing for an afternoon.”

      “B-But I should have been doing this before.” Wendy said desperately as she shook her head, ‘Even if Grandeeny didn’t teach me many attack moves, why didn’t I think I would need it?’ The blue-haired girl muttered to herself despairingly, “I’ve barely trained at all or gotten any stronger since the day she left 7 years ago. And I can’t let that be the case anymore.”

      Naruto looked at his young friend sadly before he lowered himself to a knee. He touched her shoulder and she looked down at him as he sat down on the ground. As he offered the space across from him, Wendy quietly nodded and sat down with her friend, “What is this about Wendy? Why did you want to get stronger before you decide to take a job? Some of the requests are barely any trouble even for someone with no magic.”

      “But there are some jobs that need more than that. That require people to be strong and capable of handling things by themselves. I have to be ready to take jobs like that if I need to.” Wendy mumbled while lowering her head, “I need to be better.”

      “Why do you want to be better?”

      “Because…” The young Mage shuffled uncomfortably before finally admitting, ‘I barely helped at all during the Nirvana incident. Everyone was fighting so desperately and putting everything on the line. But not me.’ Wendy’s hands balled up in her lap as tears of frustration came down her cheeks, “I couldn’t help at all during the fight, even though everyone was doing what they could to stop Nirvana and save Cait Shelter. And now that I’m in Fairy Tail…” She wiped away her tears and looked up at Naruto with an unwavering firmness in her eyes, “I can’t let that happen again.”

      Naruto stared at Wendy for a moment as her gaze didn’t waver or dissipate even after a few seconds. Instead he turned and looked at Carla, seeing the little cat wasn’t surprised or shocked by what she said. So they must have talked about this before.

      Honestly Naruto was proud of her. He had experience with Mages that had neglected to train or better themselves after learning whatever magic they specialized in. Once they were able to wield the mystical power in their hands many decided that that would be the end of their efforts. But he knew that you were never truly a master of anything because there was always more someone could do to train and hone their craft.

      He admired that Wendy recognized that at such a young age. But he couldn’t tolerate the self-deprecating way she said it.

      “Wendy,” His voice was stern and earned the young girl’s attention as he spoke, “Tell me you don’t think you were of no use during the mission against the Oración Seis.”

      Wendy shuffled in place and looked down and aside in shame, “I-I mean I wasn’t of any help to all of you. I needed to be protected and rescued. I couldn’t even help you in your fight with Brain.”

      “But you saved us countless times during that mission.” He argued, “Any one of us could have fought those guys off, but who would have helped me and Natsu when we were sick? Who would have fixed our grievous injuries before they took their toll? Who would have saved Erza’s life? We were all just watching her suffer without being able to do anything and you were able to save her. I’ll never be able to explain how much that means to me.”

      Wendy’s eyes narrowed slightly, “B-But I don’t just want to stand around and fix you all when I could help.”

      “Of course you don’t. And you won’t forever.” She looked up at him as he smiled and pointed aside, ‘Look at that.’ She turned and looked at the cuts she made against the tree, “You’re already able to project and throw your attacks like that after only a few hours. By the time you’re my age you’ll wield the wind and sky in ways that will have the rest of us gawking in envy.”

      Wendy blushed slightly, “You… you think so?”

      “And not only will you be able to fight; you’re able to save and support others when they need help the most.” Naruto leaned a little further down so he was level with her and grinned, “I swear one day you’ll be the best of us.”

      She couldn’t hold back the tears from his earnest words and lightly sniffled.

      “But until then you don’t need to rush. You don’t need to push yourself or be disappointed that you aren’t reaching where you’d like to be.” He reached over and tapped her shoulder, touching the Fairy tattoo that now graced her arm, ‘You’re a member of Fairy Tail now.’ He rolled up his sleeve and showed his tattoo as well, “You have me, Erza, everyone from the gang, and everyone else — we always have your back. From now on you if you ever need help, we’ll be right there.” He smirked, “Plus you’ll always have Grumpus by your side.”

      “I don’t appreciate all these nicknames you’re giving me.” Carla said with a frown, “But he is right Wendy. You don’t need to rush yourself. You’ll get there soon. Until then you have me, everyone, and even this unremarkable man to help you.”

      Wendy nodded, tears brimming in her eyes as she took a breath, “Thank you. Thank you both so much.”

      “Do you wanna keep practicing?”

      Wendy rubbed her eyes and nodded.

      “Do you wanna grab something to eat after we’re done?”

      She nodded again.

      “Then we got a plan.”

    
    

    
      “Wendy?”

      The young Mage looked down at Carla at her side. The pair were sat atop her bed and while Carla looked at her, Wendy had been staring at the box of her belongings that still remained packed in the corner, “What is it Carla?”

      “Do you want to unpack your stuff?”

      “In a minute.”

      She had said that about 10 minutes ago, and she was still just sitting here.

      Wendy wasn’t sure what was making her procrastinate like this. After she had finished her training with Naruto and eaten dinner, she promised herself when she got back to the dorm that she would unpack. That she would finally make this room hers properly.

      And still she hesitated.

      A knock on the door drew her out of her inner thoughts. She got off the bed in a hurry and stepped over to pull the door open.

      “Good evening.” Erza greeted her when the door opened, the redhead dressed in her comfortable pink Heart Kreuz PJs, “Do you mind if we come in?”

      Wendy was about to ask why she said we before she looked down and noticed Koyuki, also dressed for bed and subtly hiding behind Erza’s legs. The young Senju carefully peeked out and looked up at Wendy before dipping behind her sister again. Wendy quickly stepped in, “O-Of course you can.”

      Erza walked in and Koyuki shyly followed, probably unsure how to act in a new resident’s room. Carla walked up to the edge of the bed and looked up at Erza, “Are you not staying with your partner tonight?”

      “No, I thought it would be nice to spend some time here instead.” Erza said while looking around. She noticed how clean and empty the room is, “Wendy, is there a reason your room looks so barren?”

      “Um,” The young Dragon Slayer looked aside nervously and rubbed her arm, “I-I just haven’t gotten around to doing it yet.”

      “Then would you like my help?”

      Erza made her way over to the box and Wendy unconsciously reached out before she could touch it. But even though she didn’t touch the box, it looked like the redhead got what she wanted in seeing her reaction. Erza sat down by her things and then patted the ground beside her for Wendy to sit down on.

      She and Naruto really were alike.

      As Wendy quietly sat down beside her, Erza just stared at the box of her things she left in corner, “Naruto told me about the conversation you had during your training. About wanting to be stronger and not wanting to burden others during our missions. I can understand the drive to be better and can respect that. But what about early today when you were frustrated that you couldn’t help around the guild? Why do you keep all of your things still packed and your room empty?” She looked down at Wendy with concern in her eyes, “What’s wrong?”

      …

      “I’m being cautious… in case this is another situation… where everything around me leaves. Or I’m told to go because I can’t stay anymore.”

      Erza looked at her in surprise as Koyuki watched from the side and Carla stared at her friend sadly.

      “I’m starting to realize… that I can never stay in one place. With anyone. For too long.” Wendy drew her knees up to her chest and hid her face behind them as she muttered, “Grandeeny left. Jellal left. I was with Master and the others for so long I thought it was my home. But it was just a dream they made around me. A-And that disappeared too.”

      Every time she looked back now, she could only see the things that supported and kept her stable suddenly disappeared without warning. Her mother vanished from the world without any word why. The closest friend she had ever made after she was left alone dropped her off somewhere in the forest and never came back. And then the guild she had grown up in and found a new family with were just illusions she had to watch disappear around her.

      She didn’t want to feel that again. But on the chance she did… she didn’t want it to hurt as badly. Like her chest had been emptied out and she was expected to keep breathing as if it was nothing.

      “If I wasn’t strong enough to help, I wanted to try and earn a place here helping around the guild instead.” Wendy voice was soft, a clear sob and tone of disappointment in her words as they passed over the quiet room, “And when that didn’t work out I needed Naruto-San’s help to get stronger. I wanted to make sure I earned my place here. A-And I meant to unload my stuff. I meant to make this my room properly and live here. I don’t want to assume the worst with the guild… but…”

      Her shoulders trembled. Erza could hear the silent sobs the young Mage struggled to keep in. Her cheeks and knees were covered in tears as her hands gripped her circled arms tightly.

      “I thought my last guild would be my only one. I was ready to grow old and even die with Cait Shelter’s tattoo on my arm. But now… it’s just gone. All the people I knew are gone. I know I should be happy that I was accepted into Fairy Tail, but I can’t stop thinking about it.” Wendy shook her head, “I-I cry every night thinking about it. I miss them. And I’m scared that it’s gonna happen again.”

      Erza looked over at the bed and saw Carla sadly looking at her friend. When she noticed her gaze she nodded in affirmation to the redhead that what she said was true. She sat there silently and listened to the young Dragon Slayer silently weep to herself.

      “It’s going to feel like a long time before the crying stops and the pain starts to settle.”

      Wendy sniffled and rubbed her eyes before looking up at Erza. The redhead had a kind yet melancholic smile as she spoke, “Everyone who has our insignia loves being a part of Fairy Tail. But ask any one of them and they can tell you that they never planned on joining the guild in the first place.”

      Wendy looked up at Erza, her eyes puffy and red as she asked the older woman, “They didn’t?”

      “No.” She smiled sadly and shook her head, ‘Their stories aren’t mine to tell but each of us came here because we lost what we had or had nowhere else to go. Gray’s isolation. Levy’s anguish. The Strauss’ reluctance. Each of us came here from losing one thing or another. Even I only came here because in the Tower all I ever heard of the outside world were stories of a beautiful guild filled with fun and adventure.’ She turned to Wendy, “And even after I came here I can’t count how many days I spent crying into my pillow wishing how things could have changed.”

      Wendy rubbed her eyes clear, “Even — even you, Erza-San?”

      “Of course, because even though I had been looking forward to finally coming to Fairy Tail, I came here alone and didn’t know what to do.” The two sat in silence for a moment before Erza smiled warmly and leaned into Wendy’s side, “All those people you see smiling and cheering and fighting in the guild? They’ve experienced all of this too. Maybe not exactly what you’re feeling right now, but they have loved and lost and come here to find what they were missing.”

      Erza touched her tattoo and looked down at Wendy’s as well, “Naruto told you that as long as you have our mark we will not let you carry any burden alone. Well that doesn’t just apply to our jobs. You’re a part of our family now.” She wrapped one arm around the younger girl’s shoulders and pulled her in, “And I promise that as long as this mark exists anywhere in the world, Fairy Tail will not leave you alone.”

      Wendy’s eyes welled up again before she buried her face into Erza’s side and hugged her back. The redhead gently embraced the Dragon Slayer as she wept and cried into her PJs. The whole time Erza whispered that it would be okay, gently stroking her hair and rubbing her back.

      Carla watched from the bed with a tear in her eyes.

      Koyuki looked down at the floor with a tinge of guilt.

      Once a few minutes had passed Wendy had finally started to quiet down. Her sobs no longer wracked her whole body and she was able to take a calming breath in Erza’s embrace. She finally pulled back from the S-Class Mage’s hug, her eyes puffy and nose runny after letting her emotions out properly for someone else to see.

      Wendy stared at her box of belongings before opening it up and looking inside. There wasn’t a lot inside of it right now… but that would change after some time.

      She looked to Erza, “Can you… help me unpack, please?”

      Erza smiled and nodded, “Happily.”

      The great Titania reached in and picked out some of her clothes before making her way to the closet. Carla flew by, gently hugging her arm before going to the box and grabbing some items herself. Wendy gave a tentative smile as she watched them decorate her new, hopefully permanent room.

      She heard someone walk up next to her and turned to see Koyuki. The young Senju looked remorseful before she whispered, “My mommy leaves for her job and sometimes I don’t see her for awhile. It always makes me sad when she leaves. Sometimes enough that I wanna cry.” She shyly admitted, “But she always comes back. And I’m happy when she does.”

      Koyuki walked in and hugged Wendy’s side, “Your mommy will come back someday too.”

      After all these years Wendy felt like she should have doubted that thought. That there was a chance she’d never see Grandeeny again. But somewhere deep in her chest she still felt it…

      The hope that she’d see her mother again.

    
    

    
      “Look, it’s very important that we find anyone who might have this symbol on them.” She repeated while holding up the artist’s rendering of a heart made of thorns, “If they have this mark then they belong to an extremely dangerous Dark Guild.”

      “Ma’am, I told you I didn’t see anything else. Just a couple of people walking down the street with that mark on them. That’s it. I’m sorry but after that I don’t know what else to tell you.”

      Mahiro lowered the picture and sighed. When the Rune Knights had received reports that people sporting the insignia of Grimoire Heart had been spotted walking through the streets of Hargeon, she had been scrambled with a recon team in order to try and gather information.

      Which was the fancy way of saying that they had been unleashed on the harbor town and expected to ask every single person they came across where they noticed a specific design on the clothes of people they may have passed who knows how long ago.

      “Uggghhhh.” The blonde Senju palmed her face and dragged it down before shaking her head, “I seriously don’t miss the menial work of the job. I might need to take another vacation again.”

      “Captain!” One of her Knights came running up and stopped just beside her before saluting her, “I have to tell you something!”

      She turned to him, “What is it? Any news on Grimoire Heart?”

      “N-No, not yet Captain. But this doesn’t have anything to do with the job.”

      “Well what is it?”

      “Well we got word that a Mage was traveling through here and was seriously injured when he arrived. He was barely able to stay conscious but passed out while he was walking through the street and was brought to the hospital for treatment.”

      Mahiro raised her brow, “Okay? Why are you telling me this?”

      “W-Well ma’am… he’s from Fairy Tail.”

    
    

    
      He felt sluggish and tired when he started to wake up again. The room was dark, the night draining most of the light out of the room and leaving him in the shadows. Each move was heavy and a strain on his body he was not comfortable or proud with. He reached out to activate the light Lacrima—

      But stopped when he realized he was reaching out with nothing.

      “I’ll get it.”

      The light turned on and his eyes closed at the brightness that threatened to scorch them. After a moment to readjust he got used to the light and slowly started to open them. Once he did he looked at his bedside to see the woman in uniform seated by his side.

      Mahiro shook her head, “You look like shit.”

      Gildarts gave a sly grin, “You look hot as ever.”

      “I guess even coming back with some assembly acquired doesn’t slow you down, huh?”

      “You know me,” The scraggly S-Class man chuckled, “I just keep going and going and going.”

      Mahiro scoffed through her nose and shook her head with a giggle, “Never thought I’d see you again after all these years like this.”

      “You miss me?”

      “Like a sickness.”

      Gildarts tried to sit up but Mahiro quickly stopped him, putting a hand to his chest before he could lift himself up. She silently shook her head and he relented as he laid back down. The strongest man in Fairy Tail sighed, “Is it that bad?”

      “You’ll live. And you’ll probably get used to it considering how tough you are.” The Senju woman shook her head, “But it was bad. If it was anyone other than you I’m sure they would have died a long time ago.”

      Gildarts’ eyes watered and Mahiro looked at him in shock as he blubbered, “M-Mahiro, please, I need you to tell me.”

      She sat up in concern, “What is it?”

      “Do I still got my meat?” Her worry vanished in an instant as his crocodile tears dried up, “My wonderful, glorious meat?”

      “I can punch you down there and you can tell me if you feel anything?”

      “I’m not really up for the punch but if you wanna use your hand I’m more than up for it.”

      Mahiro let out a long sigh and slumped back in her chair. The two Fairy Mages sat in silence for a moment before the blonde woman looked down at her bedridden friend, “I never thought I’d see the day when you were stuck in a bed. Don’t.” She snapped as he opened his mouth, “I know that was a good set up but I’m worried about you, jackass.”

      “Hey, I’m still alive.” Gildarts pointed out flippantly, “Just a little worse for wear.”

      “Not just a little. What happened?”

      “Got my ass handed to me.” The S-Class Mage said, a hint of vitriol and disappointment in his voice as he spoke, “Doing so well too. I think I was close to clearing that 100-year quest before it happened.”

      “And what was it exactly?”

      “A dragon showed up and ripped me apart.” Mahiro’s eyes widened in shock but he shook his head, “I don’t think it was Natsu’s. He was always talking about how Igneel was big and red and kind. But this thing was blacker than night… and was definitely an enemy to people.”

      He ran into a dragon? And lived? Mahiro looked at the injured man in disbelief, “How the hell did you end up on the bad side of a dragon?”

      “No idea. It just showed up and got in my way. I tried to fight it but,” Gildarts scoffed, ‘It was ridiculous Mahiro. I get why there was a whole brand of magic made to try and fight the damn things. Because it’s impossible otherwise.’ He laid there silently while shaking his head, “Three years… gone in a flash.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Hell it ain’t your fault.” The S-Class Mage changed his dour expression to a grin as he looked at Mahiro, “How’s the guild? Anything change while I was gone?”

      “A few new members. The guild was destroyed and rebuilt. A bunch of crazy shit happened.” Mahiro’s expression soured, “And Laxus was excommunicated.”

      “Laxus?!” Gildarts asked in shock, “What happened?”

      “I can’t even get into it without seething in anger.” She growled and tapped her foot in irritation, “You should probably ask everyone when you get back to the guild.”

      “Oh shit, that’s right. I have to go back to the guild.”

      “Well duh. They weren’t just going to keep you here in the hospital forever.”

      “Yeah, but I keep forgetting that I need to get back.” The orange-haired man sighed, “Three years handling a job by yourself and you forget about how you usually handle things. Oh man… they’re gonna be so disappointed that I failed the job.”

      “I think they’ll just be happy to see you again.”

      “Yeah but they looked up to me. I ain’t got much but when I used to walk through those doors the kids would look to me with excitement and wonder. Asking about what crazy job I just finished or what kind of monster I beat. And now after all this time I get to come back and tell ’em I blew it.” The older man blew an exhausted raspberry, “It just sucks.”

      “This might be an opportunity for you to think about and decide how you want to handle things from now on.”

      “Hey I’m not just going to retire like that.”

      “I’m not saying you should retire.” Mahiro said with some levity, “But maybe consider that this should be a wake-up call to start taking things a little slower? Maybe not leave so much? I’m sure you’re still the strongest guy in the guild, but you gotta admit that missing an arm, a leg, and organs I can’t even pronounce is probably gonna deter you a little.”

      “Well when you say it like that I feel stupid.”

      “You still got a few good years in you.” She ignored his indignant growling at the use of few, “Maybe you can still try and settle down when you aren’t taking jobs? Can’t be the worst idea in the world.”

      “I tried that already.”

      “Gildarts, I’m not talking about dragging some ditzy girl to bed.”

      “No I mean it. I tried to do what you said once a long time ago.” Gildarts laid back in his bed and stared up at the ceiling, “I tried to take it easy. Tried to settle down. I even got married.”

      “You?” Mahiro looked stunned, “You were married?”

      “Yeah. A beautiful girl named Cornelia tied me down and made me say the vows.” His memories drifted back to a lovely woman with chocolate-colored hair who smiled at him and pulled him along, “I thought I was ready to settle down and have all those things you talked about.”

      “What happened?”

      “The same thing that’s gonna stop me from ever retiring. I can’t quell the love of adventure. Traveling the world. Seeing the sights. Beating monsters. Just can’t help myself.” Gildarts smiled wistfully, “I didn’t want to burden her with an unreliable man like me so we got divorced. I always regretted that I couldn’t fix things with her before she passed.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “You couldn’t have. I never really told anyone. But if I can’t settle down with the woman I loved… what makes you think injuries like these could stop me?”

      “Heh, guess it was pretty silly to expect you to stop and smell the roses.” He laughed which caused him to cough before he had to settle down. Mahiro watched him lie back and close his eyes as he tried to catch some rest. The Senju stared out the window as her thoughts drifted elsewhere.

      “And you?”

      She sat up, “Hmm?”

      “Any regrets? Anything you wanna fix and make right?” Gildarts lifted his stump arm and let it poke up under his blanket, “If this is any indication then things can go south at the drop of a hat.”

      “I wanna spend more time with Koyuki and the others. And hopefully once I can clear up some of these bastards from the Balam Alliance I can finally quit and go back to the guild.”

      “And would you like to settle down with someone?”

      She looked up into his coy smile and scoffed. The Senju leaned back and looked down at her lap, “Kinda similar to your situation I guess. But instead of never reaching out before it was too late… I pretty much burned the bridge so we’d never meet again.”

      Gildarts turned, “I’m expecting a story here.”

      She rolled her eyes but continued, “Growing up I didn’t really have much in the way of structure or sound support. Ojii-sama was always troubled by his regrets and mother… she was so distraught at never getting home or seeing her other children again that it destroyed her. Even when she wound up having me I don’t think it was for much more than replacing what she had left behind.” Gildarts didn’t let that opinion show pity in his expression and she appreciated that, “One day she just kinda gave up and passed. I don’t think she was trying to go on anymore and when I told Ojii-sama he was so devastated that I was worried it’d happen again. So before it did I decided to leave.”

      “I met a guy while I was traveling. Passionate. Intense. Strong. Might even give you a challenge.” She offered with a chuckle, “He’s the one who taught me my Light magic, but he was always better at it. He wasn’t a noble man. I don’t even know if I can say he was a good man. But I really liked him, and for a long time I stayed with him.”

      “What happened?”

      “I got pregnant. And when he found out he was so happy I was relieved that maybe we could start a family together. Time passed. The day came. I had Koyuki. I felt happy. And he… he was ecstatic.” Mahiro’s eyes lowered, “I don’t know why but he was obsessed with having a family of his own. He said he would treat her like a princess. He would protect her. Make her the best and strongest in the world.”

      “This… sounds weird.”

      “It was. He wanted her to himself. Even when I was breastfeeding or helping her sleep he was there watching and making sure I did it right. And when she cried he was angry that I might have done something to upset her. Then one day he saw me carrying her around and something just snapped in his head. He thought I was stealing her. Or that I was going to hurt her. He attacked… even when I still had our daughter in my arms.”

      “It sounds like your guy had a few screws loose.”

      “Yeah that became pretty clear along the way. When he came at me and I heard Koyuki cry in my arms something clicked and I struck first. Took part of his face off as a result. He ran to try and fix it and while he was gone I ran. Found Ojii-sama’s hideout and kept hidden in there until I thought it would be safe for us to leave.” Mahiro sighed and rubbed her forehead, “I never saw him again. I looked and searched and even used my connection as a Rune Knight to try and find him. He was gone.”

      “He just vanished?”

      “Nowhere on Fiore. I pushed Koyuki’s father away — for good reason — but she doesn’t have a father anymore. And I know one day she’s going to ask me who he was and where he is and I have no idea how I’m going to tell her.” Mahiro groaned, “So yeah… a few regrets.”

      “Is meeting him one of them?”

      “Nope. Because I got the greatest gift in my entire life from him and I treasure it to this day.” She looked down and smiled, remembering the day she came across a little blond and redhead in their secret place that invited them to their guild, “I actually have quite a few things I treasure now just as much as her.”

      “Same. I wish I could have settled things properly with a Cornelia… but I don’t regret making the choice that I did. I love the guild and I want to be with it forever.”

      “We have one hell of a family, don’t we?”

      “That we do.”

      “I still have a bit to handle before I can head home again.” She leaned forward and held his shoulder, “You?”

      Gildarts looked up at the ceiling and sighed. He hated failing and disappointing the guild. But the idea of going home again…

      Natsu barking and challenging him.

      Erza and Mira arguing with each other.

      Naruto trying to become the most reliable man he could be.

      Makarov sitting around and basking in the joy of the family he had gathered..

      “Yeah,” The S-Class Mage smiled, “I think it’s time I head home.”

    
    

    
      Done

      Man, been a while since we had a new part, huh? Looking forward to what this one has to offer!

      So to start off we have our newest recruit getting used to her new home. And she’s having some difficulties. Poor Wendy. If she looks back on her time before coming to Fairy Tail she was faced with a lot of heartbreak and sadness for a girl her age. Luckily she has some great people around her.

      And a little catching up with Mahiro and Gildarts. I’m actually really glad I had an opportunity to put these two in a room together. Because besides Makarov I don’t think there’s anyone in the guild Gildarts could talk to without treating them like a kid he has to keep the act up for.

      I’m thinking maybe one little fun chapter after this and then the fun begins!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    64. When Empires Fall

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 64: When Empires Fall

      Just a little goofy fun before we get back into the swing of things.

    
    

    
      No kingdom stood forever.

      No empire lasted from one age to the next.

      As time passed many of the strongest and most resilient foundations in the world withered away.

      Sometimes to the next more evolved power that came along. Or to some unexpected foe that fell the giants once believed unconquerable.

      This was the day it happened. The day Fairy Tail was defeated. And it all started with—

    
    

    
      “You picked a job?”

      “Yep!” Wendy happily proclaimed while smiling and holding up the quest flyer she had picked from the board. The blue-haired girl beamed with pride as she showed her friends the first quest she would be taking herself, “Master suggested that now that I’ve been here for over a week and have a little training to work with that I should go out and try a job.”

      “That’s great Wendy!” Lucy congratulated her young friend, “But you’re sure you’re ready to do this?”

      “I don’t think it’s a very difficult job. The ranking puts it at a C at most, so it seems about right for a first job I can take as a Fairy Tail Mage.”

      “Honestly I think you could probably handle something even tougher.” Gray shrugged, “You’re stronger than you think.”

      Wendy blushed at his praise and the nods of agreement Lucy and Mirajane gave in return, “T-Thank you for thinking so but I’ll start off slow and work my way up to more difficult jobs.”

      “And there’s no harm in that.” Mirajane smiled before tilting her head, “What’s the job anyway?”

      “It’s a request for physical and mental alleviation. A man is exhausted from his job and needs someone to help him reenergize. Since I have healing magic and support magic I thought this would be the perfect job for me.”

      “That is pretty much made for you.” Gray agreed with a nod, “I’m pretty sure if anyone else in this guild were to try and help someone relax and recuperate they’d just…” He shrugged and looked between his older friends, “Kill them?”

      Lucy hesitated, “I-I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “I would.” Mirajane said in a blasé tone and ignored her shocked expression, “We’re not the best at not doing everything with maximum effort.”

      “Then she’s found herself a job only she can do!” Carla announced with pride for her charge before looking at Wendy, “Where does this mission take place?”

      “It was posted by a theater owner named Rabian in Onibus.”

      Lucy let out a squeak of fright and Gray spat his drink out over the table. The former Cait Mages looked at them in shock as Carla frowned in disgust, “What is wrong with you two?”

      “Do you know this man?”

      “Uh,” Gray wiped his mouth, “We’re acquainted.”

      “W-We did a job for him before.” Lucy said while she shuddered in her seat, “I still regret it.”

      Wendy looked at Mirajane for clarification as the barmaid smiled and handed Gray a towel, “When the Fairy Titans first formed they took a job at a theater performing for that man. The show was… interesting.”

      “It was shit!” Gray corrected, “We weren’t trained and we had no idea what we were doing and that bastard never gave us a break!”

      Lucy nearly curled up into a fetal position in her seat, “So many shows. So many days. It never ended.” The busty blonde looked over at her young friend with a dire expression, “W-Wendy, I-I know you might be perfect for this job, but I seriously think you should consider doing a different one.”

      “I—”

      “Oh, what’s this?” Makarov walked over when he noticed the commotion. He jumped up to the table, slipped on the drink Gray spat up, fell back and slammed his hear hard on the wood. He picked himself up and no one made an effort to note his embarrassing display, “Did I hear right, Wendy? You picked a job?”

      “I-I did, Master.”

      He sat down and held out his hand, the newest member handing it over for him to see, “Onibus? That’s a ways away. You ready for the travel?”

      Wendy looked between Lucy and Gray and saw their silent protests to turn the job down. But then she thought about the last few days she had been in the guild. She had done what she could to help around the guild. She had been training with Naruto to discover how she could use her magic to fight and not just support. She had spent time in Fairy Hills with not just Erza but the other girls trying to get used to everything.

      She was a Fairy Tail Mage now. She couldn’t be scared of what the world could offer.

      “Yes!” She nodded her head with a determined gaze, “I’m ready!”

      “Glad to hear it my dear.” Makarov smiled and handed the flyer back to Mirajane, “We’ll register you and you can be on your way. We’re trusting you to uphold the name and reputation of Fairy Tail while you are on this job. While you carry our symbol on your arm, you will also honor our values, our dignity, and our creed. Can we entrust you to do so?”

      “Yes sir!”

      “Good. But even though I trust you, I don’t think I’m comfortable with sending a newcomer out by herself on her first job.”

      “No worries Master.” Carla assured the elderly Mage, “I shall accompany Wendy on her travels—”

      “Actually I think it would be good for her to expand her circle of interactions. So how about she go with…” Makarov didn’t notice Carla’s indignant gasp as he looked around the guild. He waved his hand, “Freed! Bickslow! Evergreen!”

      The trio of the Raijinshū walked over, “Yes Master? Do you need something?”

      “Are you three doing anything right now?”

      “No. We’re free at the moment.”

      “Have you met Wendy yet?”

      “Oh yeah, the newbie, right?” Bickslow smiled with his tongue hanging out, unsettling Wendy and Carla both, “I heard she joined after helping the others beat the Oración Seis. Haven’t gotten the chance to meet her personally yet.”

      “Well then this is a perfect opportunity. Wendy here is about to take her first job and could use some help. Do you mind joining her? It isn’t a tough job but it is pretty far.”

      Evergreen groaned, “C’mon Master, that’s such a bother. Cant you saddle this to someone else? You got two of the goody-goody brigade sitting right there that she came here with. They seem way more up to the task.”

      “Ever, enough.” Freed said, the serious leader of the trio said before turning and bowing his head, “We would be honored to help her with her job, Master. You can count on us.”

      “Hmm, I know I can but Ever does raise a good point. Maybe some familiarity would be good too.”

      Carla breathed a sigh of relief—

      “Happy!” He called out to the blue cat eating a fish on the counter, “You’re joining them on a job.”

      “I am?”

      “The male cat?!”

      “Good luck you guys.” Makarov waved them off, “Defer to Wendy for how you guys handle the job. Hope to see you soon.”

      Wendy found Happy floating over to her side as she looked up at the older trio joining her on her mission. She swallowed the nervous lump in her throat before steeling herself for the job ahead. It didn’t matter if she was surrounded by unfamiliar people or heading out on a long journey.

      She wouldn’t let anything stand in her way!

    
    

    
      Wendy realized on the walk over to the train station that it was a very different thing to resolve oneself to not be nervous and then not feel that way at all a moment later.

      The young Dragon Slayer was walking ahead not by choice but because her temporary entourage was following behind her. She hadn’t even ordered them to do so. It was like they just naturally assumed the spot that would make her look more commanding as they walked by.

      Of course for a nervous 12-year old girl like Wendy, all the attention she got walking down the street with a team of older, more capable Mages following her just left her feeling embarrassed.

      “Hey look at that. It’s a group from Fairy Tail.”

      “Aren’t they Laxus’ crew? Why are they following that young lady?”

      “Could they be hounding her for something?”

      “Actually it looks like they follow her now.”

      “Really? But she’s so young, isn’t she?”

      “But she’s already got them following her! She must be something else!”

      Wendy’s face burned with mortification as people talked about her while they passed. She wanted to tell them she wasn’t leading a crew around and she wanted to tell her guildmates to stop just following her. But when she tried she got tongue-tied and couldn’t say anything!

      Happy noticed her frustration and flew up by her side, “Hey don’t worry. I know they all might seem super scary but they won’t hurt you.”

      “I-I know. I was just thinking—”

      “I mean they were part of a giant brawl between the guild they instigated but besides that they’re cool.”

      “Wait what?”

      “We’ve arrived.” Freed stepped up and grabbed their attention as they approached the train station, “We’ll be able to take a train to our destination from here.”

      “R-Right!” Wendy nodded and stepped forward, “I’ll buy our tickets and—”

      “Excuse me everyone! Your attention please!” One of the conductors stepped out onto the platform and drew everyone’s attention, “I’m sorry to inform you but we have complications on the tracks that are keeping us from traveling. We will keep you all updated with any news we get but for now we have to shut down.”

      “Huh, guess the railway is closed.” Evergreen noted, the flashy brunette shrugging indifferently, “Guess we’re not going. Does that mean we should start heading back?”

      “Ah!” Bickslow reached over and grabbed her shoulder before she could walk away. The bespectacled woman frowned at the grinning masked Mage, “That ain’t up to us Ever. It depends on what the Lil’ Boss wants to do next.”

      “Lil’ Boss!”

      “Lil’ Boss!”

      “It’s up to you!”

      “Don’t screw up!”

      Wendy felt a sweat run down her chin hearing the magical totems flying around the tall man cheer her on. But Freed stepped forward and nodded with a focused expression, “We can’t let an obstacle like this stand in the way of our job. It would reflect poorly on the name of Fairy Tail. So what shall we do?”

      Hearing that repeated to her didn’t ease Wendy’s worries but it did help her focus. He was right. This may have been a hiccup but it couldn’t stop them. She nodded, “We’ll get there on foot.”

      Evergreen looked disheartened by the decision as Bickslow chuckled and Freed nod, “Then let’s be on our way.”

    
    

    
      “Hey we’re back!” Naruto announced as they walked into the hall with some cake boxes in hand. The whiskered blond smiled and raised the boxes of treats up, “And we bring snacks! Although only one of them is for the guild. The rest have already been called.”

      “So good~.” Erza joyfully moaned while munching on her cupcake.

      “So tasty~.” Koyuki beamed with delight, a little frosting around the young Senju’s face as she walked alongside her big sister.

      “Anyone up for a bite?”

      “I am!” Lucy waved her hand and Gray chuckled as he asked for one too. Naruto placed the box down between them and they started to partake, “Oh this looks so good.”

      “It is good! Dig in!” Naruto said with a smile before he spotted Carla sitting on top of the table with a frown on her face, “What’s with Giggles over there? And where’s Wendy? I bet she’d love to try this out.”

      “You just missed her.” Gray said around a mouthful of cake, “She, Happy, and the Raijinshū just went out on a mission together.”

      “She took a mission? And we missed it?” The blond dropped down in his seat with a sigh of disappointment, ‘Dammit that sucks. If she was going on her first mission today I wanted to stick around and see her off.’ He leaned back, “When did she leave?”

      “A few hours ago?” Lucy titled her head curiously as Gray nodded in agreement, “They had a ways to go so they were going to take the train to their destination.”

      Erza stopped eating as she looked up in confusion, “The train? We passed the station while we were shopping — all the trains are down and haven’t been running for hours.” As she said that they looked up in surprise, “Did they not come back?”

      “I-If the trains are down and she hasn’t come back then where could she be?” Carla asked in a panic, “She wouldn’t have traveled there by herself would she? H-How far is Onibus?”

      “Onibus?”

      “Wendy took a job to help that theater owner we worked with before.” Lucy answered as Naruto grimaced in horror and Erza sat up ramrod straight, “And Carla, Wendy didn’t go alone, remember? She has Happy and the Raijinshū with her.”

      “A bunch of strangers and the male cat?! That’s even worse!” The little white cat stood up with a firm expression, “I have to go after them!”

      “What? Why would—”

      “I’ll come too!” Erza declared.

      “Huh?” The others around the table looked at the redhead in shock, surprised to see her doubt their friend’s capabilities so quickly, “Erza are you serious? Isn’t it a little early—”

      “La le li lo lu.” Erza sang her scales in an off-key tone while expanding her diaphram, “Ha ha ha HA ha ha haaaa. We need to make sure Wendy is safe.”

      Naruto palmed his face, “Oh fuck I can see where this is going. No!” The blond quickly put his foot down, looking between his starry-eyed girlfriend and the peeved little cat, “We don’t need to chase after Wendy and the others. They’re more than capable enough to handle a job at the theater.”

      “Uh,” Lucy groaned with uncertainty as she looked at the whiskered blond, ‘We are talking about the same theater director who worked each and every one of us to the bone until we were begging for relief.’ She blinked and looked across the table at Erza as she continued to recite lines to herself, “Well most of us anyway.”

      Naruto paled at the thought of Wendy having to suffer through the torment they were forced to endure. And before the S-Class Mage could convince himself that they still couldn’t interfere, Carla padded her way over and pointed directly into his face, “Before you go deciding anything, let me just ask you this question; are you worried at all that Wendy could be in trouble?”

      …

      …

      …

      “Fuck.” Naruto sighed and stood up, “I’ll go pack a bag.”

      “I’ll get ready too!” Erza excitedly announced, “Lucy, pack your stuff and meet us outside the guild in an hour!”

      “I’m coming too?!”

      Erza nodded rapidly, “That’s right! We’re getting a reunion special ready for the play! Gray! You come — where’d Gray go?”

      “Gray-niichan left the moment you started singing, Onee-chan.” Koyuki said while licking the frosting off her lips, “He even left all his clothes behind again.”

      “Lucky bastard.” Lucy and Naruto murmured in disdain.

    
    

    
      “I can’t believe I got roped into this.” Lucy bemoaned as she hoisted her bag over her shoulder, “I thought today would be my day off.”

      “Quit complaining.” Carla chastised as she paced nervously in front of the guild, “Do you want to help Wendy or not?”

      “Of course I want to help her. I just didn’t think today was going to go this way.” She shuddered, “I swore I would never go to Onibus again after last time.”

      “Was it really that bad at that theater?”

      “Trust me you don’t want Wendy working there for any reason.”

      “Hey! We’re here!”

      “About—” Carla was about to turn and call out to them but froze when she saw the unexplainable sight in front of her.

      Naruto looked tired and unenthused with a pack hanging off his shoulder. And Erza looked like she had just won the lottery… dragging behind a huge carriage of clothes and boxes behind her.

      “That’s what we had to wait for?!” Carla cried out indignantly as she waved her paws around frantically, “What is with all the suitcases and boxes?! What could you possibly be taking with you that requires this much preparation?!”

      “I was just making sure we were fully prepared for the journey ahead.”

      “I-Is that—” Lucy tilted her head as she looked in, ‘Are those props and costumes from the play?’ She asked as she noticed the familiar dresses and outfits they had worn while doing their tour at the theater, “You kept them?” Erza nodded happily. Lucy looked towards the deflated Naruto and whispered by his side, “She really likes acting, doesn’t she?”

      “Sometimes she makes us reenact scenes from the play in character.” The blond sighed heavily, “I barely ever get to play the prince.”

      “Oh you poor man.”

      “Are we all ready?” Erza asked eagerly while looking between their makeshift team. When they all reluctantly agreed she turned with her eyes brimming with excitement, “Then let’s go make sure Wendy is okay! La la la LA la la la!”

      “Did she ever get over her stage fright?”

      “Not even a little.”

    
    

    
      Wendy was biting her lips anxiously as they made their way through the forest. The group was making progress towards Onibus but it was still going to be quite a while before they reached their destination. She had made the choice to walk there and her team had followed her decision without complaint—

      “God my feet are killing me!”

      “Well what do you expect when you wear heels and boots on a hike to a faraway town?”

      “I didn’t wear these because we were going on a quest! I thought we were going shopping today!”

      “I almost prefer this to shopping with you.”

      “Damn you both!”

      Well no complaints directly to her. However since their mission started she had only struck up conversation with Happy. She wanted to fix that but couldn’t figure out what she should say.

      Should she ask them about when they joined the guild? Perhaps about the jobs they went on or the battles they had fought? Something to break the ice and start a conversation to—

      “Ugh.” Happy’s pained groaning over their heads drew their attention upwards as the blue cat held his stomach, “I’m starving. I barely gorged on any fish before we came out here.”

      “That’s true.” Freed nodded, “With the change of plans from taking the train to trekking our way to Onibus, we’ve lost the free meal we had planned. From here on out we should probably consider hunting for our meal.”

      “By our own bootstraps!”

      “Let’s get hunting!”

      “I wanna see the light leave its eyes!”

      “Can we hunt for some fava beans and a nice chianti to pair it with?”

      “Um,” Wendy meekly raised her hand, “Can any of us hunt?”

      “Hahaha, nope!” Bickslow laughed without a care in the world, “I’d probably just end of ruining whatever we hunted!”

      “Idiot.” Evergreen shook her head, scoffing and mocking her teammate’s ineptitude, ‘With my magic I could easily find our prey and stop them from running away. One quick look into my eyes,’ She lowered her glasses and allowed a glint to shine off her eyes for an instant, “And they’ll be instantly petrified.”

      “But we can’t eat stone.”

      “Stop bitching to me about all your problems!”

      Evergreen’s shriek echoed through the forest and unsettled something. The Mages all looked around in surprise as they heard something ruffle through the trees and head their way. They prepared to be set upon by whatever was approaching—

      A giant wave of flying creatures emerged through the trees and flew over their heads. They looked up in shock to see a giant flock of flying—

      “Fish!” Happy exclaimed with saliva dripping from his mouth as he watched the fish sail through the sky, “It’s a school of flying fish!”

      “Fish can fly?” The Fairy Mages looked up in shock at the unbelievable sight, “Can you believe fish can actually fly?”

      “I mean we spend almost every day seeing a cat thirsty for fish fly before our eyes. Is it so weird to see fish fly too?”

      Evergreen opened her mouth to argue but paused after a second of thought. She shrugged, “I guess you have a point.”

      Wendy looked up at the Raijinshū, “Um, are flying fish edible?”

      The older Fairies looked between each other before Bickslow shrugged, “I mean they’re still fish, right? So they should be as good as a normal fish, right?”

      “But some fish are poisonous, right?”

      “Only certain ones and they only have it as a type of defensive mechanism against their predators.”

      “But what kind of predators does a flying fish need to defend itself from?”

      “Guys! Guys! Look! I caught one!” They looked up as Happy swept down with a flying fish between his paws. The feline was drooling with anticipation as he held the wriggling fish in his grasp, “It looks so good and it smells so tasty and I gotta eat it now!”

      “W-Wait Happy!” Wendy waved her arms, “We don’t know if flying fish are edible or poisonous or—”

      “They’re fish! So they must be eaten!” Happy didn’t waste a single second before he started to partake of the flying fish. He chewed and savored every bite, slowly eating more and more of the winged creature until he finally reached the tail. He chewed on the last remains of it before joyfully swallowing—

      And immediately throwing it all up.

      Wendy, Bickslow, and Evergreen watched with paling faces as the little cat projected vomit off to the side with a painful gag. He continued to do so for several seconds before it finally started to peter out and he was left to spit out the remains. With a twisted grimace the blue cat wiped his mouth and shuddered, “That was the worst thing I have ever eaten.”

      “Happy just said a fish tastes bad.” Evergreen deflated, “Yeah, those things are inedible.”

      “Nonsense.” Freed said with steeled determination as he stepped forward and drew his rapier out from his side, “Just because it didn’t taste good to one person doesn’t mean we should immediately sign it off as inedible. And we’re in such dire conditions that we can’t be picky about what we want to eat.”

      His sword blurred and flashed over his head as the flying fish over their heads suddenly stilled and fell through the air. A pile of them formed right before their eyes until Freed swung his sword and started to prepare the fish for their consumption.

      Suddenly laid across a couple of stones and leaves were several meals prepared with the flying fish. Fillet. Cooked. Fried. Sushi. In an instant Freed had created several delectable meals out of the flying fish. Their mouths started to water and even Happy found himself tempted to partake in the meals again.

      “Now we have something to sustain ourselves on.” Freed sat down and started to eat the meals he had prepared, “We should eat up now while we can.”

      “H-How does it taste?”

      “Horrid. Absolutely terrible.” The green-haired man casually said as he took another bite, “But sustenance is sustenance.”

      …

      Wendy reached into her bag and pulled out a few treats, “I had brought some snacks to have on the train ride over.” She offered them up to the others, “They might not be much but you can take whatever you want.”

      “Aww, thanks Lil’ Boss.”

      “Anything to avoid fish.”

      Bickslow and Evergreen happily took the snacks offered to them as Freed continued to force the terrible fish meals down his throat. Happy nibbled on a granola bar and hovered by her side, “I think you made a really good impression on them with this saving grace.”

      Wendy blushed and smiled knowing that she had finally broken the ice with her fellow Fairy Mages. As the young Dragon Slayer savored her food, she felt something twist and change in the atmosphere. She looked up and saw the dark clouds stretching out from the horizon.

      There was a storm coming.

    
    

    
      Lucy gagged as she forced herself to swallow the terrible, uncooked fish they had caught out of the sky. Tears formed in the blonde Mage’s eyes as she whimpered, “How could none of us have packed any food or snacks?”

      “We were in a hurry.” Erza tried to say sternly around a mouthful of fish and the desire to gag at just how awful it was. The redhead swallowed it and shuddered in disgust, “We should be glad we found something to eat at least.”

      “But how is it there was nothing else?” Carla wept with tears of her own, ‘No rabbits? No deer? Just these vile things?’ She frowned and pointed a paw at the sole male in their group, “And what are you eating?!”

      “Leaves and grass.” Naruto groaned around a mouth full of greens he had picked. He almost threw up as he chewed on it as he paled in disgust, “It tastes as bad as it looks.”

      “Why aren’t you eating these fish like the rest of us?”

      “Because this tastes bad.” He pointed to his greens, ‘But I’ve had that.’ He pointed at their fish, “And I’d rather have this than that.”

      “Isn’t there anything else in this forest for us to eat?!”

      “Everything else ran away because these damn fish taste so bad! Now stop griping and suffer through your food!”

      Carla grumbled but continued to do so. The team of Fairy Mages continued to eat through their torturously disgusting meal in silence. Lucy swallowed a chunk of fish bone and wheezed, “Naruto, can you pass some leaves and grass over?” The older blond handed some over as she sighed, “Well at least this can’t get any worse.”

      Thunder cracked above their heads and a heavy rainfall cascaded over the area.

      Erza, Carla, and Naruto glared at Lucy as she moved her soaking wet bangs out of her face, “Should’ve guessed that was gonna happen.”

    
    

    
      It had suddenly started raining during their trek by the mountains as Wendy was shocked by how quickly it reached them. But she realized that despite the heavy downpour she wasn’t as soaked as she had expected. She looked up in surprise to see a dry spot formed over her from the four floating wooden heads.

      “Don’t worry Lil’ Boss!”

      “We’ll keep you dry!”

      “Or die trying!”

      “I’m soaked to my cracks over here!”

      “Bickslow-San?”

      “Sorry Lil’ Boss,” The tall man took off his metal helmet as lightning flashed over their heads, “I’m just can’t stand leaving the leader to get drenched like the rest of us.”

      “Thank you, Bickslow-San.”

      “Oh what! You’ll help the newbie but leave the rest of us to get waterlogged!” Evergreen complained as she was soaked through to her skivvies, “We’ve known each other for how many years?!”

      “A long time. Long enough that I know you could probably use a shower.”

      “I hate you. With all of my being I hate you.”

      “Guys! Guys!” Happy flew down through the torrent of rain and called out over it, “I see a cave over this way! We can hold out through the storm if we spend the night in there!”

      “Lead the way.” Freed said as they all followed the cat through the storm and towards an alcove in the side of a cliff. They ran inside and took a moment to catch their breath and dry off from the rain. They gathered whatever wood, dry leaves, and kindling they could find in the cave before Freed created a rune and set them ablaze, “If you feel cold then make sure to warm up by the fire.”

      “Thanks Freed.” Evergreen quickly gave her friend a show of gratitude before sitting in front of the fire to try and dry off. She pulled on her hair and sighed as she watched the water spill while she wrung it out, ‘Dammit, we should have seen that rain coming. This outfit is ruined.’ She pulled off her boots and shook the water off them before looking up, “What about you kid? Shouldn’t you be getting in by the fire?”

      “O-Oh, I’m fine Evergreen-San.” Wendy smiled, “I’m not really that wet. Bickslow-San’s babies shielded me from most of it.”

      Bickslow snickered as he sat by the fire, “Glad to be of assistance.”

      “Yeah, real nice of you to help.” Evergreen said with no small amount of venom in her voice. But then she looked up at the young Mage and ushered her over, “And even if you aren’t soaked that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try to warm up. If it keeps raining then it’ll stay this cold for awhile.”

      Wendy looked around the fire and saw all of the Raijinshū around it with a spot open for her to join them. A small, happy smile showed on her face as she took the seat and warmed up by the fire, “Thank you very much.”

      “Hey, hey, make room.” Happy squeezed in beside her after whipping around to dry off his fur and plopped down in front of the flame, “Ahhhh~, so warm~.”

      “It doesn’t look like the storm is going to pass anytime soon.” Freed looked out at the onslaught of rain before shaking his head, “I think we’ll need to consider holding up in here for the night.”

      “It probably won’t be comfortable, but it’s our best chance of not hiking the rest of the way in the dark and rain.”

      “Man, it sucks that we have to rough it in a cave. If the stupid train was still working, we would’ve gotten there and be making our way home by now.”

      “I’m really sorry for inconveniencing all of you with this job.” Wendy apologized to the older Mages, “If I was a little bit more reliable then I wouldn’t need all of you to chaperone me on the job.”

      “Can’t argue with that.” Evergreen nonchalantly agreed with Wendy’s self-deprecating. However the brunette pulled her knees in and stared at the flame as she yawned, “But it’s hardly your fault kid. This is a pretty normal thing for anyone just joining the guild.”

      “That’s right.” Freed nodded as Bickslow relaxed back on his hands, “When we all joined the guild we have something of an evaluator with us on our first jobs. Not to judge whether they belong in the guild, but rather how well they work with others and handle their job requests.”

      “Yep, we all had to go through it.”

      “Really?” Wendy looked around as all they nodded in affirmation. She tilted her head, “Well I guess that makes it a little—”

      The sky flashed and a massive crack of thunder rocked everything around them. Wendy squeaked and flinched as Happy had to cover his ears from the thunderous crash. Wendy slowly opened her eyes and realized none of the others even showed a slight reaction to the deafening thunder. She flushed in embarrassment and muttered, “S-Sorry. I’m not used to being this close to a thunderstorm.”

      “It’s quite alright.”

      “No problem Lil’ Boss.”

      “Thunder has lost pretty much all effect on us.”

      “I-It has? How so?”

      “Well when you’re around it all the time it loses most of its scariness. It reaches the point where it’s basically white noise.”

      “How did that happen?”

      “That’s what happens when you follow Laxus.”

      “Laxus?” Wendy repeated the name, “Who is Laxus?”

      She noticed the moment she asked that, the expressions on their faces fell slightly in response. Freed shifted the base of the fire around, “Laxus was our leader.”

      “Was?” Wendy repeated in shock, “D-Did he—”

      “He’s not dead.” Evergreen shook her head, “I don’t think there’s anything in the world that could take out Laxus even if he was weakened.”

      “T-Then what—”

      Happy nervously giggled, “Uh, before you showed up, Laxus caused a bit of… trouble.” He noticed the frowns from the Raijinshū and shrugged, “Well he did! And you guys certainly didn’t help!”

      They looked aside in guilt as Wendy’s curiosity was peaked, “What happened exactly?”

      “Laxus was our leader. When we arrived in Fairy Tail he was the first person we were drawn to. His strength. His resolve. His guidance. It was all so magnetizing that we wanted to see whatever goals he had through to the end.”

      “Laxus was one of the strongest guys at the guild. Hell I’d bet he’d still be considered the strongest aside from Gildarts! He was a Dragon Slayer just like you and Natsu, but he could wield lightning like it was an extension of his arm.”

      “And he was Master’s grandson, so it was almost guaranteed that he was next in line to succeed the title of guild master for Fairy Tail. And oh man we were looking forward to the day he’d take up the mantle!”

      “Then… what happened?”

      The Raijinshū floundered upon being asked that question but Happy spoke up at her side, “Laxus was super tough and one of the most powerful Mages, maybe even stronger than Naruto and Erza. But the problem was that he got really arrogant and always challenged everyone to stand up to him. Always mocking people. Always picking fights. He wanted to be in charge of Fairy Tail and make it a place where only the strong could be members. And a lot of us didn’t agree with him on that choice.”

      “He wanted people to respect the name of Faity Tail as much as he did. He didn’t want anyone to think we’re weak, or disparage our name, or think they could attack us like Phantom Lord did.” Freed continued, “I swear… before it started… he wanted to do it for the sake of the guild.”

      Wendy gulped and looked down at Happy as the blue cat answered, “He put a barrier around Magnolia and forced everyone in the guild to fight against each other. It was his attempt to prove who was strong enough and worthy enough to have the title of a Fairy Tail Mage. Everyone in the guild fought and was hurt and even the town was nearly destroyed.” Happy paused, “Well actually I don’t know how far Laxus would have gone. Some of the others think he wouldn’t have gone so far to destroy Magnolia but I don’t know myself.”

      “And we helped him.” Freed said with a melancholy expression, ‘We fought our fellow members and attacked them when we could. What we did should have garnered our immediate expulsion from the guild. But Laxus took the brunt of the blame on himself and was excommunicated.’ Evergreen sighed and Bickslow leaned back against the side of the cave, “It must have broken Master’s heart to send his grandson away like that, but Laxus didn’t argue or fight back. He left without even properly saying goodbye.”

      Wendy was amazed by the story they told before she asked, “Where is he now?”

      “We don’t know. We’ve been trying to find ways to contact him or any news about him but he’s completely vanished from the public eye.”

      “I know he is contemplating the nature of his mistakes and trying to become an even better man.” Freed clenched his fist and trembled with admiration, ‘That’s just the kind of person Laxus is. But he doesn’t have to go it alone!’ A bolt of lightning flashed outside and Freed rain into the rain as the thunder crashed, “Laxus! Where are you?! Show us how we can find you again?!”

      “Freed! Get back in here!”

      “Act like someone with common sense and don’t scream at the thunderstorm over our heads!”

      Wendy looked between the Raijinshū and curiously asked, “Do you think you’ll ever see Laxus-San again?”

      “Oh absolutely.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Without question.”

      “O-Oh.” She was startled by how resolute their responses were and how quickly they answered, “You’re surprisingly sure about that.”

      “Of course. Laxus is excommunicated for now but he’ll be back.”

      “He loves the guild. More than anyone else I bet. And I think he just needs time to figure out how to show that dedication without butting heads with other people.”

      “I know that when the guild is in trouble — which is about every other week for us, look forward to that by the way kid — he’ll be there to help us when we need it.”

      Happy looked doubtful, “Uh, I don’t know. Laxus is tough but I don’t know if he’ll know everything like you guys think.”

      The sky flashed again and the thunder crashed but this time Wendy didn’t flinch. She looked out through the cave opening and smiled fondly, “Maybe someday I’ll be able to meet him myself. I think I’d like that.”

    
    

    
      “‘It is so uncomfortable in here!’ She says while being crushed into a small corner of my interior.”

      “‘Yeah we know! Horologium can’t really fit this many people inside at once!’ She explains while subtly maneuvering around so she isn’t being pancaked to one wall.”

      “‘You don’t think my luggage is going to get ruined, do you? If the costumes’ colors fade we’ll never be able to join in on the play.’ She remarks with dread and concern in her voice as her lusciously massive cart of luggage is left out in the rain.”

      “‘Erza, now is not the time to be worrying about that! Be more worried that we might have to spend the night stuck like this!’ He says desperately with a gag as something pierces his sternum.”

      “‘Couldn’t we have tried to find a cave before it got too heavy?’ She complained in a low voice while struggling to breathe in my confined space.”

      “‘The rain came in too quickly! It was between looking around for a spot in a monsoon or going in here!’ She explains in a rush.”

      “‘Do you think Wendy and the others are out in this thing?’ He wonders in concern.”

      “‘The Raijinshū are a capable bunch plus Wendy and Happy are quite resourceful. I’m sure they’re — no! The dragon suit! It’s getting soaked!’ She cries in despair looking out longingly at her luggage.”

      “‘Focus!’ The little cat yells while trying to wave her paw around but finding no room to do so.”

      “’N-Naruto, can you please not move around so much? W-We’re really packed in here and your back is rubbing against my…’ She murmurs with a slight flush to try and hide her discomfort.”

      “‘Lucy, sorry if I’m pushing up your boobs, but Erza’s breastplate is pierced into my chest and she’s too distracted to even change out of her armor. So you don’t have to worry about me noticing them on my back because I’m in way too much pain.’ He blatantly states without a shred of tact.”

      “‘Oh. Okay. I guess that’s good. Still kinda pisses me off though.’ She remarks with a twitching brow in aggravation.”

      “‘Wendy, please be safe.’ She whispers, hoping nobody notices her naked concern while being confined inside of my chassis.” The thunder cracked over their head and the clock Celestial Spirit with the quartet hidden inside his chest sighed, “Dear me, I hope I don’t rust out here in the rain.”

    
    

    
      Makarov yawned as he walked out into the guild’s lobby as the day started to end. He smacked his lips and scratched his head as he walked out, “Okay kiddies, I think we’re just about ready to call it a night. So I’ll see you all…”

      The old man paused when he noticed the guild was empty except for Mira at the counter with Koyuki eating a meal with her. He trotted over, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen the guild this empty. Where is everyone?”

      “Well most of them are out on jobs right now. However a few of them have taken it upon themselves to help our newest member in any way they can.” At Makarov’s curious expression she elaborated, “Naruto, Erza, Lucy, and Carla decided to follow after Wendy and her group to make sure they got there safely.”

      Makarov groaned, “Ugh, those damn kids. Don’t they understand that there’s no benefit in coddling the poor girl? The whole reason I sent the Raijinshū with her was so that she had backup already. Them going along was just a waste of time.”

      “Give ’em a break, Ojii-chan.” Koyuki smiled with sauce on the corner of her mouth, “Onii-chan and Onee-chan have been worrying about Wendy for awhile. They really wanted to make sure she was okay and Sassy Happy felt the same way.”

      “Ugh, well if they need to do it just to ease their minds then so be it. But what about the others?”

      “Um… more of the same.” Mira admitted with a chuckle, “Gray didn’t want to get dragged along with the first group so he avoided them. But then his conscience got the best of him and he decided to follow after to check on them. But the trains were still not moving. So he and Cana decided to reach Onibus some other way.”

    
    

    
      “So you two need a ride to Onibus? Well we’d be more than willing to accommodate. But you’re gonna need to pay us back. And if you can’t pay, then we’d happily take a favor instead.”

      Gray and Cana shared a look of doubt before asking the owner of the establishment, “I think we know what you’d be needing us to do.”

      The owner creepily smiled, “That’s right. If you want the ride, you’re gonna have to work it off.”

      The erotic dance club blared with music as its patrons screamed and catcalled for more. The club owner smiled at the Fairy Mages and rubbed his hands in excitement, “Now one of you just has to do a few dances and we can carry you on your way to Onibus.”

      Cana sighed but shrugged her shoulders, “If it’s just a few dances then I think it’s fine.”

      “That’s a noble sacrifice you’re making Cana.”

      “Me?” The brunette scoffed, “You’re the one who’s going out there to dance.”

      “No I’m not!”

      The two old friends glared each other down before the Card Mage smirked, “How about this? Whoever is wearing the least amount of clothes should be the dancer?”

      Gray looked at her in confusion. She realized she barely wore enough to be considered a bikini, right? He smirked and shrugged, “Sure, you’re on.”

      “Cool. I win.”

      “What? Look what you’re wearing! At least I’m—” He looked down at himself and realized he was only wearing his boxers, “Sonuvabitch!”

      “Get this guy a thong and some hot beats!”

    
    

    
      “And after that Lisanna, Elfman, Levy, Juvia, and Gajeel followed after because they were worried that so many people were leaving at once. They must’ve thought the job was more difficult than they originally thought.”

    
    

    
      “Levy! You gotta reel him back in! This is crazy!”

      “What am supposed to do about it?!”

      “He listens to you!”

      “He doesn’t listen to anybody! That’s why he started chasing cats through the streets like a madman!”

      “Gajeel-kun!” Juvia called out into the alleys of Magnolia in search of the Dragon Slayer, “Please come back to us! We need to go check on the others! And Juvia can’t help but think that something is happening to her Gray-sama that she should really be present to witness! So we need to go!”

      A large shadow rushed through the darkness behind them while muttering, “Kitty, Kitty, kitty~.”

      “Gajeel! Act like a man and get your ass out here already!”

    
    

    
      “And then Natsu came back to find out everyone was gone and Happy had left on a mission. So he immediately decided that he would follow and meet them at Onibus.” Mira tapped her chin, “I think the trains were working again by the time he left so he might be there by now.”

    
    

    
      ( “Ladies and gentlemen we apologize for the delay. Unfortunately we have reports that there is a block further up ahead of the railway so we cannot continue our journey towards Onibus. I regret to inform you that we will be heading back towards Magnolia as soon as possible.”)

      “S-Sir?” An attendant looked down at him in concern, “Are you okay?”

      “Blergh!” Natsu threw up in his mouth and swallowed it back down with a disgusted grimace. He moaned, “A-Are we almost in Onibus?”

      “Unfortunately we’re heading back to Magnolia right now.”

      “NoooooooooooooooooOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO — BLERGH!”

    
    

    
      Makarov rubbed the bridge of his nose, “My kids are idiots, aren’t they?”

      Mira giggled, “It’s funny how often you come to that realization.”

      “Yeah you’d think I’d have learned by now.”

    
    

    
      “Look! Look!”

      “Do you see that?!”

      “On the horizon!”

      “The town! The town!”

      “They’re right!” Happy called out over their heads with the totems floating by his side, “I can see it in the distance! It’s Onibus!”

      The team from Fairy Tail were trekking across the wide open plains adjacent to the town of Onibus. Wendy perked up with delight as she saw their goal in sight and looked to the others, “We’re almost there everyone.”

      “Thank god!” Evergreen exclaimed as she grabbed the edges of her coat and started flapping their out, “I think I’m still carrying — like — three pounds of water weight from the soak last night! First thing we do after taking care of the job is get a giant breakfast. Agreed?”

      Bickslow stretched his arms out and let them crack as he got out the knots, “I’m not usually up for following Ever’s bitchy orders but I could splurge on a good breakfast.”

      “Before we start making plans let’s make sure we focus.” Freed stepped in and remained the voice of reason, ‘We should first and foremost finish our job.’ His teammates groaned but sounded off in reluctant agreement before the green-haired swordsman looked to the Dragon Slayer, “Wendy, are you ready?”

      She excitedly nodded in return, “Absolutely.” Her chest filled with nervousness, glee, and anticipation at the prospect of finally finishing their mission. It wasn’t a difficult one except for the circumstances surrounding their travel, but it was still a job trusted to her with a team of her own. She smiled and made her way forward, “Come on everyone, it’s time to—”

      A burrow formed under the ground and suddenly appeared to be circling them. Wendy jumped back in surprise as Freed drew his sword, Evergreen her fan, and Bickslow’s totems floated by his side. They watched the underground creature stop just in front of them before suddenly bursting out of the ground.

      “Greetings!” A pink-haired maid popped out from the dirt and bowed her head respectfully, “My name is Virgo, the Celestial Spirit of the Maiden.”

      As Wendy and the others looked at her in surprise, Happy floated over to her, “Oh hey Virgo. What are you doing all the way out here?”

      “Greetings Happy-sama, I was sent ahead to try and find help. The Princess requires assistance a few hundred yards back the way I came.”

      “Lucy-San?” Wendy asked, “Why is she here?”

      “I’m afraid we don’t have time to answer that right now. She is in desperate need of help. As is Erza-sama, Naruto-sama, and Carla-sama.”

      “Carla’s in trouble!” Wendy immediately reacted and turned back, following the line in the underground Virgo’s swimming had created reaching them. She ran along it and called out, “Hang on everyone! I’m coming!”

      The Raijinshū and Happy didn’t waste another second before following right after her, “Erza and Naruto are having trouble? How is that even possible?”

      “From what I understand, everyone in the group failed to properly feed themselves from the day before and spent the entire night unable to sleep in Horologium-sama to escape the rain. This journey has left them starved, fatigued, and sleep-deprived. That isn’t even to mention that problem with the sinkhole.”

      “Sinkhole?”

      “Erza! Hold on!” A familiar voice cried out for his girlfriend as he, Lucy, and Carla stood on the edge of a giant crater in the plains. Naruto restlessly, helplessly watched the love of his life sinking into the deepest part of the sinkhole without being able to do anything, “Just a little longer! I-I’ll come down and—”

      “No you idiot!” Carla chide desperately before he could jump in, “You heard the maid’s warning! The sinkhole is so volatile that if any of us tried to jump in after her then we’d just sink in faster!”

      “But there has to be something we can do!”

      “Just hold on!” Lucy tried to calm her worried friend, “Virgo should have reached the others by now. Once we’re all together then we can—” She paused, noticing the other group approaching and smiled, “It’s them! They’re here!”

      “Naruto-San! Lucy-San!”

      “Wendy!”

      “Carla!” The Dragon Slayer and white cat reunited with a sudden embrace they both reveled in. The blue haired girl pulled back and smiled before looking up at the others, “What are you doing here?”

      “W-We heard that the train to Onibus was delayed and were worried about you.” Lucy sheepishly admitted, “So we came out here to make sure you were okay but… well things haven’t really gone according to plan.”

      “Erza!” Naruto called down to the redhead at the lowest point of the sinkhole, “Just hold on! We have everyone here! We’ll get you out of there!”

      “Just go on without me!” Erza called out to them with a resigned shake of her head, “I can feel it now. It’s too late to save anything.”

      “Don’t talk like that!” Naruto yelled before turning to the others, “Come on! There has to be a way to get her out of there!”

      “I can try to create a field of runes to halt the progress of the sinkhole.” Freed drew out his sword, “But I don’t know if we will be able to pull her out if the sinkhole suddenly freezes at this point.”

      Bickslow clicked his teeth as his totem heads floated at his side, “I can try and balance on my babies while reaching down for her!”

      “It’s just a sinkhole!” Evergreen yelled in exasperation, “Can’t we just jump down and pull her out?!”

      “Virgo said it was too unstable for us to do that!” Lucy answered with fright in her voice, “She was our best chance at pulling Erza out before it’s too late and even she can’t get her out!”

      The Celestial Spirit nodded, “That is correct. I attempted to retrieve Erza-sama once already but she is too heavy for even me to rescue her.”

      “I don’t get that!” Naruto yelled, his nerves flayed as he was ready to risk it all and jump in to save the woman he loved, “She’s wearing armor but she shouldn’t weigh any more than a normal person!”

      “Indeed, she doesn’t. In fact if that were the case I would be able to retrieve her very easily. The problem stems from the fact that the exorbitant amount of luggage she is holding onto has already been sucked into the deepest part of the sinkhole and I cannot pull it out in its current condition.”

      …

      All eyes turned to look down at Erza who meekly turned her head to avoid their gazes.”

      “Erza,” Naruto’s voice took on a demanding, authoritative tone that caused the fearless Titania to flinch, “Don’t tell me the reason we’re fretting and losing our minds up here about your safety is because you won’t let go of your stupid luggage and all of those STUPID PROPS?!”

      The redhead stammered, “B-But how will we put on the show without the proper costumes and accessories?!”

      “Erza.”

      “I’ve been practicing so much with the lines and my characters!”

      “Erza!”

      “O-Oh! What about the sex, huh? The role play is more than enough of a reason to—”

      “ERZA!”

      “FINE! I’LL DROP THEM! JUST COME GET ME!” The great and powerful Titania struggled for a minute before finally relenting and releasing her hold on her luggage. The instant she let go, Virgo dropped through the earth and tunneled down, popping up through the sinkhole and carrying Erza along with her.

      She landed by the rest of the group and nodded, “Erza-sama has been rescued.”

      “My costumes!” The S-Class Mage wept as she reached out longingly to the bottom of the sinkhole.

      Lucy sighed and nodded, “Thanks Virgo.”

      “Do you wish to punish me, Princess?”

      “Don’t have nearly enough energy.”

      “Very well.” She placed Erza down as she curled up on the ground and wept. The maid bowed her head, “Then I’ll be off!”

      The Celestial Spirit vanished and left the group of Fairy Mages alone. The first team then looked between the downtrodden Erza, the miffed Naruto, the exhausted Lucy, and the frazzled Carla after their long ordeal.

      Bickslow shook his head, “How the fuck are these guys the strongest team in the guild?”

    
    

    
      “So you were really so worried about me that you came to check on us?”

      “That’s right.” Carla guiltily admitted while she was carried in Wendy’s arms, “I apologize Wendy. I should have trusted that you would be able to take care of yourself but I couldn’t help but worry. The last time we were separated was during the Oración Seis incident and that was not a fond experience for either of us.”

      Wendy pouted in response, “I understand that but it still feels like you weren’t trusting me to handle a job.” She looked back with a small frown at the others, “You too Naruto-San, Erza-San, Lucy-San.”

      “We’re sorry Wendy.” Naruto groaned as he dragged his feet behind the group, keeping in step with Lucy as she struggled to stay awake and Erza who aimlessly walked forward with a dull, defeated expression, “We really couldn’t stop worrying about you but you don’t have to worry about it anymore. If this trip has been anything it’s a sign from the universe to fuck off and leave well enough alone.”

      “Man, you guys look like one big collective shit.” Ever noticed with a giggle, “Was it really that bad?”

      “We were crammed inside a box for several hours to avoid the rain. And the fish we ate was so bad it’s causing my stomach to turn.” Lucy bemoaned, “I wanna go home!”

      “It’s alright Lucy,” Happy patted his blonde friend’s head before pointing forward, ‘We’re almost done with the job. See?’ They all looked forward and saw a big theater house in their sight, “We’re back at the theater.”

      “NOOOOOOOOOO! FROM ONE HELL STRAIGHT INTO ANOTHER!”

      As the older members of Fairy Tail stayed back/lost their minds, Wendy rushed over to the theater to finally handle the purpose of the job. She noticed a small man standing outside the theater in a suit and stepped up to him, “Excuse me, sir?”

      “What is it?” He said in a curt and frantic tone as he nervously looked around, “I’m sorry young lady but can it wait? I am extremely busy right now.”

      “Y-You are Rabian-San, correct? The director in charge of the theater here, right?” Wendy turned and showed her Fairy tattoo, “I’m a Mage from the Fairy Tail guild. I’m here answering the request you left on our board for assistance with fatigue and exhaustion.”

      “Oh! That’s you?” The short mustached man stepped down from the steps and met the young Mage directly, “Thank goodness you finally arrived.”

      “I apologize for the delay. There was a mishap with the train system by our guild—”

      “Don’t waste time!” The short man yelled in a deceptively commanding tone. Wendy immediately went silent and felt a sweat of surprise run down her cheek as Rabian patted his head, “There have been so many shows and so many performances with so little time to relax in the interim. I have a headache so bad it feels like it’s splitting my brain apart!”

      “So you need help with your exhaustion?” Wendy lightly pumped her arms, ‘Then I’m your Mage! Please hold still for a minute.’ She raised her hands and basked the theater director in a gentle green glow of magic. His expression started to ease as the tension in his body slowly dissipated. After about a minute of concentrating she lowered her hands and smiled, “How do you feel now?”

      “I-I feel fantastic!” The mustached man exclaimed with joy as he jumped in place, “Oh it feels like a weight has been dragged off my head! I feel several years younger! Oh thank you little lady! Thank you so much!”

      “You’re quite welcome.” Wendy happily smiled and accepted his gratitude.

      “Here, let me get your payment.” Rabian started digging into his pockets, “To be able to heal me so easily in just a matter of moments! Fairy Tail Mages really are something else!”

      “I believe you worked with a few other members before this. Actually a few of them are right over there if you want—”

      “Oh I can’t remember.” He pulled out some Jewel and handed it to Wendy with a grateful nod, “Thank you so much! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

      “Y-You’re welcome.” She giggled while accepting her payment and bowed her head respectfully. As he rushed back into his theater, Wendy ran over to rejoin her friends, “I think we’re finished.”

      “That’s it?!” Lucy cried, “That’s all it took?! We were here for days when we took a job with this guy but you’re done like that?! I hate this town!”

      “S-Sorry.” She apologized before looking at her teammates, “We got our payment. How do you want to split—”

      “Not necessary.” Freed cut her off, “We may have traveled here together but you were the one who handled the job. That payment is yours.”

      Wendy was shocked by their generosity, and even though Ever did look like she wanted to argue for a moment the older brunette relented and shrugged noncommittally.

      Carla watched her oldest friend thank her comrades and treasure the reward she earned. As she watched the young Dragon Slayer smile and receive the praise from her peers, she quietly came to a realization…

      Wendy… wouldn’t need to rely on her forever.

      “Okay everyone, time to go home. I hope the guild is doing alright.”

    
    

    
      “Cat. Cat. Cat. Cat.”

      The ravenous beast that was once the Iron Dragon Slayer prowled the backstreets of Magnolia in search of his target. He crawled on all fours, sniffing at the air in desperate need to find his future feline companion.

      “Meow~. Meow~.”

      His ears twitched and he immediately sat up, spotting a figure with a cat tail run in the shadows and turn the corner away from him. He sprinted after it, “Wait cat! I need a cat to become the greatest Dragon Slayer! So stay right there and—”

      He turned the corner and found Lisanna in a cat form standing besides Levy with the giant words ‘MEOW’ drawn into the air. Before Gajeel could figure out what was happening, Elfman charged into his chest and sent him flying through the air. He landed directly in a ball of water Juvia created over her head and was locked inside it.

      “Juvia has him!” She called out, “How long should Juvia keep Gajeel-kun inside?”

      “Until he drowns and passes out!”

      “I-Isn’t that a little extreme?”

      “It’s Gajeel! Anything less and we won’t—”

      A blade of steel pierced through the prison of water and allowed Gajeel to free himself. He dropped to the ground, soaked and panting for air as he spoke like a man obsessed, “Must. Find. Cat~.”

      “Oh dear god.”

    
    

    
      ( “Ladies and gentlemen, we apologize if you feel a chill going down your spines. We’ve got a cold front coming in, with the one, the only, Icy Dazzletush!”)

      Gray emerged onto the stage in some skimpy, breakaway clothing to the riotous cheers of men and women alike. The owner of the establishment watched with an approving nod from the back, “Business has never been better. That boy was born to strut naked. But Alberona-San, you’ve already more than filled the requirement for our deal—”

      Cana stopped counting the money for a moment and pulled down her sunglasses, “You got a problem with the cash coming in?”

      “N-No, I didn’t mean—”

      “How about you shut your mouth and let our little money press keep lining our pockets, okay? Okay. Keep it up Gray we’ve almost secured that trip to Onibus!” She sat back in her luxurious chair and sipped on her glass of the finest liquor in town.

      Gray sighed as he gyrated, “One day. One day they’ll see I’ve got just as much to offer on the inside as I do the backside.”

    
    

    
      ( “Um, apologies folks but we’ve hit another snag in the railway. We’re going to have to head to the last station again.”)

      “Kill me.” The broken mass of flesh that once was Natsu Dragneel pathetically wept for mercy, “Kill me~.”

    
    

    
      Makarov Dreyar looked out over his empty guild and sighed, “So this is how it ends. Not with a bang but a whimper.”

      “I think you’re exaggerating a little too much Master.” Mira noted.

      “Maybe. But hell I should take this reprieve while I get the chance.” His arm stretched back and grabbed a mug before holding it up, “Mira! Fill it up!”

      She could only sigh as she decided to indulge the old man’s wishes.

    
    

    
      Done

      Ever have one of those days where everything that could go wrong does? Well, now so does everyone in Fairy Tail.

      This took a lot longer for me to write than I expected, and I only finished proofing it minutes before upload. I seriously need to shape up. I want to get more out soon!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    65. Beginning x ɓuᴉuuᴉɓǝꓭ

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 65: Beginning x ɓuᴉuuᴉɓǝꓭ

      Every new story arc has gotta start somewhere! So here we go!

    
    

    
      A chill ran up his back.

      Something he hadn’t felt this strongly in 7 years.

      It was happening again. And this time with such intensity and power that he couldn’t hope to stall it like he did before. When it happened again, that would be it.

      The end of Magnolia.

      Mystogan fastened his wrappings around his face and started to pack up again. When he picked up the Lacrima, he paused to stare at it for a moment before playing the recording he had received.

      ( “Hi, Mystogan.”) Mira greeted him pleasantly with a fond smile on her face, ( “I just wanted to give you a call and let you know that we have a new member that just joined our guild today! She’s a sweet little girl named Wendy Marvell, with her talking cat Carla as well. And she’s a Dragon Slayer just like Natsu, Gajeel, and Laxus. I’m not sure when you’ll show back up in the guild, but if it’s anytime soon then maybe you can say hi? She’s really sweet and I bet you’d enjoy meeting her.”)

      Wendy Marvell.

      Was this coincidence? Fate? Or some cruel joke?

      The first person he had ever met when coming to this world. His first friend in an unfamiliar place, and the first person to reach out to her when she was lost and confused. They both made a special connection with each other that he still remembered to this day.

      Did she still remember him?

      He had promised himself that he was going to look out and protect her while traveling this world. But then the chill came… and he had to leave her behind.

      She probably hated him. And he wouldn’t blame her for feeling that way.

      Anima.

      The reason he was here… the reason he had left Wendy behind…

      It was coming once again.

    
    

    
      “HAAA!”

      Wendy yelled and thrusted her hands forward, throwing her attack out at the sturdy tree. Instead of the single blade of wind like Naruto had used in their training, she decided to bombard the tree with a continuous stream of wind as sharp as she could make it. She could see the bark and wood start to shred and peel away under the unending attack she released. She pushed for a few seconds longer, feeling her control and focus start to strain as time went on until her it finally faltered.

      Her wind barrage stopped and the tree had been so damaged that it creaked and fell over.

      She flinched as it slammed on the ground and echoed through the forest. After a moment her surprise subsided and instead she felt elation and joy. She turned to see Carla and Naruto looking amazed as well as she threw up her arms, “I-I did it!”

      “She did it!”

      “You did it!”

      Carla flew up and rushed into her arms for a hug as Naruto clapped proudly at her display. The blond Mage smiled as he walked over, “When we started you couldn’t even cut into the side of the tree without going at it with several attacks. Now you can cut through it with one move! Way to go Wendy!”

      She blushed from the praise and meekly giggled, “Thank you. I realized that what I couldn’t achieve in a single attack move I might have been able to with a continuous strike instead. B-But it still needs some work, and it takes a while to make any lasting damage—”

      “No.” Carla pulled back and shook her head, “Don’t you dare do that. Don’t make your efforts seem like less than they are.”

      “She’s right.” Naruto grinned, “You worked hard and improved this far with all your hard work. Be proud with how much better you’ve gotten now.”

      Wendy smiled and nodded, “I-I will. Thank you Naruto-San.” She looked down and hugged Carla tightly, “Thanks for sticking with me Carla.”

      “I always have and always will. Now what next? Should we trying honing your technique or training different—”

      The distance ringing of bells echoed out through the forest and made them silent. Wendy and Carla looked in the direction of the town and tilted their heads, “What is that?”

      “Is that the cathedral bells?”

      “Holy shit! No way!” They looked up and saw Naruto’s excitement as the bells continued to ring, “I can’t believe it!”

      “W-What is it?”

      “’He’s back!”

    
    

    
      “Ugh,” Lucy groaned on the table as she wept silently, “I need rent money~.”

      “Is it that bad, Lu-chan?” Levy asked the depressed blonde as she grumbled into the wood. The short blue-haired girl grimaced at her friend’s pained response before patting her back, “Well hey, how about we go on a job together? I kinda need a little flow of income myself.”

      “You too?” Lucy grumbled pathetically, “Why? I thought you were doing your jobs pretty consistently?”

      “I was,” The Script Mage murmured with a pout, “But I’ve had to postpone my plans recently because Gajeel’s been… preoccupied.”

      Lucy lifted her head, “He’s… he’s not still looking for a cat, right?” Levy blankly stared at her in response, “H-He can’t — it’s been weeks! How is he still out looking for a cat of his own?”

      “It’s only gotten worse.” Levy dejectedly whimpered, “Before I would have called it a gross need or an obsession but now…”

      Lucy grimaced, “How can something be worse than an obsession?”

    
    

    
      “Hello my little kitty friends~, let me give you a proposition~.”

      All the stray kittens in the alley looked towards the man dressed in a suit and viciously strumming a guitar. Gajeel rocked the axe for several seconds before striking a chord and holding it for as long as he could, “I’m looking for a feline companion. They have to be tough! They have to be strong! And most importantly they have to put the Salamander and brat’s cats to shame with how fucking awesome they are!” He strummed on his guitar once more and nodded, “But don’t worry… this offer doesn’t come free!”

      Jet slid in by his side with a tray full of Jewels, “All the money you could want.”

      Droy came in from the other side, “And you’ll never want for fish again!”

      “So what do you say?!”

      Some of the cats had returned to licking themselves or sleeping. Others had just left. But most had just ignored Gajeel’s speech and went right to Droy the moment he unveiled the fish on a plate.

      The Iron Dragon Slayer was left posing for nothing as his eyes twitched from the many sleepless nights he had stayed up preparing that pitch.

      “I don’t know why you thought this would work.” Jet said as he awkwardly looked down at the tray of money that’d been forced into his hands, “I mean why did you think stray cats had any concept of monetary value?”

      “A-And why’d you drag us into helping you?” Droy asked as he knelt down to offer the fish platter to the cats, “Don’t you hate us? Or we hate you? Or both?”

      “I need a cat.” Gajeel muttered to himself despairingly as he dropped to his knees and stared out into the distance, “There has to be one. One fucking cat in this world that can be my partner.”

      “Have you seriously tried to recruit every cat in Magnolia?”

      “Of course I have!” Gajeel screeched, sending the two Mages stumbling back in fright and making all the cats still hanging around run away in fright, “I chased ’em! I’ve coerced ’em! I’ve bribed ’em! But none of ’em stick around!”

      “Who cares?” Jet shrugged, “Would it really be that bad if you didn’t have a cat partner like Natsu?”

      The loud, deliberate crack of Gajeel’s neck as he turned to look at them shut both Shadow Gear members up.

      “I will find a cat.” The former Phantom Mage snarled with a vacant stare, ‘The strongest cat. The bestest cat. Even if I have to make a cat.’ He turned to Jet and Droy, “Make a cat…”

      “I don’t like this.”

      “We need to run.”

    
    

    
      “There is. There definitely is.” Levy nodded.

      As the pair of friends sighed defeatedly, Erza and Koyuki made their way to their table to join them. The armored redhead sat with them as the little brunette climbed up beside her and smiled, “So what has you two so down in the dumps?”

      “Money~.”

      “Gajeel’s an idiot~.”

      “Ah, more of the same I see.” Koyuki giggled at her side and Erza gently patted her head, “Well if you two are desperate for work and getting your minds off your teammate’s foolishness, we can—”

      The sound of the cathedral bells rang across the entire town and shook the walls of the guild. The sudden cacophony of sound startled everyone and caused a lull in their conversing and rambunctious behavior. They all listened to the sound in shock and disbelief.

      Lucy blinked in confusion, “Um, what was—”

      “Hey!” Natsu leapt down from the second floor, dropping on their table and breaking it in half in the process. And despite Lucy’s terrified squawk, the pink-haired Mage was focused on the sound with a massive smile on his face, “Is that what I think it is?!”

      “Aye sir!” Happy dropped down as well, landing on Natsu’s head and grinning, “He’s coming! He’s coming!”

      “I can’t believe it!”

      “It’s actually him!”

      “Oh man, that ringing takes me back!”

      “It’s about time!”

      As the many members of Fairy Tail cheered and celebrated, some of the newer arrivals were bewildered by their excitement. Lucy looked around confused before she noticed that while Erza also looked excited, Koyuki looked just as confused as she felt.

      As Lucy looked around, she noticed Juvia looking absolutely stunned by the fact that Gray was smiling and cheering while she didn’t know what to do. The blonde Mage titled her head, “What’s—”

      “Hey!” Naruto came running through the front entrance with Wendy and Carla flying behind him. The whiskered Mage had a big grin on his face as he arrived in the center of the commotion, “Is it really happening? The town hasn’t changed yet, so he definitely hasn’t arrived.”

      “It’s any second!” Natsu exclaimed with glee, “Gildarts is finally coming home!”

      As Natsu’s declaration caused another wave of cheers, Lucy, Wendy, and Carla still looked lost. Wendy looked up at Lucy, “Gildarts?”

      “He’s supposed to be another S-Class Mage like Erza and Naruto. And he’s supposed to be really, really strong.” The Celestial Mage scratched her head, “But honestly I haven’t heard much about him otherwise.”

      “Juvia has heard Gray-sama speak of him in high regard,” Juvia added, “Why haven’t we met him before now?”

      “Oh, because he’s been off on a job for the last three years so he’s never come back until today.”

      “Three years?!” The girls all reeled back in shock at that information. And they were even more surprised to see the relative normalcy the veteran Fairies had talking about it. They thought they had gotten used to the unexpected weirdness of their guild but there always seemed to be more they just didn’t know about under the surface, “What job could he have taken that made him stick around for three years?!”

      “Well actually he’s been away all these years on a 100-year guest.” Erza clarified, “A quest so difficult and trying that it hasn’t been completed in the hundred years it’s been issued.”

      “So it’s not that he’s late.” Gray shrugged, “More like he’s back way earlier than we expected.”

      “Of course he is! Because he’s Gildarts! What else can you expect!” Natsu was brimming with childlike joy at the thought of seeing his old friend again after all these years.

      Something his new friends couldn’t help but pick up on, “Geez, Natsu, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this excited to meet someone.” Lucy found his giddiness adorable, “It’s actually kinda cute.”

      “Of course I’m excited!” Natsu’s fists suddenly erupted with flames, “I finally get to challenge him to a fight again! This time I’m gonna win for sure!”

      Lucy stared blankly at her friend, “Not sure what else I should’ve expected.”

      “That’s all well and good,” Carla bemoaned with her paws covering her ears, “But what is with this incessant bell tolling? I can feel it in my cranium!”

      “Oh, it’s the city’s warning system for when Gildarts approaches.”

      “Warning system?”

      “C’mon,” Naruto waved them to follow as they made their way towards the guild’s entrance, “You don’t wanna miss this.”

      Everyone came to the front of their guild hall and looked out excitedly. They watched and waited, listening to the ringing of the bells and watching Jet and Droy arrive back to the guild. Finally the bells finished and an announcement called out across the town.

      ( “Now beginning Gildarts shift! Repeat! Gildarts shift is about to begin! Please return to your homes!”)

      There was a rumbling and shake across the entire town that even reached the guild. The Fairies looked out with excitement as they watched the landscape and geography of the town suddenly rise and slide away. The newbies watched with gaping mouths as the town slid apart into two pieces.

      And left a giant pathway from the beginning of the town to the guild’s entrance.

      They stared in complete shock before looking to the others for an explanation. Mira smiled, “Gildarts’ magic can cause a big mess and he never really focuses when he walks to the guild, so more often than not he ends up breaking through buildings and homes and businesses. In a guild full of wreckers and destroyers, no one here holds a candle to Gildarts!”

      Was… was that supposed to be a crowning achievement? And was a whole town changing its structure so one guy didn’t break everything really the easiest answer? And how was everyone taking this in stride?

      “WHAT THE FUCK HAPPENED?!”

      Gajeel freaked out scream echoed out through from the depths of the town. Levy looked at Jet and Droy as they conspicuously looked away, “You two made sure to tell him about the Gildarts shift, right?”

      “We did!”

      “Or I think we did, right?”

      “Well we were running away and yelled it back at him.”

      “I was sure he heard us.”

      “WHERE THE FUCK AM I?!” Gajeel roared out for help.

      Everything was crazy and the shifting town only added to the insanity, but everyone went silent as a figure could be spotted approaching along the empty path the split town offered. The figure slowly grew closer and with each step the anticipation in the guild grew higher.

      Until finally he reached his destination.

      The crowd of guild members stepped back to make room for the tall, scruffy middle-aged man who walked through the entrance. Gildarts’ orange hair was still slicked back and he had the first inklings of a beard from the scruff around his face. Overall, despite his years away and that he looked quite tired, the strongest Mage in Fairy Tail hadn’t changed much.

      As for the people he left behind—

      “Gildarts! Fight me!”

      “Give him more than five seconds through the door!”

      Gildarts maw widened with a yawn that sent a shudder through his body, smacking his lips and approaching the closest person in his tired haze, “Excuse me, miss? Do you know where the Fairy Tail guild is? I thought it was at the end of town but this place is way too big and clean to be it.”

      “No, this is it. We’ve remodeled quite a bit since you were last here, Gildarts.”

      “I — wait what?”

      She smiled cheerfully and pointed to herself, “It’s me. Mirajane. Don’t you remember?”

      …

      “Mira?!” The S-Class Mage was nearly knocked off his feet as he looked down at the shorter white-haired woman and could barely recognize the girl that had just became an S-Class Mage before he left, “Holy crap there’s no way that’s you! What happened to your hardcore look and attitude and — I don’t know if I’ve ever seen you smile outside of a predatory smirk or vicious, maniacal grin.”

      Mira took that all in stride and giggled, “Now now, you’ve been gone awhile Gildarts. We all changed in your absence.”

      “I’ll say!” The orange-haired man looked around and noticed the vague resemblances between the group around him and the people he left three years earlier. He chuckled in amazement as he looked around, “Lisanna? Elfman? Dear lord man you’ve gotten big!”

      Lisanna giggled and waved as Elfman flexed, “Of course! No man wouldn’t grow up after all this time!”

      “It’s good to see you Gildarts.”

      He smiled and looked around again, “Gray! Cana! Levy! Kids! Man it’s so good to see you!” Gildarts clapped hands with some familiar and older faces who congratulated him on his return. The older man weathered the wave of questions and inquiries as he noticed a familiar pair in the front of the group, “Erza! Naruto!”

      The pair smiled as the older man walked over to join them. The redhead nodded his way, “Gildarts. It’s good to see you in our halls again. It’s been too long.”

      “Tell me about it.” Gildarts nodded.

      “You doing alright, old man?” Naruto said jovially with a smirk towards his senior S-Class, “The wear and tear of time take its toll on you? Must’ve if it took you this long to come back to us.”

      “Ah, see you’re still a mouthy little shit. Guess some things never change.” Gildarts scoffed before he looked at the two and noticed something. He tilted his head curiously, “Has something changed since I left?”

      “Lots.”

      “Shut up brat, you know what I mean. Is something different with you two?”

      They looked between each other and shrugged, “It could be any number of things. My hair is a little longer since you left.”

      “I’ve grown taller.”

      “I changed the armor I wear normally.”

      “I got my left arm back.”

      “No, that s not—” Gildarts paused and looked down at Naruto’s limb and noticed it really wasn’t covered by a metal prosthetic anymore. So many questions lingered on his tongue and looks of confusion flashed over his face rapidly before he shook his head. Pushing that aside he scratched his chin, “That’s not it. Something different. Feels like you two are really comfortable and…”

      The orange-haired man paused and blinked in surprise. He looked back and saw Mira smile and nod her head eagerly. Gildarts turned back to the two and chuckled, “Aww, you two crazy kids finally took the plunge, huh?”

      Naruto scratched the back of his head and grinned as Erza nodded proudly, “Almost two years now and couldn’t be happier.”

      “Well I’d say congratulations but what I really wanna say is it’s about time.” Erza shrugged unbothered by his joke as Naruto clicked his tongue and flipped him off. The older man cackled before he looked down by their legs. He noticed a little figure hiding behind them and meekly peeking out to look up at the returning Mage.

      Gildarts leaned down a little to get a better look as Koyuki leaned out a bit further to do the same. He smirked and chuckled before he stood back up, “I guess it was a really long time, wasn’t it? Enough for a tot like her to grow up into a kid.” He looked around the guild and admired everything that had changed in the years he was gone, “I guess a lot of you kids have grown up now, huh?”

      “GILDARTS! I WIN—”

      His hand swung down and slapped Natsu into the ground as the Dragon Slayer charged towards him eager for a battle. No one except the newbies were surprised to see the powerful, ambitious Fire Dragon Slayer beaten with a single move. They stood gobsamcked as Natsu was indented into the planks at their feet while Gildarts chuckled wholeheartedly, “Well I guess you kids haven’t grown up too much. Good to see you’re still yourself Natsu.”

      “Hey Gildarts!” Natsu pulled his head up and smiled, “Glad to have you back!”

      “Glad to be back.” Gildarts started making his way through the crowd and heading towards the counter. Sitting atop it was Makarov as the short old Wizard Saint slowly partook of his ale and looked up at his returning guildmate. Gildarts grinned, “Hey Master.”

      “Hello Gildarts. I’m glad to see you back with us.” As the old man placed his mug down and looked at the tall S-Class Mage he noticed the man had a look of resigned excitement and joy when facing him. And he wasn’t sure who else might have noticed already, but his footsteps were uneven and his gait was less powerful than it usually was.

      “Didn’t make it through, did you?”

      As the guild was shocked by the claim, Gildarts chuckled, “You could tell?”

      “My boy you’ve never been overconfident but you’ve always come back from your jobs with a look of accomplishment in a job well done. Except this time.”

      “Sorry Master,” Gildarts shrugged, “The job was just too hard. I thought I was handling it but damn did I mess it up. I swear I thought I had it handled but I tripped up before the finish line.”

      “Well if anything that just proves that things like this really do happen to the best of us.” Makarov reached back and poured a drink into another mug before holding it up, “I’ll tell the other guilds and the job request will be opened up again. Perhaps someone else will carry the torch to the end for you. Care for a drink to celebrate your return?”

      Gildarts smacked his lips but shook his head, “There’s nothing I’d like more Master but I’ve been told to hold off on partying for a few days.” He clapped his own stomach, “And I’ve been promised to hold myself to that advice on threat of severe bodily harm from a dear friend of ours.”

      “Well then I guess we’ll have a cap for another day.” Makarov said before immediately downing the whole mug in one go. He ignored the betrayed scowl on Gildarts’ face before wiping his mouth, “What are you gonna do now?”

      “Well I’m gonna stick around for a bit and have fun.” The strongest Mage in Fairy Tail announced, “Haven’t been home in awhile and I thought I’d relax for a bit while I’m back.”

      “Hey! Gildarts is here to stay!”

      “Hooray!”

      “Gildarts! Come party with us!”

      “Maybe next time! Been three years since I left and I’ve gotta go dust my place off! Hey Natsu,” He called out to the Dragon Slayer as he pulled himself out of the ground, “Come by later there’s something I wanna talk about.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. See ya.”

      Gildarts waved as he walked through a wall and destroyed it completely with his Crash magic.

      “Gildarts goddammit! We just got this new hall! Stop putting holes in it!”

      “Yep! Gildarts is back!”

      The guild celebrated anyway despite the guest of honor heading back home. Koyuki stepped out from behind Naruto and Erza before looking up at them, “That Ojii-chan was really the super strong guy that was away this whole time?”

      “That’s right. Gildarts is stronger than Naruto and I could ever be.” Erza nodded to her little sister.

      “Well I wouldn’t say ever.” Naruto shrugged, “I mean I did pass against him in the S-Class test so…” He noticed Erza’s raised eyebrow and nodded, “Okay I’m sure he kinda let me pass… and I didn’t really even get a hit off on him… but it’s been three years now! I’m totally stronger and could probably hold my own against him!”

      “You’re welcome to try.” Erza offered before looking to the side, “But you’ll have to get in line.”

      “Gildarts wants to talk! Oh man what’s it gonna be!”

      “Natsu! Your legs! Your legs are still in the floor!”

      “Well hold on I’ll get them out.”

      “Don’t burn the wood!”

      Naruto sweated a little as the thought that even after all this time Gildarts could still floor him with one hit brought bad memories of when he also used to challenge the older man to matches. He had fought all manner of super powerful Mages and fighters and Wizards Saints as of late…

      But Gildarts was Gildarts! You were an idiot to pick a fight with him on a whim!

      “If he’s the strongest,” Kohukk asked sadly, “Then why did he look like he was in pain?”

      It seemed even she had noticed how Gildarts was slow to move and bend over. Whatever had happened on the mission had left Gildarts in a worse state than anyone in the guild had ever seen him.

      So what had he fought during the 100-year guest that could beat the strongest Mage in Fairy Tail?

    
    

    
      “They’ll find Dragon Slayers and bring them to us.”

      “It’s their sacred mission.”

      “Go. Live.”

      Carla opened her eyes as the faint dreams in her head started to fade into obscurity again. She looked down at the arms curled around her and looked back at her charge.

      Wendy was sleeping peacefully and contently. There were still faint tear marks in the pillow under her head but compared to the way she had cried herself to sleep when they first arrived at the guild it was clear she was handling the change much better. The young Dragon Slayer dreamily murmured in her sleep and squeezed Carla a little closer to her chest.

      Wendy was the first person Carla had ever met when she hatched from her egg. Her first contact. Her first friend. Her first loved one. Wendy was devastated by the loss of Cait Shelter and Carla felt much the same way, but she also knew the loss was far more manageable for her because Wendy was still by her side.

      Wendy meant the world to her… which made her true nature all the more despicable.

      In all her years the dreams and reminders of her true mission were sporadic and unexpected with months or even years between them. But ever since coming to this new town, meeting these new people, and joining Fairy Tail they had become nearly a daily occurrence. Perhaps being in proximity to three Dragon Slayers at once was causing her to think about her mission too much.

      But it didn’t matter.

      It would never happen.

      As long as Carla drew breath… as long as she had strength in her body…

      She would never allow any harm to come to her dearest, closest friend.

      Wendy yawned and slowly opened her eyes. She looked down at her feline companion and smiled, “Good morning Carla.”

      “Wendy wipe your mouth. You shouldn’t be drooling when you wake up.”

      “Huh?” She quickly wiped her mouth and panicked, “I-I just woke up! Geez Carla, do you have to be so mean?”

      “I’ll be whatever I need to be as long as it helps you.”

    
    

    
      “Do you lot seriously need to keep starin’?” Gildarts asked incredulously as he flipped his cloak back and revealed his prosthetic arm and leg for the others to see, “I mean they haven’t changed much since you last got a look.”

      “I mean it’s just crazy that it happened to you.” Levy answered while sitting back down, “Is that why you’ve been resting at home for the last few days?”

      “Yep, getting fitted with new replacements and sorted around the town again.” Gildarts scratched his stubble with a sigh, “Man it feels like everything’s changed and moved around since I was here. And people won’t even let me walk through the door to their establishments anymore — they make me purchase stuff from ten feet away! What kind of welcome is that?”

      “The normal kind.” Gray stated with a smirk, “They never let you anywhere near their buildings even before you left Gildarts. You’re an insurance risk.”

      “Do they let you in?”

      “Of course they do. Why wouldn’t they?”

      Gildarts looked down, “No shirt. No shoes. No service.”

      “Wha—” The Maker Mage looked down and realized he had stripped down to his skivvies again, “Dammit!”

      As he rushed to recover his clothes, and Juvia watched him rush by as she nearly reached her boiling point, Naruto stepped in and took his spot at the table, “So did you consider your options? As someone who used Reformation Metal when his arm didn’t work for years I can vouch for its effectiveness.”

      “Yeah considered that right away when I got back. I only had enough money to send for an arm right now and it’ll be a few days until it arrives.”

      Levy titled her head, “What about your leg?”

      “I’ll hold off on that for now. Can’t imagine I’ll be needing anything other than a sturdy stick and boot to support me for now.” Gildarts shrugged, ‘Or I might not need them at all.’ He looked towards Naruto and leaned in to whisper, “You willing to share the secret to recovering a missing limb?”

      “You got an ancient demon sealed in your body that wildly regenerates your injuries and nearly overwhelms your soul?”

      “Nope.”

      Naruto shrugged, “Then you’re shit outta luck.”

      “Thanks for nothing punk.” Gildarts groused as he reached for a mug to drown his annoyance in. But a gauntlet swung out and roughly smacked his hand before he could grab it. Gildarts recoiled and Erza shook her head sternly, “Dammit. I swear when I’m fully healed I’m gonna drown myself in booze.”

      “Yeah that’s the first thing you wanna hear from a severely injured person.” Naruto looked up and noticed Wendy and Carla enter the guild through the front entrance. He quickly stood up and waved them over, “Wendy! Come over here! I gotta introduce you to the biggest sleaze in the guild.”

      Wendy quickly made her way over as Carla reluctantly followed behind her. The blue-haired young lady smiled, “Hello everyone. How are you today?”

      “Wendy,” Erza smiled towards the young girl before waving her hand towards the large man across from her, “Let us properly introduce you to the strongest man in Fairy Tail, Gildarts Clive. Gildarts, this is Wendy Marvell, our newest member and the Sky Dragon Slayer.”

      “I-It’s a pleasure to meet you, Gildarts-San.”

      “So you’re one of the new members that joined our little family, huh?” She nodded as the S-Class Mage chuckled, “Man our new batch of recruits are super crazy this year. Two former Phantom Mages with one a Dragon Slayer and the other with the hots for Gray. A Celestial Mage that apparently is blazing a trail of destruction everywhere she goes—”

      “Lu-chan hates the rumor mill surrounding the jobs she does with the Fairy Titans.”

      “And a young lady already strong enough to make the Raijinshū nip at her heels and follow her lead. That’s quite impressive little lady.”

      Wendy blushed with embarrassment, “T-That was just for a job.”

      “And this,” Naruto reached down and picked Carla up, “Is Frowny Feline!”

      “Unhand me you brute!” Carla screeched and clawed at the blond man savagely in anger, “I will not be manhandled like this!”

      “See? She’s very grumpy.”

      “Naruto-San.” Wendy frowned and said his name sternly as he shrugged and placed Carla down. The white cat looked like she still wanted to scratch his eyes out but Wendy picked her up instead and hugged her close, “I wish you two wouldn’t argue so much. Why can’t you get along?”

      “Because he’s a brash, foolish, unbearable brute!”

      “And she’s too easy to windup.”

      Erza and Levy spared each other a look and then sighed as they heard the two continue to argue with each other. However the faint crash of lightning in the distance earned the blue-haired girl’s attention as she looked up, “Oh, it looks like a storm is coming.”

      “Well the forecast did say that we would have a storm coming but this is sooner than expected.” Erza noticed Levy’s furrowed expression as she looked at the door, “What is it Levy?”

      “Gajeel is still out there and now he’s gonna get caught in a storm. Pfft, whatever. Gets what he deserves at this rate.”

      “This still about the cat thing?” They nodded as Naruto sagged and sighed. He shook his head, ‘Okay. Enough. I’m calling an end to this.’ Naruto drew a line in front of him with a frown, “I’m gonna go out there and find that idiot. And then I’m gonna crack his skull open and drag him back here kicking and screaming. Anyone have a problem with that?” With a lack of response or arguments, the blond S-Class nodded with resolve, “Then let’s go hunting.”

      “Catching Gajeel isn’t going to be easy.” Erza warned him, “Any plans?”

      “He’s cuckoo for kitties, right?” Naruto looked down in thought at Carla and she hissed at him in return, “Okay, not that one. Happy?”

      “Aye sir?” The blue cat curiously came over after he was called.

      “I need your help with a very important mission. Do you mind helping me?”

      Happy nodded, “Sure! What is it you need?”

      “I need you to be bait to catch Gajeel out of his crazy cat obsession.”

      …

      Happy turned pale and gulped, “Uh… can I take back my offer?”

      Naruto shrugged, “Sure I don’t mind. I just need a replacement.” He looked back at Carla who continued to hiss, “And if I had to consider my options—”

      “I’ll do it!” Happy bravely announced, “If I can do this and protect Carla from the dangers of interacting with a deranged Gajeel then so be it!”

      “So brave!” Erza, Levy, and Gildarts clapped at his theatrics as Happy flexed his little arms and Carla rolled her eyes in response. Naruto and Happy started to make their way out on their mission.

      “Hold on I’ll come too.”

      Wendy placed Carla on the table and started to follow despite the white cat calling out to her, “Wendy wait! Don’t bother with their stupidity!” As the white cat went ignored she dropped down on the table and frowned, “That girl! Is she going through her rebellious phase?!”

      “This.” Gildarts chuckled with a content smile, “I missed this.”

    
    

    
      “Hey Wendy, can you taste storms?” Happy asked while flying between Wendy and Naruto as they made their way down the streets of Magnolia in hopes of finding their errant Dragon Slayer, “Like does a cloudy day taste different than a sunny day? And does a it taste different before and after it rains?”

      “It does. And it’s a very interesting taste.” Wendy smiled pleasantly as she nodded and took a deep inhale, “Every little thing that changes the air and barometric around me can produce a different taste.”

      Naruto chuckled as they walked along, “Man I always thought it was pretty cool when Natsu ate fire, but being able to eat air and sky? Now that is something I’d like to try.”

      “I’d definitely recommend it if you could eat the sky like I could. It’s quite the treat. But that also means it can be rather hard when the air isn’t very pure or filled with something filthy.”

      “Oh what’s pollen season taste like?” Naruto asked as the younger girl gagged and shook her head. He chuckled amusingly before he stopped and quickly held his arm out to stop Wendy and Happy from going any further. The S-Class Mage slid up to the wall and stood deathly still while Wendy and Happy quickly followed his lead and hid beside him. Naruto peeked around the corner and spotted their pray.

      What was once Gajeel Redfox was now a crazed beast stalking along the ground, desperate for a feline compatriot so that he could prove his superiority over the other Dragon Slayers of Fairy Tail. He sniffed at the air and snarled like a rabid animal, “Get cat. Prove I have cat. Rub it in faces. Prove to pinky and the brat that I’m the best in the guild. Laugh at their miserable faces until my throat is hoarse. Get cat—”

      Wendy shuddered and whimpered, “Did — did I do something to anger him?”

      “No, no, you’re okay Wendy.” Happy quickly consoled the girl, ‘He’s just crazy.’ The blue-haired girl looked even more miserable at the clarification before the blue cat turned to Naruto, “So what’s the plan?”

      The whiskered man smirked, “It’s pretty good. You’re gonna love it.”

      They didn’t.

      As Gajeel prowled along the ground he growled, “Where are they? Where are they? Where are they~—”

      “Meow~.”

      The Iron Dragon Slayer jerked up and looked in the direction of the cat’s meow. He charged towards the corner of the alley, “CAT! CAT! CAT!”

      But the moment he turned—

      “Meow~!” The Dragon Slayer was caught off guard by the sight of Naruto and Wendy standing together as the blond Mage threw his voice, ‘Meowwwww~.’ He smiled and snickered as Wendy cautiously stepped back, “Hey Gajeel! Guess what! We’re sick of your shit and want you home now!”

      “Hunter!” He grunted in spiteful anger, “Don’t get in my way! I need to find a cat companion and prove I’m the best Dragon Slayer in the guild!”

      “Well that’s interesting because Wendy has some thoughts on that.” The young girl squeaked with fright as their attention turned to her, “Go ahead Wendy. Just like we practiced, okay?”

      “O-Okay.” The little blue-haired Mage nervously nodded and steeled herself, “Gajeel-San, you don’t need a cat partner to prove that you’re the best Dragon Slayer!”

      The former Phantom Mage kept scowling but slowly uncoiled his muscles, “Oh yeah?”

      “Yep!” Wendy gulped, ‘B-Because you’ll never be the best! Because it sucks to suck! A-A-And you suck a-a-as— butt!’ Wendy exclaimed with a furious blush, “I-I’m sorry! I couldn’t say it!”

      Naruto smiled proudly, “All good. You did great.”

      Unlike the blond’s sunny disposition, a black miasma of bloodlust and fury started to emanate off the black-haired Mage. Wendy yelped in fright as Gajeel aimed his glare at the whiskered Mage, realizing he had put her up to get a rise out of him. Gajeel’s arms became coated in metal as he tightened his fists, “You’re gonna pay for this bastard!”

      “Happy now!”

      “AYE SIR!”

      Happy flew down and snagged himself on the back of Gajeel’s outfit. Before the Dragon Slayer could respond he was lifted off the ground with the feline’s wings spreading out from his back. They circled around in the air very quickly for nearly a full minute before Happy suddenly took a sharp turn down—

      And spiked Gajeel directly into the ground.

      Happy, Wendy, and Naruto all stared in quiet anticipation as they saw the Iron Dragon Slayer sprouting almost directly upwards from the ground with most of his head in the pavement. After a few seconds of silence Naruto pumped his arm victoriously, “We did it!”

      “I-Is he okay?”

      “Eh he’s a tough guy. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      “Y-You’re sure?” Wendy and Happy looked between each other with uncertainty, “I really wish we had discussed this more before you made me spike the guy into the ground like that.”

      “If anything’s wrong then we’ll fix him up after we get him back.” Naruto made his way over and was about to tear Gajeel out of the ground until he noticed their little audience. A pack of cats had gathered around, watching them curiously. Naruto waved at all the cute critters, “Aww, it’s okay little guys. You don’t have to worry about this guy ever ag— GURGH!”

      A metal pipe slammed into his back and dug him into the ground. Wendy and Happy watched in shock and horror as Gajeel pulled himself out, his face covered in metal as he ground his teeth together, “You fucking shit! I’m gonna make you pay for that!”

      Naruto hissed and rubbed his back as he picked himself up, “What the hell are you complaining about? You can turn into a hunk of metal at the drop of a hat? I’m the one that got blindsided with a metal girder breaking my spine!”

      “Well you’re getting in the way!” Gajeel’s hands turned into blades as he stood ready to fight, “And if you wanna keep doing that then do it at your own risk! And don’t blame me if you’re so badly beaten you bleed out in the middle of the street.”

      “Oh is that a threat?” Naruto smirked, summoning magic around his fists and taking a stance, “Because now when I drag your battered corpse back to the guild I can say I was provoked.”

      Happy sweated, “Man you wouldn’t think they were in the same guild with the way they talk to each other. Or even that they’re supposed to be the good guys!”

      “G-Gajeel-San. Naruto-San.” Wendy spoke as the tension continued to build. The two powerful Mages were moments from crossing blows before—

      “Meow!”

      “Cats!” Gajeel panicked as the pack of felines suddenly stormed off and ran away. The Dragon Slayer abandoned his animosity and immediately chased them, “Come back! Don’t run! I just want to be the best with you!”

      “Gajeel!” Naruto cursed and followed his trail, “Dammit come back here you idiot!”

      “W-Wait—”

      “Wendy!” Wendy and Happy stopped just before they could chase after their friends as Carla came running over. The white cat slowed down, “Are you okay? I heard a commotion going on and ran over!”

      “Oh, Naruto-San and Gajeel-San were having a little spat.” Wendy answered, “They ran off that way and we were about to follow—”

      “Come along Wendy,” Carla lifted herself up and grabbed her friend’s hand as the clouds above them started to crack and rain, “This is too dangerous for you.”

      “What?” The Dragon Slayer said in confusion as Carla’s paws tugged on her hand, “But I said I would help Naruto-San—”

      “That idiot is only going to drag you into foolhardy, reckless plans that will endanger you. I can’t sit back and let that happen.”

      “It’s okay Carla.” Happy floated up to her side and smiled with a macho hint in his tone, “If you’re not around then I’ll protect Wendy. I’ll show you that—”

      “I am not trusting you to be around her!”

      “Carla! Don’t say that! Apologize to Happy!”

      “I will not!” Carla cried out, “I will not trust someone who doesn’t even know who he is!”

      As rain continued to pour down and Wendy argued with Carla, Happy floated in space and blankly looked ahead. Confusion filled his head as he whispered, “But I know who I am. I’m Happy, right?”

      “Carla you can’t keep acting like this to our friends!”

      “He is not my friend! And I can’t trust him to look after you!”

      “He’s a member of our guild now! Of course you can trust him!”

      “He’s a fool who has no idea who he is! I don’t know what future awaits his partner with him around but I won’t let it endanger you too!”

      “B-But I love Natsu.”

      “Carla you can’t just be nice to me! We’re a part of Fairy Tail now! We have to trust and care about everyone!”

      “But you are my responsibility! I have to watch out and protect you!”

      “No you don’t!”

      “Yes I do!”

      The girls’ argument had gotten so heated that they paid no attention to their surrounding. Even Happy was to engaged in the back and forth to care about the crashing clouds. Or the intense rain that blanketed the entire town.

      It even took them some time to notice the hooded figure that had approached them through the raging storm.

      The two felines and young Mage finally noticed the sudden addition and looked up in shock. Without pause Carla quickly flew in front of Wendy and shielded her, “Stay back!”

      Happy looked at the figure in cloaks and wraps with several staffs attached to his back and gulped, “A-Are you Mystogan?”

      “I am.”

      “What do you want?” Carla asked warily as she kept her furrowed gaze directed at the suspicious figure. Mystogan looked past the scowling cat and focused on the girl standing behind her who looked confused and hesitant.

      “Hello Wendy.”

      She stared at the man in silence as her eyes slowly widened, “That voice.”

      Mystogan reached up for the cloth and wrappings that covered his face before slowly untangling them. The others watched on in silent anticipation as the last of the bindings were removed…

      To reveal a familiar face they had all seen before.

      Wendy gasped, “J-Jellal?”

      He nodded, “It’s been a long time.”

    
    

    
      “Nah, you can’t eat this delicately or with finesse.” Gray advised as he lifted his hamburger up for a demonstration, ‘All the crap between these buns is too much to nibble or cut through. If you wanna eat it you gotta eat it like this.’ The Maker Mage widened his mouth and took as big a bite as he could possibly get before chomping down and tearing the burger apart. With juice and condiments around his mouth he murmured through his mouthful, “Chee?”

      “J-Juvia saw Gray-sama, and I’m doing my best. But,” Julia lifted her burger and tried to do the same as Gray, but struggled to gorge herself on the meal as easily as he did. The bite she took was much smaller and cleaner, without any mess still on her face, “Juvia can’t do it like you do.”

      “Yeah I guess not.” The raven-haired man shrugged, “No shame in that. You’d have to pretty much unlock your jaw to force that all in.”

      “Just give me some time!” Juvia quickly said in a panic, “Juvia will prove she can widen her mouth and eat a lot of meat!”

      “O-Okay. Do your best.”

      “Juvia will!”

      Macao and Wakaba glared from another table, “Fucking youth.”

    
    

    
      Carla looked at him in shock, “But that’s not possible! We watched Jellal get taken away in chains! He should be locked up in the Magic Council’s prison!”

      “I am not that Jellal.” He shook his head, “I know of him, and we share a face, but we’re not the same person. I come… from a different place. And from there I share a name and face with him.”

      The white cat was startled by what he said, “You mean you—”

      “You.” Wendy stepped forward, past Carla and faced with the man in front of her wearing the same face as her savior years ago. Her lip quivered and eyes watered as she asked, “Are you my Jellal? Are you the one who saved me 7 years ago?”

      …

      He gave a small, quiet nod.

      Which was enough to send her over the edge. Wendy’s shoulders shivered and tears finally spilled down her cheeks to mix with the rain. They could only watched as a dam burst in the Dragon Slayer’s heart that had been holding back 7 years of sweeping emotions and feeling. She rubbed her eyes to desperately stop the flow but couldn’t impede it no matter how hard she tried.

      She murmured, “I-I’ve… I’ve w-wanted to see you again… for a long, long time.”

      Jellal’s dour expression softened slightly at her words, “As have I.”

    
    

    
      “So what’s eating you?”

      Cana looked up as Gildarts sat down across from her. The bikini-clad brunette looked startled for a minute before shrugging, “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t know. Been a few years since we last saw each other and I feel like you’re the only one who hasn’t welcomed me back yet.” The scruffy older man said with a faint smirk, “Disappointed I got my ass kicked and had to lick my wounds back in the nest?”

      “Please. I’m not some starstruck kid who expects you to be perfect. Natsu still is but I’m not.” Cana looked aside with a frown before her eyes lingered on his new scars and injuries, “Are you okay?”

      “Nothing I can’t deal with.” He said as he rubbed his replacement arm, “But honestly it’s my pride that’s hurt worst. I thought I could handle any job and complete it as long as I had Fairy Tail’s insignia on my chest. But now I kinda dragged it through the mud.”

      “I know you were always the strongest and toughest guy around, and failing might seem like a new thing to you,” Cana held her mug up, ‘But take it from one of the mortals in the guild… screwing up, getting beat, and then picking yourself up is how the rest of us in the guild do things.’ She slid the mug over, “Welcome back to Fairy Tail.”

      Gildarts looked at the offered drink and took a deep breath, “I think I’m still recovering.”

      “Then give it back.”

      That’s all the incentive Gildarts needed to take it and take a gulp. He quickly put it down, as to not incur too much damage, and slid it back towards Cana, “Oh that’s good shit. Gonna remember to down a barrel of that as soon as I can.”

      Cana took her mug, threw it back in a couple of gulps, and slammed her empty mug down.

      Gildarts whistled with amazement, “You got better while I was gone.”

      Cana wiped her mouth and turned her red face aside, “I guess we’ll see.”

    
    

    
      “W-Where did you go?” Wendy whimpered, ‘Where have you been? W-Why did you leave?’ She wiped her eyes, “Why didn’t you come back?”

      “I’m sorry Wendy. I have my reasons for being away, but right now they would only be an excuse.” Jellal said, “I’m glad you are okay. And I’m glad you were able to make so many friends.”

      “I did.” Wendy sniffled and rubbed her eyes, ‘So many good people to help me and watch out for me. And the first one was you.’ With puffy red eyes she looked up at Jellal, “Please, tell me why you were gone for so long. Why—”

      “I’m sorry.” Jellal stumbled on his feet, causing those who watched him to react and reach out to help him. But he dropped to his knees and nearly collapsed from exhaustion, “But we don’t have time.”

      “W-What’s wrong?” Wendy voice was filled with panic, “Are you hurt?”

      “Just tired. I’ve been holding it back for so long. But now it’s coming.” He looked at the darkening clouds, “Anima is inevitable.”

      Carla gasped, “Anima?”

      “What is that? What does that mean?”

      “Soon… Magnolia… everything here… will disappear…”

      “W-What about Fairy Tail?!”

    
    

    
      “Master,” Erza called to Makarov as she approached his spot, “Have you passed on the news about the 100-year quest?”

      “I have. And unsurprisingly quite a few people showed interest in completing such a difficult task themselves.”

      “Well I wish them luck.” Erza said, “Any task that can get the better of Gildarts is not one to be taken lightly.”

      “What about you Erza?” Makarov questioned, “Why not take the job yourself and see if you could do it?”

      “I’m not sure if I’d be strong enough to do it—”

      “You’d be the only one who thought that.”

      “—Plus with all this time Gildarts has been away,” The redhead paused and shook her head, “I wouldn’t want to be away from the guild for that long. I think I’d miss too much.”

      “Heh.”

      “What?”

      “I remember you being a much more cavalier risk-taker not too long ago.” Makarov said with a chuckle as the S-Class Mage slightly blushed with embarrassment, “I guess you’ve come to appreciate the easier life, huh?”

      “Hardly. I’m still bold and crazy and wild for a woman my age.” Erza quickly defended. But then she looked out over the guild and saw Koyuki speak with Lucy and Mira, Natsu getting cheered up by Lisanna and Elfman, Cana and Gildarts reminiscing about jobs, and all the other people that made up their guild enjoy their rainy day in, “But I can still appreciate a day like this.”

      “That, my dear, is appreciating the easier life. Looking at all you have around you… and loving it.”

    
    

    
      “It’s too late.” Jellal said morbidly, “The guild — everyone — it’s too late to help them.”

      “No it’s not!” Wendy cried out as she turned and ran down the street, “I’ll warn them that we have to evacuate everyone! They’ll be able to do it!”

      “Wendy! Let me help!” Happy quickly flew by her side, “I can try to reach the guild sooner!”

      “Quick Happy! I’ll tell everyone!” The blue cat nodded and sped through the rain. As Wendy ran through the streets she cried out, “Everyone! Please! We have to leave! Something is happening to the town! We have to run!”

      She called out but no one answered. Her voice drowned out by the storm and rain. And even as she screamed until her voice went hoarse it was too late. The little girl ran through the streets and saw her guild come into view before—

      The buildings around her swayed.

      There was a ringing in her ears.

      The area lit up and—

    
    

    
      “CATS!”

      “GAJEEL ENOUGH! WE CHASED THEM OUT OF THE TOWN LEAVE THEM ALONE!”

      Naruto chased after Gajeel who was chasing after the pack of cats that had quickly charged out of the storm brewing over Magnolia. Both men were getting tired from the run but both had a reason to keep sprinting on.

      But one of them was faster.

      “HA!” Naruto tackled into Gajeel’s back and pinned the Dragon Slayer to the dirt and mud beneath them, “Got you!”

      “NOOOOO!” Gajeel cried out while reaching for the retreating pack of cats. As they disappeared from sight Gajeel twisted around and grabbed Naruto’s cheek, “You bastard! You ruined it all!”

      “Ow!” He cried out as his cheek was stretched to its limit. Naruto retaliated by shoving his fingers into Gajeel’s nostrils and yanking up.

      “AH! FUCKER!”

      “SCREW YOU!”

      “DIE IN A FIRE!”

      “NO CAT’S EVER GONNA LOVE YOU!”

      “TAKE THAT BACK!”

      “NEVER!”

      As the two men wrestled and bickered in the rain they slowly noticed a bright spot in the corner of their eyes. They disentangled and looked towards the source of the change in shock.

      There was a hole in the sky. Within the sea of black storm clouds there was a giant white hole that almost looked ethereal and otherworldly. No rain or lighting or wind rushed through the blank spot in the clouds or the space underneath it. And under those clouds was…

      Nothing.

      “Where’d Magnolia go?”

      ########Omake: The Great Crucible Pt. 1########

      ( “Is everybody ready?!”)

      “YEAH!”

      ( “Then welcome to 8-Island’s first eating competition! The Ramen Rush!”)

      “YEAAAHHHHH!”

      “It’s such a large crowd.” Wendy looked around and marveled at the size of the audience the food eating contest had garnered, “And this is a new restaurant?”

      “That’s what everyone else said.” Carla stated, a little miffed that she and Wendy had been dragged down to Hargeon and thrown into a sea of people without much warning, “And then they ditched us just like that! Why do we have to watch this garish competition?”

      “We’ll because Max-San is acting as the MC for the event.”

      ( “We’re happy to see so many people out here today!”) The sandy-haired Fairy Mage announced to a wave of cheers from the crowd, ( “Special thanks to Yajima-San, the owner of 8-Island, the sponsor for this event, and the cool that will be cooking all the ramen today.”)

      “I understand he’s in charge of the event but why did we have to come down?”

      ( “Now let’s bring out our contestants!”)

      A line of men and women walked out on stage and waved to the crowd. Among the eight participants were Gray, Natsu, Elfman, and Naruto to join the other civilian competitors.

      ( “I recognize a few familiar faces from my guild, and you should notice we have a few eating contest champions gracing our stage today! This is looking to be one heck of a show!”)

      “Oh! Naruto-San and the others are competing!” Wendy brightened up and started to cheer with the crowd, “Good luck everyone! Do your best!”

      “But where’s everyone else?” Carla inquired, “We came down with a full train car worth of people so why is it only—”

      ( “And to make sure we keep a running tally of our contestants’ scores, here are our lovely scorekeepers!”)

      The crowd devolved into a mass of screaming, howling animals as Erza, Lucy, Mira, Lisanna, Cana, Juvia, Levy, and Ever walked out dressed in maid outfits for all of them, and a bunny costume for Erza.

      Carla sighed as the cheers around them nearly deafened her, “That explains the crowd. I hate this. Pigs.”

      Wendy dejectedly touched her chest as she fell into the depths of despair.

      ( “Are we ready?! Then are your marks! Get set! GO!”)

    
    

    
      Done

      Man I’ve been looking forward to this! There’s always some part of each story arc I have made up in my head already and this one has been bouncing around in here for awhile!

      So here we go!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye
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      The buildings around her had been turned into wisps and illusions of their true selves.

      Torrents and violent cascades of wind surrounded her as Magnolia was sucked up into a void in the sky.

      It was a sensory overload and Wendy was frightened that she might lose her life in the madness until—

      It stopped.

      No more rain. No more storm. No more overcast. No more wild weather. Wendy opened her eyes to see the sudden assault of torrential weather phenomenon was nowhere to be seen.

      And neither was Magnolia.

      The entire town… the buildings and streets and people and canals and the guild! The guild was just gone. The entire landscape had been reduced to a simple, level white plain devoid of any landmarks or nature or structures. It was all gone.

      She was so close. She had called out and tried to help before things could get worse. When Jellal said it was too late Wendy refused to accept it. But it — it really was.

      The spot in front of her should have been the guild. The loud, unruly home of a guild filled with people that laughed and argued and caused far too much damage than most people should be comfortable with. It should have been the place she had been able to comfortably call home…

      And now it was nothing.

      “W-Wendy?” A voice in her shock drew her attention to the only other thing in the empty field after Magnolia had vanished. Happy looked back at her, expression filled with disbelief and shock quite similar to hers, “The guild was — was right in front of me, right? Where’d it go? Is it an illusion? It can’t just have disappeared, right?”

      The blue cat floated down towards the youngest Dragon Slayer and hoped for an answer. But as her eyes watered and tears slipped out she pulled Happy in and squeezed him tight in a hug. She closed her eyes and sobbed gently as Happy kept denying what he had seen.

      Again. It happened again. Her guild — her friends and family — gone in a flash of light. Why? Why was it always like this?

      The small portion of the ground just a few feet away started to lurch and rise in quick succession. The weeping cat and Mage looked over in surprise and held each other a little tighter as the warp in the ground finally breeched—

      “Gah!” Natsu took a deep gulp of air as he clawed his way out of the ground and shook his head clean, “Ah what the hell was that? I was talking with Lisanna one second and the next I’m — was I underground? How the hell did this happen?”

      “NATSU!”

      Natsu flinched as something slammed into his shoulder while he was pulling himself out. As Happy cried into his side he patted his best friend’s head, “Geez buddy, what’s got you so worked up?”

      “N-Natsu! It’s the guild!” Happy sobbed to the Dragon Slayer, “It’s just gone! I-I don’t know what’s happened but it’s gone!”

      “Huh?” Natsu looked down quizzically at his feline friend, “What are you talking about?”

      “Natsu-San,” He looked over at Wendy as her puffy red eyes looked to him and she wiped her nose after her quiet weeping. She looked at him sadly, ‘We’re still in Magnolia. The buildings and the people — everyone is just gone now.’ Wendy shook her head, “We don’t know what happened.”

      Natsu looked around at the blank white landscape in confusion. His nostrils flared as he took a deep breath to try and follow the scent of his guild but was confused to find it a mix of his familiar home and nothing at all, “That can’t be true.”

      “It is. Magnolia and Fairy Tail were taken. And we won’t find them in this world.”

      They turned as Carla flew towards them, “Carla!” Wendy let out a breath of relief as her oldest friend drew closer, ‘I was worried that you disappeared too!’ She wiped her eyes, “But what do you mean we won’t find them in this world?”

      “I mean they are no longer here in Earthland. They’re up there, in Edolas.” Carla looked up at the bright spot mixed with clouds in the sky above them, “But we can go help them.”

      “How?”

      “Just listen okay.” Carla looked between them, “I need to tell you about the other world that stole our guild. About where the male cat and I come from. And what we need to do to get everyone back.”

    
    

    
      His mind was blank.

      There was nothing he could do but stare at the impossible sight in front of him and believe it was fake. That he was dreaming or under an illusion or something. There was just no way that it could be—

      “Seriously, where’s the town?”

      Gajeel couldn’t see it either. Now he was worrying.

      Naruto made a start and ran back down the path towards Magnolia — or whatever was left of it. Gajeel might’ve been following him or not but he couldn’t spare a glance back. He just focused on the sight ahead of him, even if he nearly tripped once or twice as he kicked rocks over in his path.

      Suddenly the clear spot in the storm clouds over the town flared and became so bright it was like the sun suddenly appeared to blind them. Naruto and Gajeel had to quickly cover their eyes from the sudden light before it settled down as well.

      Only Gajeel noticed when they entered the town limit’s that the rain stopped as well. He looked around at the completely blank state that the once thriving town was abruptly reduced to in the aftereffects of the light. There was nothing as far as the eye could see.

      That didn’t stop Naruto from crying out, “HEEEYYYYYY!” His voice echoed out over the wasteland as he prayed that something would answer him, “ANYOOOONNNEEEE!”

      There was no response.

      He was about to scream out again before Gajeel roughly grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back. Naruto nearly lashed out at the Dragon Slayer before he noticed Gajeel had raised his head and was sniffing the air. The pierced man smelled the ambient scent of the town for several seconds before he grimaced, “There’s nothing.”

      “What do you mean nothing?”

      “No explosion smoke. No elemental scent. The town was just here and now it smells like nothing. I just smell you, me, and—” Gajeel paused and sniffed a little harder before pointing in a direction, “There’s someone over there!”

      The moment he pointed Naruto didn’t waste a second before dashing off to find whatever he could. Gajeel was quickly on his trail and followed after him as Naruto sprinted across the wasteland to find whatever it was that remained. And what he found when he reached his answer…

      Left him reeling in shock and confusion.

      Stood in the middle of the white wasteland was Jellal dressed in rags and cloaks with sticks hanging off his back. His mind was processing what he was seeing as quickly as possible, recognizing his clothes as the stuff Mystogan wore when he visited and his face the same as Erza had warned him about. Even so he couldn’t quite find the words to speak.

      Thankfully he wasn’t the only one present.

      “Hey!” Gajeel marched forward with an angry stomp and scowl as he called out to the blue-haired man, “You know anything about what’s going on here?! What happened to the town?!”

      Mystogan looked at them silently before looking up. They followed his gaze to the clouds and the hole of light in the center, “Magnolia was transported through there and into another world.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened in shock to hear he actually did know what happened. He pressed on, “What do you mean? Does that mean everyone is okay? They’re still alive?!”

      “They are alive, but they won’t be for long.” Mystogan answered, “On the other side of the light is a place just waiting to use them like a tool for magic.”

      “What? What the hell—” His level of control finally faltered and Naruto rushed forward, grabbing the doppelgänger’s collar and pulling him in, “What happened to everyone?!”

      Despite the tension and how on edge the blond was, Mystogan remained calm while facing him, “They’ve been taken, to be used as a resource for their magic in another world. A world called Edolas.”

      Gajeel looked at them oddly, “How’d you know this?”

      “Because I come from that world too.”

    
    

    
      It was a harrowing experience jumping through the gate between worlds. Wendy, Natsu, Happy, and Carla all felt like they were being dragged through an ocean that refused to give them a moment to breathe. The pressure was relentless, and bared down on them over and over again…

      Until it finally ended. And they could breathe again.

      The world had changed.

      The sky had changed color and there were islands floating high into the clouds. There were trees and wildlife and rivers as far as the eye could see. It was so beautiful that it took their breath away.

      This was Edolas.

      The world next to theirs.

      The world Happy and Carla originally came from.

      The world losing magic.

      And never was that more clear than when Carla and Happy suddenly lost their wings.

      “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The four Fairies screamed at the top of their lungs as they suddenly plummeted through the air and towards the ground. Natsu watched the ground come towards them faster and faster, “Happy! Wings! Yours wings! We need your wings!”

      “Natsu I’m trying!” The little blue cat strained and tried summoning his wings again but screamed as nothing appear, “Why isn’t it working?!”

      “I told you! The magic in this world is limited! We can’t freely use it as much as we want!” Carla called out.

      “W-What do we do?!” Wendy cried out. She tried to steady herself as she fell through the air but couldn’t find any purchase. As she dropped through the sky she spotted something in the forest as they grew closer to the ground, “Is that—”

      “Hang on!” Wendy suddenly felt herself get pulled in sharply through the air. Natsu hugged her, Carla, and Happy close to his chest as they came to the forest. He hissed, “Oh this will hurt.”

      His back slammed through branch after branch as they fell into the forest like a meteor. Each of the Fairies felt the impact through the Fire Dragon Slayer as they came closer and closer to the ground. Through the pain Natsu reached out and grabbed a branch only for it to snap. As he did the same thing while falling they slowly started to bleed momentum until his hand finally grabbed into the tree’s body. Branch and wood splintered and shredded apart until the Fairies suddenly spilled out over the forest floor.

      They slammed into the dirt and groaned in pain. Wendy rolled and let out a whimper before picking herself up, “Natsu-San?” She called out, “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, all good. Just a few splinters.”

      “EWWWWW! NATSU YOUR HAND!”

      “Don’t look at it like that ya big baby.”

      “T-That’s disgusting!”

      “Seriously you guys have no stomach.” Natsu shook his head as the two Exceeds looked at his bloody hand in horror. He looked up and saw Wendy trudging through the forest in a particular direction, “Wendy? What’s wrong?”

      “I-I thought I saw it.”

      “Saw what?” The others looked at the young Dragon Slayer in confusion as she kept walking without paying them mind. They quickly got up and followed after her, “Seriously, what did you see Wendy?”

      They came out on the other side of the forest and found what they were looking for. The building looked different and it was out here in the middle of nowhere but it was clear what it was.

      “Fairy Tail!” Natsu, Wendy, and Happy called out in glee at seeing their precious home again. Only Carla stayed back to stare at the guild hall made from the body of a tree in confusion as Natsu kicked the door open, “Hey! Guys! We’re back! You had us worried—”

      “Natsu!”

      Before the Dragon Slayer could react he felt two heeled boots slam into his face and knock him off his feet. Wendy and Happy stared in shock as he went flying back and the rough, aggressive woman that attacked him landed on her feet. She was dressed in black leather, a wide gap in the front that showed her large bra-clad buxom, and a sadistic smirk on her face as she looked down at Natsu.

      A look they had never seen on that face before.

      Natsu groaned and lifted his head up to look at his attacker. And gaped in shock when he saw her, “L-Lucy?!”

      “I warned you the last time you left.” The blonde girl popped her knuckles with a vicious smirk, “I’d make you stick around this time even if I gotta break your legs.”

      #######Hunter########

      “They’re going to use our guild… to replenish their magic?”

      Mystogan nodded, “Yes. Edolas’ magic supply is finite, and a draining resource that they have become dependent on. They require obtaining magic from outside sources to replenish their dwindling supply. They tried to absorb ambient magical energy in the atmosphere of other worlds but it can’t withstand the travel and whatever is left is pittance to what they need. They’ve attempted to create perpetual magic machines but nothing has turned up enough of a result. So instead they have had to resort to this method. Stealing portions of land and populace from magically enriched worlds… and converting them into Lacrima.”

      “Lacrima?” Gajeel stared dumbfounded, ‘Magnolia is in this other world as a Lacrima crystal?’ Mystogan nodded, “So I’m guessing we’re not going to be so lucky but… do they take the magic they need and return what they’ve stolen.”

      “…”

      Mystogan’s silence hung over them like a grim warning. Naruto growled, “Mystogan!”

      “The Lacrima they take from other worlds is converted into raw magic power and added to the rest of Edolas’ supply.” Mystogan gloomily admitted, “Whatever is in that Lacrima… disappears. Towns. Animals. People. They’ve done it before. They’ll do it again.”

      The town.

      The guild.

      His friends.

      His family.

      Koyuki. Erza.

      A subtle wind started to pick up around Naruto that drew Gajeel and Mystogan’s attention. When they looked at him they noticed his expression had darkened as his eyes turned hollow and a sense of dread started coming off him.

      “It’s not immediate.” Mystogan spoke, drawing Naruto’s attention back to him as the wind died and his eyes eased ever-so-slightly, ‘It takes time for the Lacrima to settle and for the people inside — Fairy Tail and Magnolia in this case — to convert into magic. Until then they’re still alive.’ He looked directly at Naruto, “They can still be saved.”

      Naruto saw the look in Mystogan’s eyes. Ever since this conversation had started the years of curiosity and possible friendship he wanted to share with the enigma of a Fairy Mage had shifted into doubt and barely withheld anger. It didn’t seem fair to put it all on the man but he had some connection to this place that had stolen their world and that was enough. But he looked into the face of his old friend and saw a similar expression on it that he’d seen in Jellal’s eyes years ago and again very recently.

      Determination… and earnest trust.

      “So what do we do?” Gajeel asked.

      Mystogan looked up, “The two other Dragon Slayers have already made their way up with the help of their Exceed. They’ll do whatever they can, which won’t be much without the use of their magic.”

      “If they’re there, we’re following after them.” Naruto stated with a steely tone, “You got here years ago before this, right? Which means there has to be a way to get through.”

      “Yes, I did get through even though I don’t have magic. It’s possible, under certain circumstances. I’ve seen them myself before experiencing it.” Mystogan reached into his pack and pulled out a vial of something, “But if you’re really going to go then you need to take these.”

      Naruto and Gajeel looked down at the small glass container of little black balls, “What are these supposed to be?”

      “They’re something I made called X-Balls.” He opened the top and dropped one in his hands, “They’ll help you use magic in Edolas.”

      “These things let people use magic? Then if you just showed them this then they won’t need Lacrima or other places in the world—”

      “It doesn’t let anyone use magic. You have to be able to use magic already.” The blue-haired man explained, “It’s not just the difference in magic that separates our world. The people over there can’t inherently use magic. While the people of Earthland can take the ambient magic that exists in the atmosphere into their bodies to power themselves up like filling a container, the people in Edolas don’t have that ability. If someone from Earthland goes to Edolas, that container won’t know how to interact with magic that doesn’t immediately fill it up. This X-Ball will act as a shock to the system and jumpstart it.”

      Gajeel frowned, “Kinda lame to call them X-Balls though.”

      “You wear a white suit and think you can sing. You don’t get to judge.” Naruto remarked as Mystogan tossed him the glass container. He looked down at the black balls and felt uneasy, “How do we know this’ll work?”

      “I’ve only tested it over here in Earthland, where the conditions are optimal. If you choose to use them over in Edolas, that will be their first real test run.” They didn’t look very convinced by Mystogan’s honest answer, “The other choice is going in there with no magic whatsoever. I’m sure you can handle it Naruto but I don’t know about the others.”

      The whiskered blond didn’t look very convinced but pocketed the vial of medicine anyway. He looked up at the hole of light in the sky, “So how do we get up there?”

      “How did Salamander and the kid do it?”

      “They had help from the Exceed. For you two I’ll have to be the one who send you through.” He drew out a staff and held it in front of him while facing the two Mages, “Are you ready?”

      They didn’t even need to answer that.

      Mystogan slammed the staff on the ground and created a steady gale of wind around them. They were raised quickly into the air higher and higher as they drew close to the anomaly. Mystogan held them in place as they drew closer to the Anima before they reached it.

      The light grew exponentially brighter for several moments before dying down again. And the two were gone from sight.

      “Good luck.”

      The ground by his feet popped open and a large clock man emerged from under the white ground. Lucy was inside its body and freaked out, mouthing something as the clock spoke, “‘What happened?! Where am I?! Is that Jellal?! Where is everybody?! Ahhh, I don’t understand!’ She yells in quick succession as she is in quite flustered by these chain of events.”

      Mystogan looked down at the one black ball he had taken out of its container, “I guess they could always use more luck.”

    
    

    
      The trip to another world was disorienting. Even for Naruto and Gajeel, two of the toughest guys in Fairy Tail, they had a hard time keeping down their lunch and staying steady as they entered a free fall.

      They looked out through the wide landscapes of this new world as they flew through the lime green skies of Edolas. Naruto murmured in shock, “Oh my god.”

      “This is nuts.” Gajeel said in wonderment as window billowed around him, “The skies of a new land stretching out so far. A new world shining like a star. Yet all we want is our friends by the bar. Shodabowow~.”

      “You are not composing a song right now!”

      “I’m an artist! Fuck off!”

      …

      …

      “We’re falling pretty fast.”

      “Yup.” Gajeel held out his hand and failed to make any metal, “And he’s right about us not being able to use magic. So… what now?”

      Naruto thought intently for a moment before sailing through the air a little to reach Gajeel. Once he did he wrapped an arm around him, “I got an idea!”

      “Whoa! Hey we might die but I at least wanna die with dignity!”

      “I — what the hell do you think I’m gonna do?!”

      “I don’t know and I don’t wanna know!”

      “Shut the fuck up!” Naruto roared into Gajeel’s ear and sent the Dragon Slayer reeling before he held out his hand and gathered some wind chakra in his palm. As they dropped towards the sandy plains below Naruto threw his hand down and unleashed a short but powerful vortex that stopped their rapid descent completely.

      But once it stopped they started falling again. Naruto gently shifted them so Gajeel was closer to the ground, “What are you doing?! Are you using me as a pillow?!”

      “Well you’re tougher than me, right? You should take the force of the fall.”

      “Fuck that!” Gajeel choked Naruto and spun them back around, “Squishy one first!”

      “Who you calling squishy you sack of—”

      The two argued and bickered and fought before they ultimately separated from each other. And finally they both slammed into a sand dune and started skipping off the sand like a rock off a pond. Their bodies spun and twirled around violently before they finally hit level ground and slid to a stop.

      The rescue team laid in the dirt and sand for a full minute before Naruto coughed, “You alive?”

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Why would you ask when I’ve already asked you?”

      “Wishful thinking?”

      Naruto pulled his head out of the sand and spat up what was in his mouth, “Why you? Of everyone in the guild why was it you I have to stick with?”

      Gajeel pulled open his pant leg and let out a pound of sand fall out, “Because I’m a badass that couldn’t be grabbed by some otherworldly magic.”

      “Fucker, you were chasing cats. We both know it.” Naruto picked himself up and looked around at their surroundings. He looked up at the green sky and the floating rocks that hovered in the clouds, “Well, I have no idea where we are, but I’m pretty sure we’re not on Earthland anymore.”

      “A whole new world.” Gajeel muttered, dusting himself off as stepped up to Naruto’s side and observed the landscape, “Kinda shitty first impression, huh?”

      “My first impression was when they stole our town.” Naruto started making his way in one direction where he could see more than just dirt and sand, “C’mon. I’m not sure where our guild is but we only have a few days to save them.”

      “Hey, we don’t have magic here, right?”

      “You said so yourself.”

      “So how did you use your wind?”

      “Because it’s not magic.”

      Gajeel snorted, “If it’s not magic then what is it.”

      “It’s chakra.”

      “Catra?”

      “No! Cha-kra!” Naruto emphasized, “It’s an internal source of power my body can create by melding physical and mental energy together.”

      “Sounds complicated.”

      “I’m probably not the best person to explain it. I’ve always just kinda had it.”

      “Whatever. So how do I use it?”

      Naruto stopped and looked at the long black-haired Mage quizzically, “What?”

      “We’re holding off on those magic balls because we don’t know if they’ll work, right? But this catra thing does work. So just in case you should teach it to me so I can use it to fight too.”

      “I-I don’t — you can’t learn it.”

      “Why not?” Gajeel asked indignantly, “What, don’t want other people using your special powers or whatever?”

      “Dumbass! You have to be born with it! The only people other than me that I know can use it are Mahiro and Koyuki! You need to be born with it and then learn how to use it!”

      “Can’t even teach others this special power.” Gajeel shook his head in disappointment, “What good are you for?”

      “What good — I’M THE ONE THAT SLOWED US DOWN YOU DUMB SHIT! YOU’RE THE USELESS ONE!”

      It was becoming clear that Fairy Tail’s rescue was reliant on two men who just didn’t want to work together.

      Thankfully they weren’t the only team trying to save their friends… and as they would soon find out they weren’t the last.

    
    

    
      “So… you’re from another world?”

      Wendy nodded, “Yes.”

      “A world where people have an abundance of magic and can actually use it themselves?”

      “Aye.” Happy confirmed.

      “And in your world you’re also members of the Fairy Tail guild?”

      Carla crossed her arms, “That’s right.”

      “So your guild got taken by the kingdom, transformed into a Lacrima, prepared to be turned into our world’s magic, and you came to stop them? But when you came over you don’t have any weapons, no idea where to go, and no magic whatsoever ever? Which led to… this?” The counterpart Lucy asked as she looked down at Natsu’s hand as it was being wrapped up and taken care of after the injury it had sustained, “I’m guessing that’s the story?”

      Natsu puffed up his cheek and thought for a moment before blowing out the air, “Yep, pretty much sums it up.”

      “So you guys are fully aware that it was pretty dumb to jump in half-cocked like this, right?”

      “We realize that now yes.”

      “I-I’m sorry for the trouble.”

      “It’s weird not having my wings.”

      “You’re already bandaging my hand what else do you want me to say.”

      This other Lucy looked between all of them before she giggled. It was odd to see a Lucy that dressed so much more metal than theirs and act in such a wild way laugh like their friend did. It was even weirder when that giggle turned into a full blown laugh, “Man you guys definitely fit the bill for being Fairy Mages!” She palmed Natsu on the back and he was surprised to find how much strength she packed in her slap, “You know your attitude for charging in kinda reminds me of our Natsu. You two aren’t all that different.”

      “Y-Yeah well,” Natsu looked at the person bandaging his arm, “Can’t really say the same for you guys.”

      “Don’t worry buddy, almost done dressing the wound.” The man wrapped in a dozen layers of clothing was a far kinder, far meeker version of Gray than any of the Earthland crew were used to seeing. The round ball of clothing smiled over at Natsu as he snipped the ends of the wrappings and tidied up the arm, “There you go Natsu, all patched up. Try not to overexert it for now, okay?”

      Natsu just stared across the table at the man wearing the face of the guy he always argued and fought with. He cradled his arm to his chest and shook his head, “I don’t like this. This is weird.”

      “What’d you mean bro?”

      “I mean don’t call me bro! Punch me across the face! Strip and walk around wearing nothing like an idiot!”

      “Why would I punch my best friend across the face?” Gray asked with a tilt of his head, “And walk around naked? No way! I hate exposing myself!”

      “Seriously, you could afford to lose some layers though.” The confident voice belonged to Juvia as she walked over and sat up on the table. She crossed her legs and sent Gray into a flustered blubbering, “You keep walking around like that and Juvia’s gonna think you’re a never-nude.”

      “D-Don’t joke like that Juvia-chan!” Gray murmured with a blush and tried to avoid her gaze, “Plus I’m not the only guy who wears lots of clothing like this!”

      “No, you’re not.” Juvia counted on her fingers, “You and Lyon. Wow. Look at that. I bet that’s a fun convention to attend.”

      The Earthland Fairies watched the exchange in befuddled silence. Happy leaned over, “Is Juvia… seducing Gray?”

      “I-I think so.” Wendy said with a blush, “Oh my.”

      “And it looks like they’re not the only ones who are different.” Carla acknowledged as she pointed aside and drew their attention to everyone else in the guild.

      Cana was dressed like a shy, reserved woman in a full dress and unwilling to touch a drop of alcohol.

      Jet and Droy were the toughest guys in the guild while Elfman was a cowering mess.

      Mirajane was… oddly very similar to her other version. Weird.

      And Wendy was older. Much older. A woman. And…

      The blue-haired girl looked down and saw the most striking feature differing her from her counterpart. The two giant, bouncing watermelon-sized orbs of flesh barely contained in the top she wore that mocked the petite young Dragon Slayer with their elasticity. And bounciness. And fullness. And—

      “Wendy.” Carla gently patted her charge’s knee, “Stop looking at them.”

      “They’re a black hole, Wendy.” Happy nodded, “You’ll only get lost in there if you keep looking.”

      “They’re just so—”

      “We know. We can see them.”

      “It’s not fair.”

      “It’s not. But maybe one day that will be you.”

      “Y-You think so?” Both Exceeds looked between each other and then turned away from her fully. Wendy stared at them with watery eyes, “Why can’t you at least look at me when you lie?!”

      “Man it is so weird seeing you all like this.”

      “We’ll you’re one to talk.” Macao chuckled, “I mean the Natsu we know can be confident like you but only under very special circumstances.”

      “Yeah, most of the time he’s…” Wakaba and Macao shared a look before giggling to themselves, “N-Never mind kid, hehe.”

      Natsu looked at them skeptically before looking around the guild again. It certainly didn’t look like the guild hall he was used to but the atmosphere and feeling of comfort was absolutely like the Fairy Tail back home. He nodded, “I don’t see everyone though. Are some of you guys away on jobs?”

      That question changed the air of the room. The playful, jokey atmosphere of the guild hall had switched out for one far more dour and crestfallen. The Earthland visitors struggled not to notice the change in their demeanor as Wendy looked around, “W-What’s wrong?”

      “We don’t have too many people going out on jobs at the moment.”

      “We barely have enough jobs to go around.” Someone pointed at their job request board and the slim pickings they had to offer, “Not many people are offering jobs for us to do now.”

      Natsu looked over the board and the few jobs they had on offer, “There’s barely any on here! Even on our slowest day you couldn’t see the board under all the paper. Why aren’t there more jobs?”

      “People don’t want to risk being associated with us or the others.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’ll look bad if they’re seen colluding with a Dark Guild.”

      “DARK GUILD?!”

      The Edolas Fairies looked at their puzzled and horrified counterpart gang in confusion. Lucy blinked, “Wait are you guys legal over on your side?”

      “Yeah! Of course we are!” Natsu freaked out, “What did you guys do to get labeled a Dark Guild?! How much did you destroy?! Who did you threaten?! Lucy, who did you kill?!”

      “What did you say?!” Lucy jumped and circled her arms around Natsu’s neck, spinning onto his back and locking her legs across his chest as she squeezed on his neck, “You’re kind of a mouthy shit over on that side, aren’t you Natsu? When did you get so cheeky?”

      The Dragon Slayer dropped to his knees and tapped her elbow, “U-Uncle! Uncle!”

      “What we did is quite easy to explain.” Mirajane spoke up by Wendy, Carla, and Happy’s side as Lucy dropped Natsu on his face and stuck her leg between his before giving him a devastating sharpshooter, “The reason we’re a Dark Guild is because we aren’t affiliated with the kingdom directly and still use magic.”

      “You’re a Dark Guild because you use magic?”

      “That’s right.” Gray nodded, “With magic as a limited resource the king of Edolas has tried to constrict its use as little as possible.”

      “Which translates as; we’ll have magic here in our big cities, but no magic allowed where you’re poor and can’t afford it.”

      Wendy frowned, “They restrict magic if you aren’t in the kingdom? That’s horrible!”

      “It is. And there’s still jobs to be done and people to help even if magic is limited. So even after the king’s decree became law, Fairy Tail continued to do its job. Along with a few other guilds that wanted to stick it to the kingdom. And thus we were named Dark Guilds.”

      Lucy wiped her cheek of sweat as Natsu lay defeated on the ground, “Even now our guilds are being targeted by the kingdom’s forces whenever they can find us. We’re constantly on the move and trying to avoid an attack from them when they show up.”

      “T-That’s awful.” Wendy whispered in shock.

      Natsu picked himself up, “But wait, what about everyone else? What do you do if they go on a job? Like you’re missing a few people.”

      “We move when we can. We reach out to our members and friends when we do, and they try to make contact with us. But if they’re found…” The guild members remained silent for a moment, sniffling and trying to stop their sobs from leaking out, “Sometimes even when we’re running it isn’t enough. They get captured, tortured, and even—”

      “And we can’t fight them. Two years ago Master tried to make a stand so that we could get away, and he…”

      Wendy covered her mouth while Carla shuddered and Happy looked devastated, “No way.”

      Natsu looked around the guild. Master was gone. So were so many others. And if it was two years ago—

      He saw Elfman silently cry to himself while Mira wiped her eyes dry.

      His heart fell as realization hit him.

      “Lisanna.”

      Suddenly it was like a klaxon had gone off in the guild and startled everyone out of their vulnerable state. In an instant a switch had been flipped and all the Edolas Fairies went into survival mode. Levy ran around the counter and looked at a flashing Lacrima, “We’re getting another warning from the Benefactor! Kingdom forces are mobilizing and make their rounds!”

      “When will they get here?”

      “They’ll reach us within the hour!”

      “Then we need to get moving people!” Lucy warned as everyone started to shuffle and get into position, “Levy, stop staring at the pretty lights and get in the chair!”

      “Hey bitch, how about instead of barking orders you learn to do something other than stand there and look ugly?!” The blue-haired snarled back as she jumped into a seat and started working the controls, “Engine charging!”

      “E-Engine?” Wendy questioned.

      “Is this thing a vehicle?” Natsu asked before quickly turning green and clammy, “O-Oh no, are we gonna move?”

      “We haven’t moved yet Natsu.”

      “Everyone, get ready!” Levy announced before pulling down the controls, “Transfer Square!”

      The guild dropped through the ground and rendered them all in the dark. Sharp and speedy movement dragged them around wildly across the guild hall and everyone let out grunts as they slammed into each other. This continued on for several minutes as Fairy Tail escaped underground and away from where the kingdom’s forces had located them.

      The guild finally sprouted out in a new location and light returned to the guild hall.

      “O-Ow.” Wendy cried as she laid under a table that had fallen over on her.

      “We could have used a little more warning!” Carla complained and rubbed her head.

      Happy let out a dying wheeze as Elfman laid on top of him, “H-Help me.”

      Natsu sighed in relief, “Everything finally stopped moving.” He relaxed into the soft embrace he had landed on, “And I landed on some pillows to boot.”

      “Uh-hum.”

      Natsu opened his eyes and looked up to see he was resting his head in Juvia’s cleavage. The nonplussed blue-haired girl raised an eyebrow, “Do you mind?” He quickly picked himself up and she dusted off her shirt, “Appreciate it.”

      “Sorry Juvia.”

      “Levy!” Lucy cracked her neck and barked at the girl in the chair, “Can’t you figure out how to make the damn transfer a little smoother?!”

      “Ohohoho, that’s rich!” The petite girl cackled before pointing viciously at the blonde, “How about you do us all a favor and shut that flapping dick-holster before you start spewing even dumber shit?!”

      “Gah, stupid bitch.” Lucy stepped around the bar counter again and pulled out a communications device, “Lamia, come in. I repeat, Lamia, come in. Benefactor has reached out to us again and warned of kingdom patrols. Please respond.”

      “Benefactor?”

      “That’s what we call the person who gives us those warnings.” Mira explained as she pulled the table off of Wendy, “About a year ago we started receiving these transmissions. It’s just a rapid flash on our communications Lacrima, but it usually signals that the kingdom is making its rounds and looking for us again.”

      “Who is this person?”

      “We don’t know. We’ve tried to reach out to them for answers but we never get a response. Honestly we were hesitant to even accept their warnings but their help has afforded us the chance to not only escape the patrols but to also reach out to other guilds and warn them.”

      ( “Lamia responding! I repeat, Lamia responding!”)

      Lucy sighed in relief, “That you Sher-bear? It’s good to hear your voice.”

      ( “Lulu?”)

      “You got it baby. Listen, the kingdom is patrolling again so you’ve got to get your guild moving—”

      ( “Lulu, is this really you?”)

      Lucy blinked and looked back at the others, “Yeah it’s me, why?”

      ( “Because you’re over here with us.”)

      ( “WHAT IS GOING ON?!”)

    
    

    
      In the main capital of Edolas was a sprawling city filled with buildings, people, and magic. In the center of the city was a giant castle that housed the royal family, the royal army, and everything involving the kingdom’s central government. And over this resplendent castle was usually an empty space for which some of the floating rocks hovered over harmlessly.

      Not today.

      What stood in this space was a giant crystal larger than any other in history. A Lacrima that towered over the buildings and structures closest to it. The citizens, soldiers, and even members of the castle could not help but look up at the gargantuan Lacrima and marvel at what it meant for their world.

      A decade of magical power added to their reserves.

      A breath of relief for those worried that the loss of magic was imminent.

      The key to their future.

      “How big do you think it is?” The vapid, joyful young man said as he tried to capture the whole crystal in a frame he made of his fingers while stepping up on the rail of the balcony, “The size of the castle? Bigger?! Oh man it’s so cool!”

      “Calm down Hughes. Lose focus and you’ll slip.”

      The excitable man with blue hair and a white strip through it was Hughes, Commander of the Third Division of the Royal Army. The young military leader grinned at his comrade, “C’mon Sugarboy, show a little enthusiasm! This is everything we’ve been waiting for! Anima finally worked and we’re about to be swimming in an overflow of magic!”

      “Heh.” The man besides him let out an amused chuckle at the idea. He was an older man with a double chin, blond pompadour, and knight’s armor except for his lower body that only had a thong on. This was Sugarboy, Commander of the Fourth Division of the Royal Army, “Well it is a sight to behold. This is the accumulative magic of tens of thousands of people. And most of it comes from the source of about 100 Mages that were working in the city Anima was hovering over.”

      “Man, 10 years worth of magic from just 100 people! Hah, they must’ve been hella strong!” Hughes sat on the balcony and kicked his feet out amusingly while looking at the sun shine through the Lacrima, “Aw, I wish I could’ve met them! I bet they’d put up an interesting fight!”

      “Don’t get carried away, Hughes.” The Third and Fourth Division Commanders turned and saw another of their compatriots walk over to join them. A giant cat-faced man with midnight black fur and dressed in distinguished royal armor approached them. The Captain of the First Division, Pantherlily, spoke sternly as he addressed his comrade, “If the Mages in there really have enough magic to refill our supply for 10 years, I imagine the last thing we would want is to fight them.”

      Hughes snickered, “Geez Lily, if I didn’t know any better I’d think you were frightened by whatever these Earthland Mages could do.”

      Pantherlily did not rise to the jest and simply narrowed his eyes, “Anyone who comes out of that Lacrima would lower the overall magic we would obtain and no doubt risk this operation in total.”

      Sugarboy hummed, “They’d have to escape from the Lacrima in the first place. But I can see your point.” Sugarboy pulled on Hughes’ cloak and pulled him back to the floor as the young man blew a raspberry, “We shouldn’t get complacent.”

      “But you said they’d have to escape the Lacrima! And that’s impossible!”

      “Stranger things have happened.”

      “And that’s not even considering that they might not be the biggest problem.”

      The three other Commanders turned to see the last of their rank come to join them. A beautiful woman who through sheer force of will and power had asserted herself as the strongest warrior the royal army had to offer. A powerful spear was connected to her back and her stomach was exposed under the metal breastplate she wore to cover her chest.

      But the most striking and recognizable feature she sported was the long scarlet hair she had with a knot at the top of her head.

      She was Erza Knightwalker, Commander of the Second Division of the Royal Army. And the scourge of Dark Guilds across the land known as the Fairy Hunter.

      “Seriously, is paranoia spreading or something?” Hughes asked as he looked to the Second Division leader, “What are you talking about Erza?”

      “I’m saying that before we go considering the enemies we might have in the Lacrima, we should be wary of the foes we’re dealing with right now.” The redhead said as she gazed out at the giant crystal that signified a new future for them, “Those damn guilds are still running around.”

      “The Dark Guilds?” Sugarboy asked, “You’re still worried about them?”

      “They keep evading my hunts.” The woman said bitterly as she tightened her grip on the banister, “It feels like every time we get close to one of them they scurry away before I can finish off the guild.”

      “Yeah! Because you’ve already got all the Dark Guilds in the country running away like frightened rats!” Hughes chuckled, “Look, you kill the ones they leave behind! And the ones you catch don’t have any information worth our time so they rot to death in their cells. They might still be running around like cockroaches but you’ve etched the fear of the kingdom into their souls!”

      Erza only slightly narrowed her eyes in response. Everything Hughes said was true, and while the remaining guilds were still active it was in name only as they were more concerned with self-preservation than anything.

      Still… something about it all didn’t sit right with her.

      “Everyone! Everyone everyone everyone everyone!” Their attention turned to the excitable, hyper voice calling out to them while approaching closer and closer. A young lady with brown hair and perpetual cheek marks slid to a stop before them and saluted. She was Coco, Assistant Chief of Staff, “The king has requested that you all join him in the throne room!”

      “His Majesty wants us for something?” Pantherlily questioned as he shared a look with the military leaders, “What is it about?”

      “I’m not sure!” Coco answered, ‘He just told me to come get you!’ She started in a sprint and covered most of the hall before she looked back and saw they hadn’t followed her yet, “Come on!”

      The four leaders followed her into the main throne room where their exalted king ruled their kingdom. Seated in the massive throne was a spindly, thin old man with raggedy white hair and a beard all the way down to his stomach. Faust, the king of Edolas, looked up as they entered the throne room, “Ah, there you are. Thank you for joining me everyone.”

      The four officers dropped to a knee and bowed their heads with respect to their king, “Your Majesty, we are honored to be called for an audience with you. But what might this matter be concerning?”

      Faust sat up in his seat, “I’m sure you’ve all noticed the Lacrima outside.”

      “Hard not to.” Hughes whispered.

      “It’s brilliant, Your Majesty.” Pantherlily said, “A shining example of Edolas’ strength to persevere and overcoming its struggles.”

      “Indeed.” Faust muttered while rubbing his chin, “Or just a shining example of our biggest problem.”

      They raised their heads in confusion, “Your Majesty?”

      “That Lacrima outside is so vast and powerful that it can restore our world’s magic supply for a good decade with careful planning. It’s a triumphant for our Anima system. It’s also the first time it’s worked in nearly 7 years, and only after the transfer’s output was stressed beyond its maximum limit. And we cannot keep risking our world’s magic source on a system that’s produced one remarkable result over the better part of a decade.” Faust looked to the wall, in the direction the giant Lacrima was in, and scowled, “You see a triumphant out there. I see an answer to a symptom and not the problem’s whole.”

      The Commanders shared a look before Erza spoke up, “Your Majesty, what you’re talking about is a problem of our world’s very nature. Are you…” She paused, “Saying there’s a way to fix it?”

      Faust paused, regarded his military leaders, before looking aside again, “Simply ideas at this moment. Nothing set in stone. Not yet.” Faust coughed and dispelled such thoughts before sitting up in his throne, “In the meantime, we have other matters to attend to. Most pressing being the guarding of the Lacrima and making sure no errant fools get it in their minds to take it for themselves.”

      As the Commanders stood up, Hughes giggled and wiggled his eyebrows to Erza, “Hey Erza, seems you and the king are on the same wavelength.”

      “Well it isn’t just baseless paranoia this time. Well, at least not for our exalted king.”

      Attention turned to the new arrivals to the throne room and they were greeted cheerfully. All except for Erza, who rolled her eyes and clicked her tongue as they appeared.

      In front was a short man with small horns on his head. Boro, Chief of Staff for the Edolas kingdom. Behind him was a man dressed in white and grey armor and to his side was a shorter person in a black cloak and mask. As they approached the man in white inquired, “Did you all see the crystal outside? Pretty beautiful, huh?”

      “No, we missed it on our way in.” Erza dryly retorted, “Please point it out to us.”

      “Sure, as I know you’re pretty dumb and have a hard time noticing things.”

      “That’s enough.” Boro interjected before the feuding could escalate any further, ‘We need to focus on the matter at hand.’ The short man turned to everyone else in the room, “One of our platoons that has been sending out feelers for the rampant guilds sent us back a report earlier that needs our immediate attention. They were attacked.”

      “By a guild?” Sugarboy inquired, “That’s odd. They usually aren’t so brazen with their intentions.”

      “No Sugarboy, that isn’t the oddest part.” Boro nodded his head and the masked attendant pulled out a projector that showed an image for all of them to see, “This is.”

      …

      “Okay,” Hughes nodded as he stared up in disbelief, “I guess Lily was right too.”

    
    

    
      It was odd for them to walk through so much desert and greenery before finally finding a city where people lived in. And the city they did find looked to be one made from desert rock, sand, and dirt. Even being total newcomers to the world of Edolas it was clear that this place was seedy and an underbelly most people didn’t want to traverse through.

      Which made them being totally lost, without magic, and no local money whatsoever to pay with leaving them in a very precarious position.

      There was a clothing store that sold clothing best suited for people traversing the sand with heavy pants, cargo shorts, vests, and sandy cloaks on sale.

      Fortunately no one noticed the inconspicuous blond who slipped in and out within seconds with two cloaks in hand. He was already securing it around his neck and head, cursing the fact he had taken his Requip for granted after all the years and not being able to summon his black cloak instead. As he turned the corner he found Gajeel and tossed him the other cloak, “Here, put this on.”

      Gajeel caught it and looked at it in confusion, “We aren’t going back out into the desert already, are we?”

      “No, but it’ll keep your face obscured and less noticeable.” Naruto pulled up his hood to show how most of his face was hidden under the shadow it cast, “We’re gonna need this from now on.”

      “Why?”

      Naruto stared at Gajeel intensely for several seconds, “I don’t have to explain espionage to you, do I? Didn’t Jiji put you on some top secret mission?!”

      “He did! I’m asking why we’re hiding our faces here?” Gajeel swung his arm out, “We’re in a new world, where no one knows who we are, and they don’t recognize us. Why would we hide our faces?”

      “Because we’re going to steal back a Lacrima that these people are desperate for, and will probably have our faces plastered around when we try to take the town back.” Naruto harshly whispered, “So I’d like to hide ourselves as long as possible before we start stirring shit up.”

      Gajeel scoffed, tossing back the cloak and walking out into the open. Naruto hissed and cursed under his breath as Gajeel walked out, “If you’re done being paranoid can we get going? We need to start gathering info—”

      “Over there!”

      “It’s Gajeel!”

      “Get ’im!”

      Gajeel blinked and looked back as a trio of street toughs ran his direction. The Iron Dragon Slayer turned back to the shadows and saw Naruto sigh and flip him the bird. Damn, he was going to lord that over him for the rest of their lives. The Fairy Mage snarled, “Oh you guys better have a good reason for calling me out.”

      “Yeah we got a good reason!” The front thug yelled into Gajeel’s face, “We got a bone to pick with you! It’s about that article you wrote—”

      “Uh, Boss?” One of the other guys spoke up and grabbed his leader’s attention, “Are you sure this is Gajeel?”

      “Huh?!” The boss grunted in return, “Are you kidding?! Look at his dumb face! Of course this is Gajeel!”

      “Yeah but Gajeel usually runs when he gets into trouble. Also did he have piercings in his face?”

      “Yeah, and was he always so…” The other guy spoke up as he looked him over, “Filled out?”

      The boss looked him over more closely and furled his brow in thought. He asked, “Hey, are you Gajeel?”

      “Yep.”

      “Ah! See! There you go!” He looked to his subordinates who shrugged in response, “Now listen here you little—”

      Gajeel’s fist swung up into his chin and sent him flying back into a table and some chairs set out from a restaurant. A chorus of startled yells and panic came from around them before the two thugs turned back to Gajeel. He looked between them and nodded, “Anyone next?”

      They ran off, picked up their leader, and escaped before things could escalate.

      Gajeel turned back and held his arms out, “Happy? Settled?” He started walking away, “So can we—”

      “Halt!”

      “Oh for fuck sake!”

      Two men dressed in armor carrying shields and staffs appeared down the road. They called out, “Are you the one causing this commotion?”

      “No! It was the guys running away! Follow them! Leave me—”

      “Look!” One solider pointed at him, “His arm! That tattoo!”

      “He’s from Fairy Tail! Call for backup!”

      Gajeel’s eyes widened in surprise and he looked over at Naruto to see he was surprised by the mention of their guild as well. The Dragon Slayer wanted to pursue the conversation topic but suddenly found himself squaring down an entire squadron of armored knights. Gajeel sighed before walking over to the table he had destroyed, “Well this seems to keep escalating. And I wanted to ask you guys about Fairy Tail.” He reached down and grabbed part of the broken furniture, “Oh well…”

      “I’ll ask whoever’s still conscious when I’m done!”

      Gajeel hefted the broken table up and spiked it across the streets towards the knights. But they responded immediately, summoning a shield of magic and letting it shatter against their guard.

      …

      “Shit.” Gajeel stepped back as they came forward, ‘Hey Hunter! The X-Ball thing Mystogan gave us?’ He held out his hand, “I’ll test it!”

      Naruto quickly pulled out the glass bottle Mystogan had given them and pulled out one of the black balls, “You sure about this?!”

      “Fucking yes just do it already!” As one soldier charged at Gajeel with his magical spear activated, Naruto tossed an X-Ball towards the Dragon Slayer. As the soldier drew closer he stabbed at Gajeel’s head and forced him to dodge to the side as the X-Ball sailed towards his head.

      Gajeel lunged forward, enveloping the X-Ball and the shaft of the spear between his teeth before he chomped down. Everyone watching was startled by his bite strength as Gajeel chewed the metal of the spear and swallowed the X-Ball in one go. After he did he stood silent for several seconds.

      His arm changed into a solid club and sent it straight into the solider’s stomach that carried him all the way over to the rest of his squadron.

      Gajeel pulled his arm back as it returned to its normal shape of metallic scales over the skin, “Yep, that stuff works.”

      “Get him!”

      As the squadron charged Gajeel he rushed in and met them head-on with a barrage of punches. Naruto popped another X-Ball out and looked down at it before shrugging, “Here goes nothing.” He popped it in his mouth and swallowed before rushing out of the shadows and charging the enemy force with his guildmate.

      “W-Who’s that?!”

      “There’s no way—”

      “HA!”

      Naruto and Gajeel decimated the squad with a combination of their attacks. Metal punches followed by kicks enhanced with the power of magic. Blasts of wind followed by barrages of metal that shredded everything in its path.

      “W-We need backup!”

      “Call the forces! Contact the castle!”

      “Shit!” Naruto stopped when he heard them and clicked his teeth. He pulled his hood back up and grabbed the other cloak, “Gajeel! Time to go!”

      He tossed it to the Dragon Slayer before they ran down the street to try and escape the panic they caused. Gajeel tried to pull the sandy clothing over his head as they ran, “So where the hell are we going?!”

      “I don’t know! Just trying to put as much distance between them and us as I can!”

      “They weren’t that tough!”

      “That doesn’t mean we should waste time and energy fighting them! I told you we needed to keep a low profile!”

      “You charged in to fight too!”

      “TO FIX YOUR! FUCKING! MESS!”

      “Hey! Over here!”

      Naruto and Gajeel looked over and saw a man waving them over while standing in a doorway out to the side. The two Fairies shared a look before banking to the side and running for the door. They rushed in and the man quickly shut the door once they were in. They stood in absolute silence as the sound of soldiers rushing by came and went. The minutes after were spent in apprehensive patience before they realized they were in the clear.

      The man realized he had a blade pointed to the back of his neck.

      Gajeel’s arm was morphed into a sword while Naruto stepped forward, “If you don’t want to get hurt then you’ll be completely honest with us. Nod if you understand.” The man nodded as Naruto consulted, “Why did you help us? You don’t know us and I’m sure the army isn’t going to be happy with you aiding and abetting criminals.”

      “True, but what can I say…”

      The man turned around and faced them properly while taking off his fedora. The man was about their age, slightly lean in his two-piece suit, and with glasses on the bridge of his nose.

      However they were still shocked to see the man in front of them.

      “I’m a journalist.” The man with Gajeel’s face said with a smile, “When it comes to a juicy and interesting story, I don’t mind even picking a fight with the army. And what’s juicer than a story about a man that looks just like me doing just that?”

      …

      “Oh dear god,” Naruto muttered in a horrified voice, “I’m in hell. I’m actually in hell.”

      ########Omake: The Great Crucible Pt.2########

      “My god,” Carla muttered in abject horror at the sight of all the contestants scarfing down food like their lives depended on it. The little white cat felt sick watching the ramen noodles and broth that hadn’t reached their mouth and didn’t make it in their mad dash to devour as much as possible as quickly as they could, “Have they never eaten food before in their entire life?”

      “I-I think it’s just because it’s a competition. They’re more concerned about eating as much as they can than eating properly.” Wendy whimpered, trying to sound confident in her answer as she tried to ignore how gross it was watching such a messy food competition. She turned a little paler, “A-At least our friends are doing pretty well.”

      Like Wendy said the Fairy Tail participants had lasted longer than most in the eating competition. A few of the other competitors had reached their fill and had to surrender from the competition. All that were left were Natsu, Gray, Eflman, Naruto, and a fifth man who was eagerly slurping up bowls without hesitation.

      Levy, Evergreen, and Cana watched their friends continue to snarf their food down like animals. Cana whistled and shook her head, “Man I didn’t think it was possible for the human body to consume so much of one thing.”

      Levy and Ever looked at her skeptically, “Seriously? You of all people do not get to talk about a human’s capacity to binge.”

      “Hey this is food stuffed down their throat! I drink the nectar of the gods.”

      “Said like a woman destined for a liver transplant.”

      “UGH!” Their attention turned down the table to see Elfman had toppled over. Some noodles were hanging out of his mouth as he groaned, “N-No more. A man… can take no more.”

      “There there,” Mira comforted her little brother gently, “Don’t force yourself.”

      “Is he going to be alright?” Erza asked from behind Naruto as he continued to eat without any worry for his friend’s well-being.

      “Yeah, Elfman just needs a rest now.” Mira patted his back and lifted up a sign, “He’s done.”

      ( “And just like that we have another forfeit! Elfman Strauss, one of our own special guests from Fairy Tail, has hit his limit and is dropping out! Aided by the lovely Mira-chan, he topped 27 bowls like a champ! Way to go!”)

      Levy leaned over the seat of her defeated competitor to look over, “Does he need any help?”

      “Oh no, he’ll be fine. We should only let help be necessary when—”

      “BLERGH!” Gray gagged, quickly covering his mouth as something wet rushed and gushed up his throat. He put down his chopsticks and tried to stay still before something bad happened—

      Unfortunately, that was inevitable.

      “Gray-sama!” His personal maid scorer quickly reacted, pulling his shoulders back so she could get a better look at his face, “What’s wrong?! You look sick! Are you alright?! Did it poison you?! Oh, Juvia should have taste-tested it for you! O-Or she should have made your broth from her own water! Oh, forgive me! Forgive me, Gray-sama!”

      As Juvia panicked and hugged Gray’s head tight to her chest, the Maker Mage groaned, “J-Juvia, I need to rest.”

      “Okay! Juvia will take you to a hotel and let you rest for as long as you need!”

      “N-No. C-Call for medical—”

      “He forfeits!” She announced as she made a slide out of her water and rushed through it with Gray in tow, “Come, Gray-sama! Off we go!”

      …

      Max coughed, ( “Well, Gray Fullbuster has stepped out of the competition at 29 bowls. And I’m not sure about you folks but it feels like he won in some way, don’t you think?”) There was a wave of grumbled agreement from the annoyed men in the crowd, ( “Stupid lucky bastard.”)

      “UGH!” Natsu dropped back, falling with his chair and forcing Lisanna to dodge before she got hit in the knees, “I-I can’t.”

      “Oh no! Natsu!” The youngest Strauss sibling dropped down and checked on her friend, “Natsu! Don’t go to the light! Don’t go to it!”

      “Natsu~!” Happy cried out in anguish at the sight of his fallen friend, “Please don’t go! We need you!”

      ( “Oh, and it looks like Natsu Dragneel passes out at 31 bowls! Looks like even a Dragon Slayer can only stuff so much down his gullet before his system shuts down! Shame for him! Enjoyment for us! Which leaves us with only two!”)

      Naruto turned his bowl up and swallowed the last of his 33rd bowl before slamming it down and wiping his mouth. Bunny-girl Erza tapped his shoulder, “How are you holding up?”

      “I’m good.” The whiskered Mage smiled, ‘This is a lot to eat but damn does Yajima-San cook good ramen.’ He held a thumbs-up and Yajima nodded proudly in response, “I guess if the others fell out, all that’s left is—”

      The loud slurping at his side drew his attention to his final opponent. A large man whose tower of bowls matched Naruto’s. The eating competition champion wiped his mouth and sent a mocking glance at Naruto from the side, “Doesn’t matter if you’re a Mage or not, I ain’t about to lose an eating match.”

      “Oh, is that a challenge?”

      ( “Looks like things are just starting to heat up folks! With only two competitors left, and each one the north side of 30 bowls devoured, this match is going into the lightning round! Who will win and claim that title of 8-Island champion!”)

      Erza leaned in and kissed her boyfriend’s cheek as he started on his next bowl, “You got this.”

      His opponent stopped and looked back at his maid, “Don’t I get a kiss for good luck?”

      Lucy grimaced. She was never taking a job for 8-Island again as long as she lived.

    
    

    
      Done

      Could you imagine going to another world with a guy you don’t get along with and suddenly you meet his doppelgänger? Out of everyone in the world it just had to be his!

      Imagine the Scream face but with Naruto’s features. That’s pretty much his reaction.

      ReaxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    67. Friendly Faces x sǝɔɐɟ ʎʅpuǝᴉɹꓞ

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 67: Friendly Faces x sǝɔɐɟ ʎʅpuǝᴉɹꓞ

      Happy anniversary! I know I’m a few days late but don’t be mad honey! I swear I didn’t forget!

    
    

    
      Lucy marveled at the sight of the new world she was seeing for the very first time. A new sky over new land filled with new places and populated by new people. It was magnificent—

      For all of one second.

      And then gravity had to be a bitch and make her fall through the sky.

      “IIIIYYYYYYYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” The Fairy Mage cried out in pure terror as she tumbled through the sky at terminal velocity. The blonde beauty waved her arms around fruitlessly as she tried to flap her arms and stop her descent, ‘Stop! Fly! Grow wings! Become Happy! STOOOOOOOOPPPPPP!’ She grabbed her keys and started fiddling with them, “LOKE! AQUARIUS! TAURUS! SAGITTARIUS! CANCER! VIRGO! GEMINI! SCORPIO! ARIES! PLUE! ANYONE!” She cried out but no one answered, “WHY ISN’T THIS WORKING?! OH! MAGIC! RIGHT!”

      She remembered Mystogan’s warning that when she came to this world she wouldn’t be able to use magic. And if she wanted to then she had to eat this little black ball of medicine he said would allow her to use her magic here. She was a little suspicious and hadn’t concealed her doubts about it, but now that she was hurtling towards the ground like a bug on a windshield she wasn’t all that bent out of shape about it.

      She reached into her pocket, panicked when she couldn’t find it, found it, pulled it out and let go. After some quick sprawling through the air and catching it in her hands she gulped it down and let it do its work. After a moment she felt a slight shock to her system before she grabbed a key and held it down under her, “Open! Gate of the Ram! Aries!”

      From a golden glow a beautiful young woman with deep pink hair and sheep-fur covering her chest and waist appeared in the air alongside her, “S-Sorry for — KYAH!” Aries stopped in the middle of her apology as she realized that she was falling and quickly clung to Lucy before they could get separated, “L-Lucy-San, what’s happening?!”

      “Aries! You need to make a cushion for us before we go splat!”

      “O-Okay!” The Celestial Spirit nodded and held her hands out as she focused, “I’ll do my best! HYYYAAAAAA!” A cloud of fluffy, springy pink clouds started to emerge from her hands and fly back up against the wind pressure to engulf them. Their vision slowly became filled with the fluffy layer of clouds that protected them before they finally hit the ground.

      They bounced once and then again before settling down completely. The cloud of pink fur that shielded them jiggled and settled slowly before coming to a complete halt.

      Lucy and Aries popped out and quickly started to catch their breath before they could suffocate. As the panic and tension of the situation started to fade, the adrenaline and excitement drained from Lucy’s body and left her suddenly feeling exhausted, “Ohhhh~.” She slumped into the cloud like it was a pillow and sighed with relief, “I wanna melt into this and disappear forever.”

      Aries pulled herself out and looked around at their new surroundings, “Lucy-San, where are we?”

      “In some place called Edolas.” Lucy forced herself to get out of the cloud, “Fairy Tail and Magnolia were nabbed by this place and I need to help save them before it’s too late. So you should tell everyone that I’m going to be relying on their help a lot for the next few days.”

      “O-Of course! Good luck, Lucy-San!”

      With that, Aries disappeared and left Lucy alone. The blonde Fairy looked out over her new surroundings and started making her way in the direction of civilization.

    
    

    
      Even as she walked through the streets, she felt like she was drawing attention. There was clearly a different kind of fashion sense compared to what was normal in this world and what she was wearing, but she didn’t think that was enough to warrant all the looks she was getting. She thought for a second that maybe they were mesmerized by her beauty, but then she noticed the hushed whispers and looks of panic on their face. Safe to say that little moment of vanity was quickly replaced by nervous dread.

      “There she is! Just like the report said!”

      “Freeze Fairy Tail!”

      Lucy flinched in surprise and turned back to see some soldiers call out to her. How did they know what Fairy Tail was? She had her insignia on the back of her hand and open for others to see but the fact that they could tell what guild it was from was startling. Was her guild somewhere around here? When they were transported to another world did they come years earlier and live out another life? Or had they already caused enough trouble in the short period of time since she arrived to already become infamous? Every rational and fantastical idea her brain could imagine flickered through her mind until—

      “Gotcha!”

      “Ah!” Lucy yelped as a guard suddenly grabbed her wrist and yanked her back, “Watch it buddy! Is this how you treat girls?!”

      “You are a member of Fairy Tail, aren’t you girl? Then you’re coming in for questioning right now!”

      “The Fairy Hunter is going to want some words with you!”

      “W-Would you stop — hey!” Lucy struggled as she was grabbed and pulled before she frowned, ‘Okay, you guys need a serious lesson in how to properly treat a lady!’ She reached down and grabbed a key before holding it out, “Open! Gate of the Golden Bull! Taurus!”

      With a flash of light a giant cow man emerged from the air with a massive golden axe in his hands. As the soldiers and onlookers watched in shock, the Celestial Spirit reeled back and swung, “Mooooooooooo!” With one mighty swing he sent all the soldiers harassing Lucy up in the air and out of sight. As they rained down on the streets, Taurus smiled, “There you go, Lucy-San! I won’t be letting any random guys get a feel of your moo-nificent body!”

      “Yeah, thanks Taurus.” Lucy monotoned before she turned and stared to run, “Can you keep them off my tail for a minute? I need to make some space between me and them!”

      “Moo! You got it Lucy-San! Just put them sexy legs to work and I’ll watch your back and butt!”

      “You said it like that on purpose!” Lucy called back as she started to make tracks and escape from the sight of the guards. She wasn’t sure why they wanted her, but it had to be because she was in Fairy Tail, and the fact there was someone here called the Fairy Hunter just unnerved her to an unprecedented degree. The last thing she wanted was to get caught and introduced to the boogeyman in this new world.

      As Lucy ran through the streets, avoiding any sights of guards she came across and turning away before they could spot her, her heart started to beat rapidly in her chest. There was nowhere for her to go but if she didn’t escape then she’d be—

      Just as she was making a dash, a hand reached out and gently gripped her wrist. Her hand instinctively reached for her keys—

      “Come on!”

      The voice was familiar, even if the tone and intonation was a little different. But when she felt like she could trust the voice she allowed herself to get pulled aside and hidden away from the public eye. After the group of soldiers passed by, Lucy looked at the mysterious Good Samaritan that helped her, “Who are you?”

      “Come on Lulu, I might be hidden but you don’t recognize your best friend’s voice?” She pulled back her hood to reveal long, wiry pink hair and deep black bags under her eyes, “Remember me now?”

      “S-Sherry? Is that you?”

      “Of course it’s me.” She looked her over and titled her head, “You never call me by my regular name. Are you okay Lulu? You seem so much more nervous and… cheerfully dressed than usual.”

      Lucy’s head was spinning, “I-I have no idea what’s going on here.”

      “Come on. I’ll take you back to the guild.” She smiled and took Lucy’s hand, “We can call Fairy Tail and they can pick you up.”

      “F-Fairy Tail?”

    
    

    
      “Wait so I’m over there right now? Seriously?”

      “Indeed.” Sherry answered, looking back at the panicking blonde girl as she tried to come to terms with the absurdity of her current situation, “You look a lot more freaked out and scared than you usually do, but it’s definitely you.”

      “This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening. But it is happening! How is this happening?!” Lucy felt like she was losing her mind. She was in a whole new world and somehow she had found herself ending up in Lamia Scale of all place. Seeing some familiar faces around her.

      Familiar but obviously different.

      “Are you alright? Perhaps you need some water?”

      Lucy’s head turned in a jittery motion to look up at the speaker. She saw Lyon with a far meeker expression than what she was used to bundled up in several dozen layers of clothing. No sign of the stern-faced and usually taciturn man she had met before.

      “To think there was another Lucy Ashley in another world. It brings to mind maybe there are versions of us in her world as well?”

      The man who said that was the Barrier Mage they fought against on Galuna Island. However instead of the thick eyebrows that looked like they could cut edges, this version had brows so thin and minuscule it was equally as upsetting.

      “Mmm! Yes! Indubitmably!”

      The man beside him was the dog-faced man that worked with them that was surprisingly dim and slow. Except he was dressed like a professor and wearing glasses and… well, it was clear he was still just faking intelligence.

      “Guys, please, I’m talking to Lulu.” Sherry spoke up and asked them to quiet down. And her attire and demeanor were just as much of a stark contrast in comparison to the rest of them. Her fluffy pink hair was matted and filled with split-ends. Her vibrant and colorful clothing was switched out for a darker and more somber outfit. And the black eyeliner around her eyes gave her a darker air than the love-obsessed woman she knew back home, “Honestly, having to handle all your craziness leaves me in nothing but despair.”

      Lucy cowered with tears in her eyes, “I wanna go home. This can’t be real. It just can’t.”

      “Ha! I can hear her from here! Man, this stuff is wild. Hey actually this might relate to the guys we have on our side. Hey! You’re me is — I mean the version of me that you know that isn’t me but from your… um… I’m calling.”

      There was a moment of pause as the sound of someone urgently taking up the Lacrima came from the other side.

      “Lucy?! You there?!”

      Her heart nearly soared as she heard a familiar voice, “Natsu?!” She quickly scrambled over and joined Sherry on the call, “Natsu! I’m here!”

      “Haha, you’re okay! That’s awesome! Guys, it’s Lucy! She’s here too!”

      “Lucy!”

      “Lucy-San!”

      “Well that’s good.”

      “Happy! Wendy! Carla!” Her eyes watered as she giggled, “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      “What happened to you?! Did you escape from the guild Lacrima? Did anyone else make it out too?”

      “N-No, I only just got here. Horologieum appeared just as the guild got all funky and protected me from getting sucked in. And I got here after when Mystogan helped me teleport through.”

      “Is Mystogan there?”

      “No, he stayed behind.” Lucy sighed, “I’m glad all of you are together. So you found the Fairy Tail from this world, huh?”

      “Yeah but nobody is the same! It’s super weird! Like you’re a super aggressive punk chick who puts me in wrestling moves and — GAH!”

      “You didn’t think I’d take that sitting down, did you Natsu!”

      “Ooohhhh, look at him bend!”

      Lucy sweated as she heard her counterpart attack Natsu enough that he screamed in fright. So, apparently in this world she was a rowdy girl who could even make Natsu cower under her heel. That… was actually pretty impressive. She focused up, “Well what’s Natsu like over here?”

      “Actually we haven’t found Natsu-San’s counterpart yet. But I see Gray-San and Juvia-San and Cana-San and Mira-San—”

      “What about you Wendy? Do you have a counterpart in this world?”

      “…”

      “Wendy?”

      “I-I do. And she’s… s-somewhat different to me—”

      “Lucy, you should see how big this Wendy’s boobs are! They’re huge!”

      “Big melons!”

      “Bouncing mommy milkers!”

      “Bodacious babs!”

      “Don’t look directly at them!”

      “They’ll suck you in!”

      “P-Please stop!”

      Ah, so when she wasn’t around it looked like someone else had to be the target of Natsu and Happy’s idiocy. Poor Wendy, but honestly she could do with the reprieve. Lucy leaned in as she heard her friend argue, “Where are you guys? I’m not sure where I am right now but I’ll find you.”

      “Uh, I’m not sure where we are either.”

      “Sherry, where are you guys? We’ll come to you.”

      The pink-haired girl came by her side, “We’re going to be moving soon to escape the search teams. So if we let her leave now it would be by herself.”

      “Damn. Okay, jump first and then we’ll try to make our way over to you. We’ll think of something.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Ha, when we meet up we’ll recover everybody! Right Lucy!”

      “Right! Heh, you know we’re probably gonna need help. I should see if we can ask Jura-San for assistance.”

      “And if we find Erza I’m sure she’ll recover the Lacrima in an instant!”

      “Yeah.” Lucy smiled and turned to the Lamia Scale members in time to see their faces. She was confused to see their shock and horror fill their expressions, “W-What is it?”

      “Y-You know Erza?”

      “Huh? Yeah, of course we do. She’s a member of Fairy Tail.”

      “She is?! And you guys didn’t say that before!”

      “What’s the big deal? She’s a member here too, right?”

      “We would never let that woman join our guild!”

      The sheer venom and vitriol she heard in her voice sent shivers through Lucy’s back. She looked at the Lamia members and saw their complicated expressions. She hesitated before asking…

      “Who is Erza over here?”

    
    

    
      “Hehe, so you’re a reporter, huh?”

      “Indeed I am.”

      “You one of those guys who just write fluffy articles about dumb bullshit?”

      “Never would I sully myself with such mediocrity. I have my integrity as a man of the truth. I sniff out a story, no matter how dirty or controversial, and I see it to the end.”

      “Even if you get in trouble?”

      “I might have gotten a death threat or a dozen in my time. Won’t let that stop me.”

      “HAHA!” Gajeel slapped his knee and chortled across from his lean, more sharply dressed counterpart, “Now that’s what I like to hear! Looks like any version of me is just a badass that refuses to play by the rules!”

      “And it seems even from another world I’m a man with convictions who refuses to yield.” The other Gajeel smirked, fixing his glasses up his nose as he held out his hand, “I’m happy I had the chance to meet you!”

      “Likewise!” Fairy Gajeel accepted Edolas Gajeel’s hand and they boldly shook on their friendship and camaraderie, ‘With you on our side there’s nothing we won’t be able to do!’ With a cocky smirk he looked to the other side of the room, “Hey, you hear that Hunter! We’ve got my double’s help! Isn’t there something you should be saying? Maybe on your knees begging for our help?”

      “No Erza. No Koyuki. No Fairy Tail. No familiarity. And two versions of the same asshole.” The whiskered blond sighed as he looked out the window forlornly, “Yeah, I’m in hell. Mystogan must’ve screwed up the spell and killed us. Or we actually died when we fell. Or shit maybe I slipped in the ran and broke my skull open and none of this really happened. That’s the only way I can explain two Gajeels existing at the same time.”

      “Is he alright?”

      “Looks like this was too much badass for him to handle and his brain melted because of it. Damn shame. He will be missed.” Fairy Gajeel brushed him aside with a monotone voice and unbothered expression. He turned to his counterpart with intrigue, “So why’d you reach out to help when your government looks like they want us dead real badly? Can’t imagine that will go over very well with them.”

      “Because my instincts told me that this is the lead I was looking for.” Edolas Gajeel smirked as his glasses twinkled with fascination, ‘I wanted a full exposure investigation and story — warts and all! And lo and behold I run across two visitors from another world!’ He snickered, “If that isn’t fortune smiling upon me that my path is right I don’t know what is.”

      “Ugh, well I’m not magically going to solve this problem while moping in the corner.” Naruto dragged his body over to join the two Gajeels before he fell back on a dilapidated stool, “So what story were you looking for?”

      As if a switch had been flipped, Edolas Gajeel’s expression smoothed away from the cheeky grin he plastered before into a focused, serious glower. He pulled out a notebook while his eyes started darting over the pages, “For as long as Edolas has existed there has been one resource and one issue that have intertwined each other deeply in our society; magic and its finite amount. Every leader we have followed has tried to figure out some way to rectify this problem. Trying to find the source of magic in our world. Lightening the load we place on the resource. We’ve have a myriad of ideas that we hoped would solve the underlying problem but none ever did. It became an undeniable fact that one day Edolas would run out of magic completely.”

      Naruto gulped and looked down at his hand. He focused his magic as it created an outline along his palm, “A world without magic… god I can’t even imagine what our world would be like without it.”

      “Super boring.” Fairy Gajeel answered bluntly. He looked at his counterpart, “Didn’t you guys ever try to figure out if you could use magic internally?”

      “Many experiments in ages past. Suffice to say they didn’t work.” Edolas Gajeel said with a grim stare. The Fairy Mages could only hazard a guess as to what had occurred to try and replicate their magic style that made it so hard to talk about. The journalist continued to tell them, “But then our king and ruler, Faust XIII, proposed a new idea decades ago. That even though our world was running low on magic, there was a possibility that we could take a surplus of magical power from other worlds.”

      “How did he know there were even other worlds to take power from?”

      “Edolas researchers have been studying the possibilities of parallel worlds for a long time. The greatest proof of it was a kind of ripple they picked up through our source of magic decades ago that couldn’t be explained any other way. Since then they have been testing and fine-tuning ways to access other worlds and try to take their magical surplus. There were many trials and errors until the final product was promised.”

      “Anima.”

      Edolas Gajeel nodded, “Project Anima. A promise to revitalize the magical source of Edolas for the foreseeable future.” He flipped the page, “My sources say that the project started application around 7 years ago but no results ever came up that would benefit the situation. Instead new policies and laws were enacted so that the burden on our magic could be lightened. Use of magic outside of specified groups and locations were outlawed. Guilds as a whole were blacklisted and made illegal. Stores and shops that sold magic were shutdown to the point where they could only be obtained through the black market.”

      “Magic became illegal.”

      “Illegal? No, magic is still in plentiful use where it’s needed. In the capital. In the army. With the king. All where it might be most beneficial. And everyone else is left with the essentials and the scraps.” Edolas Gajeel shook his head, ‘Needless to say that choice didn’t go over very well with the public.’ The journalist shook his head, “But then a miracle happened. A turn of fate. The first good news in ages. Anima had succeeded and drawn in magic from another world.”

      Fairy Gajeel clicked his teeth as Naruto’s hand tightened into a fist.

      “You can guess just how thrilled people were to find out a new supply of magic had arrived for them to use. From what I’ve heard there’s enough magical power there for the whole world’s supply to be revitalized for 10 years if it’s used wisely. As you can imagine the population was filled with hope and expectation that the restrictions would be lightened and they could freely use magic again. Everything was good…”

      The Fairy Mages looked between each other before turning back to their host, “So why are you looking at it like a story?”

      “Because it’s too perfect.” Edolas Gajeel clarified, “The magic just now arrived after 7 years. There was no indication it would take that long so why is it only now working? And even though the kingdom is living it up and taking credit, they don’t give any answers as to where this magic was procured or anything regarding it. It’s all just too suspicious. And no journalist worth their salt would leave something as open as that unchecked. And clearly that was the right thing to do considering you two are here.”

      “We’re taking that magic that. Because your king and his people kidnapped our friends and family — not to mention a whole town — to refill their supply.”

      Edolas Gajeel looked surprised for a moment before jotting that down, “So the giant Lacrima I’ve been hearing so much about is filled with people? And I assume they didn’t offer themselves willing?” The looks of annoyance on the Fairies faces was the only answer he needed, “So a giant Lacrima filled with a mass of people kidnapped from their world. Okay, now I’m starting to see why they’re being so cagey with the details. One word of this and the public will definitely be reeling.”

      “Would an uproar let us get our people back?”

      The journalist scratched his hair with his pen before shaking his head, “Some people will have problems with the idea of using other humans as a resource but I can imagine a majority willing to make that sacrifice. And even if they didn’t it would rely solely on the royals to make that call.”

      “Then it’s the original plan after all.” Naruto said as he stood up with hardened eyes, ‘We’ll take back our people by force no matter who is in the way.’ He eyed his comrade’s counterpart, “If that’s a problem with you then I suggest you get out of our way.”

      “No problem here.” Edolas Gajeel muttered while writing down in his notepad as quickly as he could, ‘Hard for me to feel uptight about losing our magical resource when it isn’t really a resource I readily use on a daily basis.’ He capped his pen and looked between them, “And although it might go against my journalistic desire to stay neutral and uncommitted, I can’t deny that I would like to help my doppelgänger rescue his comrades.”

      Fairy Gajeel smirked, “Oh yeah! I knew I was an awesome!”

      “Well it takes one to know one.”

      “Don’t I know it!”

      “And like that I’m done.” Naruto stated with a blank, hollow stare as he pulled up his hood and walked to the door, “I’m heading out.”

      “Where the hell are you going? Did you forget we were just in a fight with this world’s army not too long ago?”

      “I remember and I’ll be careful. Unlike you I can be sneaky and subtle.”

      “If you are leaving don’t stray too far.” Edolas Gajeel warned, “I can get us transport to the capital where the Lacrima is supposed to be but it might take some time.”

      “Then until then I’m looking around. Later.”

      Naruto walked out and closed the door behind him. And leaving the two Gajeels alone.

      “Can I just say you are one handsome bastard.”

      “Takes one to know one.”

      “Oh you.”

    
    

    
      “Ohoho, cool~!” Natsu marveled as he twirled his new flaming sword around in wonder, “I like this! I might bring it back when we finally make our way home!”

      “Put that away, moron!” Lucy quickly reprimanded the pink-haired Dragon Slayer, smacking his head as he retracted the blade and hid it away, “Is there something about it being illegal black market goods that doesn’t quite click with you? Keep waving it around like a flag and it’ll be our asses!”

      “Yes ma’am.” The Dragon Slayer meekly followed her order, still not used to dealing with a Lucy that was just as vicious as Erza was in the old days.

      Wendy fiddled with the odd contraption they had bought for her in the shady store, “How — how do I use this? It’s so…” She tapped it with her knuckle a few times but got no response in return, “Strange.”

      “I’ll show you when we’ve got the time. Right now it’s more important that we keep moving. We have an appointment to make and we’ll be seriously screwed if we miss it.” Lucy marched on ahead with a determined look on her face, “We’re in Louen right now, and your Lucy and Sherry should be closer to Sycca which is still a ways away. So if we want to get there in time to save your guild then we can’t miss our ride.”

      “R-Ride?” Natsu stilled and went clammy at the insinuation, “Y-You mean like transportation? L-Like in a vehicle? Like we’ll be on wheels and traveling—”

      “It’s a car, spazz.” Lucy bluntly interrupted before he could get any weirder, “It goes fast. What’s wrong with you? Why are you all twitchy and weird about going in a car.”

      “Natsu has motion sickness.” Happy answered, “He gets sick as a dog when he travels in anything that moves too fast. Or too slow. Or pretty much just moves in general.”

      “Usually I would cast a spell to help him through the travel but since I can’t he’ll take the full brunt of his motion sickness.” Wendy looked up at her older friend pitifully as he sweated in terror.

      …

      “Pfft.” Lucy let out a long, strained laugh as she started to double over. The Earthland visitors looked at her strangely as she dropped to her knees, clutched her belly, and wheezed out a hoarse laugh that almost sounded painful, ‘I-I can’t breathe — I can’t breathe.’ After a few more strangled notes her giggles came out a lot more clearly as she gasped for air and wiped the tears out of her eyes, “Oh this other world stuff is hilarious! Ohhhhhh, fucking me running that is funny.”

      “W-What is?”

      “You’ll see.” The blonde Fairy said cryptically as she continued to make her way towards the edge of the city’s limit. The Earthland Fairies followed her example, sticking close to the shade of buildings and out of the public eye so not to draw attention. It was quickly dawning on them that this was the normal method of operation for the Edolas members of Fairy Tail. And the fact they had to hide every day just to survive was upsetting.

      But as they exited the city limits and headed out to the wilderness and wasteland around the city, they kept walking until it was well behind them. Happy panted as he walked along, “S-So tired. I’m not used to using my legs.”

      “Stop whining. Just suck it up and tough it out.”

      “Carla,” Wendy chided her feline partner as she hugged her in her arms, “That’s kind of a hypocritical thing to say when I’m carrying you like this.”

      “He’s the same weight as me but chooses to trek on his little legs. He could just ask to be carried as well.”

      “That what you want buddy?” Natsu offered, “I can carry you on my shoulders if you’re tired.”

      “N-No, I’ll be okay.” Happy denied the offer, “I-I can keep going. Without our magic we need to be as tough as possible so let’s consider this training! For however long we walk, no matter the distance or weather—”

      “Stop here.”

      “Oh thank god!” Happy toppled over in the dirt and sighed, “Ah! I’m cramping!”

      “Scary Lucy-San—”

      “Drop the scary when talking to me.”

      “Is there something out here?” Wendy looked around at the empty wasteland they were stood on, “I don’t see anything that could help us.”

      “Give it a second. He’s a lot of things and punctual is the most useful.”

      The Fairies of two worlds waited patiently in the wasteland for Lucy’s contact to arrive. As they waited they caught sight of a pillow of dust and sand growing up from the horizon. At the front of the oncoming cloud was a blur of something resembling a vehicle speeding towards them. As the Earthland Fairies took a cautionary step back, Lucy boldly strode ahead to face the speeding object.

      “W-What is that?”

      “I that a car?”

      “Lucy look out!”

      The car at the front of the dust cloud suddenly turned and started to spiral along the wasteland. Lucy stood with her arms crossed and patiently watched the speeding vehicle turn around and around until it started bleeding off its speed. The car slowed to a complete stop as its side stopped just a few inches from Lucy’s body. As the cloud of dust spread around them she scoffed, “Now if that wasn’t you showing off I don’t know what was.”

      “Were you playing chicken with my car? What if I hadn’t stopped the moment in time?”

      “Then you wouldn’t be the best damn driver in Edolas, would you?”

      “Heh, playing at my pride? See this is why I don’t show up at the guild as much.”

      “Oh we both know you’re just afraid I’ll put you in a headlock again.” Lucy waved off his concern before turning to the others, “Our ride’s here! Come say hello!”

      “I-Is that…”

      “No way…”

      “Hey there, Lucy told me you guys need to get somewhere fast?” The pink-haired man in the vehicle pulled up his goggles and nodded to them, “I’ll be your guy. Name’s Natsu Dragion. People call me Natsu the Fireball.”

      “MEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE?!”

      The Natsu in the car looked over at their visitors and eyed them in surprise. He looked at Lucy and pointed at them, getting a nod of approval from the blonde, “Wow you weren’t kidding. There really are different versions of us walking through the world. That’s insane.” He flipped his goggles back over his eyes and smirked, “Well we’re not gonna get anywhere staying here. Get in.”

      “Whoa! A Natsu who drives! So cool!” Happy exclaimed gleefully, “And a free ride!”

      Carla looked at the car oddly, “So this one can drive?”

      “So weird. I guess our counterparts are different to us in a lot of ways.” Wendy noted before she noticed that someone was lagging behind, “Natsu-San?”

      “Yeah what’s up?”

      “O-Oh sorry, I meant our Natsu-San. Oh this is going to get confusing.” Wendy apologized and muttered under her breath before looking back at the Dragon Slayer that hadn’t moved from his spot, “Natsu-San, we have to go.”

      “W-Why a car? O-O-Of all things why a car?!”

      “Natsu, calm down!”

      “I don’t wanna travel in a car!”

      The pink-haired Fairy in the car watched his counterpart breakdown and panic. He sighed and shook his head, “Man I didn’t think it was possible for me not to love cars. This is wild. Wonder what else is different.”

    
    

    
      Naruto stayed perched under the shadow of a balcony, watching from above as some soldiers did their rounds and talked about nothing. Unfortunately it seemed like these guys weren’t very willing to talk about every military secret they came across in the open.

      It had been a day since they arrived in Edolas and they were still waiting for Gajeel’s contact to arrive with a vehicle. And the longer they didn’t have it the more impatient and rowdy he got. It was so bad he couldn’t stay in the room to sleep because he was too antsy to close his eyes for too long.

      Well, that was partially true. Honestly the biggest reason he didn’t stay in the room for long was because both the Gajeels were just indulging in a never-ending spiral of compliments and admiration for each other. Naruto didn’t know if having sex with another version of yourself was gay or some elaborate form of masturbation, but he could make a safe bet that Gajeel was probably going to find out.

      …

      This was agony.

      He knew there was no way he could have prepared or stopped Anima from taking the town, but now that he had to save everyone and he wasn’t it just left him frustrated. The idea that it was just him and Gajeel against an entire army of enemies didn’t even faze him. They were going to find their friends and get them back safely.

      But until then his guild and friends were in danger. Everyone. Koyuki. Erza. They were all in danger.

      So lost in his thoughts Naruto almost missed as another soldier arrived to converse with the pair he was shadowing, “Hey, time to come back.”

      “We can’t. We’re in the middle of doing our rounds.”

      “The Commander is stopping by to discuss our reports and the incident with those guys we fought yesterday. If you don’t wanna show up it’s your ass.”

      “Oh shit!”

      “I don’t wanna die!”

      In a rush of panic the soldiers ran and tried to reach their posts before their commander could arrive. Someone higher up in the military than the people here was coming? This might be his best chance to gather more intel on his friends and the people they would have to go through to rescue them.

      Naruto kept his distance as he saw soldiers make their way through the streets to their base of operations. He stayed focused and tried to absorb everything that he could in the moment—

      A shadow was cast over the entire town and Naruto was shocked to see some giant winged monster fly overhead. It was so huge that it encompassed a massive portion of the town and towered over every building around it.

      Naruto stared at the unfamiliar monster and gulped, “That damn thing makes monsters back home look like babies. Did that commander come here on that thing? They got balls.” He stared in the direction of the giant monster and took a deep breath, “Doesn’t change anything.”

      He had to approach the base and learn as much as he could. Even if the commander was someone who could take and ride a beast like that it didn’t matter. He’d find what he needed to help their cause.

      Naruto leapt from building to building, following the marker of the giant monster sitting in town to reach his destination. Once he landed on a building near enough to his target he got a good look at all the soldiers gathering and moving supplies.

      Weapons. Armor. All being loaded up into some vehicles for transport. Were they leaving? Didn’t they come here to make some report to their commander? What was going on? He tried to get closer—

      His eyes widened in shock when he saw a hair of long, familiar scarlet hair in a sea of metal and helmets.

      There was no mistaking it! He knew that shade of color more than any other in his life! Only one person had that hair! His breath hitched and his heart beat suddenly jackhammered as he started moving. With some quick maneuvers he jumped down to ground level and made his way into the base.

      Brazenly entering enemy territory was a bad idea, but he didn’t give a single care to any of it. If anyone tried to fight him getting to her he’d put them down quicker than they could imagine. She must have found a way out and infiltrated their ranks to avoid suspicion. It didn’t seem possible but he knew she never let something like that get in the way.

      She’d be angry if he blew her cover, but he was worried for her and she must have felt the same.

      He stayed in the shadows. Stayed out of their line of sight. Made his way through until there was nothing between him and her. With a great jump he leapt out into the light and called to her—

      “Erza!”

      Her body language told him she heard him. He ran up to her, ignoring any attention he might have drawn to them as he approached, “You’re okay! Thank god! I was so worried! H-How did you get out? What about Koyuki? Is anyone else with you? We have to—”

      She turned to him and his words slowly died in his mouth only to be replaced with shock.

      Her face and body were exactly the same as the woman he knew. She wore a special kind of bikini that he wouldn’t have found surprising if she bought it or intimidated a store owner to hand it over to her when it caught her eye. But now that he was closer he noticed her long scarlet hair was wavy instead of the straight style she always kept it. In her hands was a beautiful spear he’d never seen in her collection before.

      But most damning were the pair of deep brown eyes that stared at him. A matching pair he hadn’t seen since their days in the Tower together years ago. And the fact that those eyes regarding him… didn’t show a shred of compassion or love like he’d grown used to.

      This… wasn’t his Erza.

      As realization and horror slowly started to wash over him, Erza spared him a look once over. She took note of his face, his body, and his clothing. Different from what he had worn during the video report the army had sent them yesterday. Apparently he had gotten comfortable in his stay here.

      “Hmm,” She hummed under her breath, “It wasn’t a trick. That really is something.”

      Her hands blurred at blinding speeds, spinning the spear in her grip and immediately thrusting it at his head. Naruto had to quickly react, ducking back as the tip of the spear sailed just an inch away from his face. And as her hands tightened around the shaft of her spear, she dropped it down on him.

      Naruto flipped away from the spear before it could cleave through him. He rolled on the ground and quickly picked himself up, crouched in a low position as he looked up at his redhead attacker. As his mind swirled and tried to comprehend the truth and his mistake, the Edolas Erza watched him as her soldiers came to her side.

      “Commander! That’s the man we fought yesterday!”

      “I’m aware.”

      “Should we—”

      “No, leave him to me. Not many people can avoid a strike from my Eisenmeteor, let alone one of my flurry attacks. Something tells me he’ll be too much for a normal soldier to handle.” She lowered her hand and every soldier lowered their arms. The whiskered blond looked around in cold shock as the fact she was in charge of their enemies felt like an injection of ice in his veins, ‘That voice you called out to me in… was quite familiar.’ He looked back up at Erza’s lookalike as she tilted her head, “Do you know me?”

      Taking a deep breath but never averting his eyes from hers, Naruto narrowed his eyes and resolved himself. Accepting the mistake he made, he stood up and faced the source of his conflict, “I know her, but you’re nothing like my Erza.”

      The Edolas redhead looked to the side and pointed her spear at his arm, “From the report we saw you had a Fairy Tail tattoo on your arm. There was quite a lot of talk at the palace about who you could be and what you were doing here. Now that I know you come from another world… what business do you have in ours?”

      “What business?” Naruto seethed out each word through his teeth, “You abducted my guild, my friends, my town, and my family to fill your tank!”

      Her eyes widened, “The guild in the Lacrima is the Fairy Tail of Earthland?” The shock on her face lasted a moment before she scoffed and shook her head, ‘How serendipitous. And I guess that means you’re the lost Fairy that came here to play hero then? Pantherlily was right about his concerns.’ Confusion crossed her face again as she asked, “And how are you acquainted with me in your world?”

      “Erza Scarlet is the noblest, proudest, and most loyal member of Fairy Tail.”

      That response caused a wave of reaction to spread through the crowd of soldiers. And even though she tried to hide it, he knew that face well enough to tell that news shocked her. She closed her eyes and composed herself again before nodding, “The shocks never stop coming. Well even though your version of me might have been a Fairy, it overjoys me to tell you that I am not.” She whipped her spear aside and caused her hair to billow with the force of her swing, “I still need to introduce myself. I am Erza Knightwalker, Commander of the 2nd Division of the Royal Army. Erza the Fairy Hunter: as in she who hunts Fairies.”

      In a blinding rush she lunged forward and thrusted her spear at his chest. Naruto quickly dodged, leaping up and away from her thrust before leapfrogging off of an Edolas soldier to gain some distance. The soldiers panicked and quickly separated as the spear-wielding redhead nearly barreled through them to chase him. Staying light on his feet, Naruto started to jump back as Knightwalker started viciously swung her spear.

      This version of Erza was just as adept with a spear as his was with a sword. The swings she made looked like they were only made quickly to overwhelm him but actually each swing was aimed precisely where it would do the most damage. Each attack she made was towards a vital area or weak-point that threatened to ruin him. His arteries. His joints. His groin. His neck. His eyes. She wasn’t underestimating him.

      Each swing of her spear cleaved through anything that was in her path. As he dodged and evaded her attacks they ended up cleaving through trees, stones, and even metal. They left the military base and continued into the streets of the town, causing the civilians to squeal and get out of their way in a frenzied panic. Yet the two warriors paid them no mind, only focused on each other as they fought.

      Naruto’s back slammed against the wall of a building and Erza took that chance to swing at his head. But before it could reach, Naruto’s hand shot upon and grabbed the shaft of the spear just under the blade. Erza’s eyes widened, noticing a line of something ethereal glowing around his hand. She tried to yank the spear back from his grasp but his grip was so tight and unyielding that she could barely pull even an inch away.

      His other hand latched onto her shoulder and pulled her in. Erza looked up into his mismatched eyes as he growled, “My name is Naruto Uzumaki, and I’m Fairy Tail’s Hunter: as in he who hunts those that endanger fairies.”

      Erza stared at him unflinchingly before closing her eyes and chuckling, “Heh. Very well.” She opened her eyes and looked back up at him—

      “Explosion.”

      The spear in his hand suddenly changed form, becoming a weapon with a sharper design and a red spearhead. He looked at the weapon in his grasp in shock before it emanated a bright light that swallowed him whole.

      A mighty explosion decimated the wall they fought against and caused the building to crumble. A cloud of dust and smoke spread out from the destruction their fight caused. The cloud shifted in one direction as a figure sailed out and quickly gained some distance from the explosion he’d been in the center of.

      Naruto slid along the ground, catching his breath and coughing out the smoke and ash that filled his lungs. With a small gag he wiped the dust and grime that covered his body and looked up at the cloud of smoke, “Did her weapon just—”

      “Silfarion!”

      The cloud burst apart violently as something sailed out of it towards him at blinding speeds. On reflex he gathered wind and used it to propel himself out of the way of the sudden rush. He landed on the side of a building and looked down at the trench her charge had created in her wake. With a quick flourish she spun her spear around and swiped it aside before looking up at him.

      The whiskered Fairy looked down at the golden-tipped spear and it’s new change in form, “Dammit, I knew it.” He narrowed his eyes, “Your weapon changes forms, doesn’t it?”

      “That’s right. The Ten Commandments is my weapon gifted by the Royal Army. Capable of instantaneously changing its form to one most suited for the task at hand.” She smirked at him, “So does the other Erza have a weapon like this?”

      “Something like that. Here, let me show you.” He held his hand out and summoned his fire sword with a Requip. Erza’s eyes widened as he reeled it back as it suddenly went ablaze before he swung it out, “Blazing Dragon Tail!”

      A wave of flames flew towards Erza and enveloped her completely. With his enemy overwhelmed, Naruto leapt off the building’s wall and prepared to escape—

      “Rune Save!”

      The wave of flames he created were suddenly cleaved apart as if they were a physical object. And in the center was Erza, brandishing another new form of her spear that helped her cut through the immaterial substance. Her spear glowed and returned to the golden-headed form before as she blitzed forward, “Silfarion!”

      She rushed forward and Naruto swung his flaming sword out to parry her thrust. Her spear crashed against his blade and shattered it, causing the pieces to fly out in every direction as Naruto was blown off his feet by the force of her rush. Erza slid to a stop and rushed back to attack him as he fell through the air

      Naruto righted himself as he fell, gathering wind around his hands before releasing a barrage of flying punches, “Storm Fist!”

      Erza rapidly zigged around to avoid the onslaught of attacks that rained down in a fearsome blitz. That gave him enough time to land safely and charge at her with Armor coating his arms. He prepared to land a powerful blow now that he finally had an opening on her…

      …

      He wavered and couldn’t land the blow on her. Not even when it wasn’t the one he loved.

      His moment of hesitation gave Erza all the time she needed to avoid all the attacks and regain her proper footing on the broken, uneven pavement. She looked up and noticed his conflicted expression, coyly smiling as she raised her spear, “You’re going to regret not landing that blow while you—”

      “Iron Dragon’s Roar!”

      A massive vortex of spinning metal annihilated the street as Erza looked back and jumped away before she could get caught. The massive whirlwind of scrap metal blocked her line of sight for several seconds before it finally disappeared altogether.

      Along with the whiskered Fairy and whoever had launched the attack.

      She knocked her spear on the ground and clicked her tongue irritably, “Little rat got away.”

    
    

    
      “Was that Titania?!”

      “No, it wasn’t Erza! O-Or not our Erza—”

      “That was Erza the Fairy Hunter! How did you find yourself facing a Commander of all people?!”

      “I—”

      “Commander?! You mean she’s our enemy?!”

      “She’s one of the strongest soldiers in the army!”

      “How could you fight someone from the army?! Didn’t you say to lay low—”

      “I KNOW!”

      Naruto’s loud outburst shut the Gajeel duo up soundly as they simply traveled in the speeding vehicle in a moment of silence. The whiskered S-Class Mage rubbed his face and groaned, “I fucked up. The moment I saw her I just called out to her. I hoped somehow it was her.” His hands tightened into trembling fists in his lap, “I thought she was safe. And then I looked at her and knew…”

      “Did you not attack her because she looked like her?”

      …

      Gajeel turned in his chair and snatched Naruto by his collar before yanking him up to look at him, “What the fuck is wrong with you?! You think you can hesitate and not fight them properly now of all times?! How are we going to rescue the guild if you’re stopping yourself from hitting a version of her when she’s our enemy?! We might meet more people in our guild like that who stand in our way! And we can’t risk chances like that!”

      Edolas Gajeel spared a look at them while he drove them through the town and into the wild, “Hey, I can’t imagine it’s easy trying to attack someone who looks like the person he loves.”

      “But it isn’t her! It looks like her! The real her is in danger! And if you want to save her then man up!”

      …

      “It won’t happen again.” Naruto looked at Gajeel with a firm resolve, “Nothing will stop me from saving our guild again.”

      Gajeel scowled at him before nodding, “Hold you to that.”

      “I’m glad to hear you two will endeavor not to let something like that make you waver again. Because I don’t think she’ll be the only obstacle you’ll face.”

      “What do you mean?”

    
    

    
      “URRRRGGGGGRHHHHHHAAAAAAA!”

      “You upchuck on my seats I’m taking it out of your ass.”

      “We’re moving so fast.” Wendy marveled as she watched the scenery around them pass by so quickly it was impossible to recognize anything, “The vehicles in this world are so efficient! And there’s no SE Plug to feed magic into!”

      “Yes, because this world’s magic supply is limited, they’ve had to be far more effective with how it’s used. I doubt it’s wrong to assume this world’s technological advancements far outweigh our own.”

      “Necessity demands change.” Lucy commented, looking back over the seat and seeing Fairy Natsu’s paling expression, “Is he gonna be okay?”

      “This is normal! No worries!” Happy responded, “Whee! Riding in a car like this is so much fun!”

      “Heh, the little guy gets it.” Edolas Natsu remarked as they started to slow down. The car came to a subtle stop before he pulled the break and lifted his goggles, “Okay, here we are. Welcome to Sycca.”

      The Fairies looked out the window and saw a city landscape by the side of the vehicle. Although it didn’t look like it was in the best condition, it was still an expansive lay of land and foundation that was far larger than the last settlement they had seen.

      “Wow.”

      “Cool!”

      “Lucy, where we going? I’m not driving in there am I?”

      Lucy looked around before pointing to a formation of rocks sticking out from the ground, “Over there. That’s where Sherry said we’d meet.”

      The car quickly sped over to its hiding place, much to the chagrin of Earthland Natsu who had only just started to settle his stomach. In the shadow of the rock the Fairy vehicle sat and wait for their party to arrive to join them. But as the minutes passed without any change their anticipation turned to anxiousness.

      “Lucy,” Edolas Natsu sounded wary as he warned his friend, “If they’re not here then we can’t just stick around waiting.”

      “Shut up! I know!” Lucy impatiently started bouncing her leg waiting for their friends to arrive. Her nervousness hit a breaking point before a hooded figure made their way around the rock and into the shadows along with them. Once they pulled down their hood and revealed the scraggly pink hair underneath, Lucy popped her head out and smiled with relief, “Sher-bear! Haha, you’re late!”

      “Lulu,” Sherry called out to her friend, her expression dour and voice nervous, ‘I’m sorry we couldn’t make it. We were on the way but while we were a transmission came on from the capital. From the king.’ She shook her head, “It’s about the Lacrima they got from the other world.”

      Wendy shared a look with the cats in surprise before they pushed the door open and ran. Sherry watched them run by before looking back to the car. Lucy bit her lip and wrestled with the idea before slipping out the window and following them. Sherry quickly came to her side and covered her with part of her cloak so they wouldn’t be immediately noticed.

      “Dammit, they’re taking too much of a risk. We need to get moving.” Edolas Natsu said irritably as his fingers drummed on the wheel, “We can’t wait any — h-hey!”

      “C’mon!” Earthland Natsu pulled his counterpart out of the car as he thrashed and protested, “We gotta go!”

      “N-Not out of the car! Don’t take me out!”

      “Hey how can you handle driving a vehicle? Do you take medicine or is your stomach strong or what?” He asked his counterpart before he noticed the quiet sniffling and trembling in his grasp, “Uh, you okay?”

      “I-I can’t handle not being in my car.” Natsu the Fireball trembled and cowered as he looked up at his counterpart pleadingly, “Please let me go back in.”

      …

      “We can’t let Lucy know about this.”

      In the city, the usually full streets were empty with the sounds of faraway amazement. Wendy followed the path of the noice with Carla and Happy following closely behind her, Sherry and Lucy trailing after and the two Natsus picking up the tail. The young Dragon Slayer finally spotted a crowd of people gathering around a large projection Lacrima and making a ruckus as the image of a parade going through the streets.

      Wendy’s nose twitched and she picked up the scent of someone familiar, “I-I found her!” She told the others as she jogged over to the crowd of people in a hurry. With the density of the crowd the young girl struggled to slip in and make her way through but managed enough to tug on the arm of a cloaked person she found, “Lucy-San?”

      A familiar blonde woman looked down and nearly shed a tear seeing her little friend, “Wendy! Happy! Carla!” She was about to bend down and hug them as tightly as she could before she noticed the woman hiding with Sherry under her cloak. When she was finally faced with the almost perfect mirror image of herself and Natsu carrying a frightened, whimpering clone of himself to join them, she found herself gaping in shock, “I… wow, it’s all true.”

      “Lucy-San, what’s happening? Is there something about the Lacrima—”

      “There it is!”

      All attention turned to the screen as the main show finally arrived. A escort of soldiers and guards. An outcry of cheers and joy. Fanfare so loud it was deafening.

      All for a Lacrima crystal so large it dwarfed the people standing in front of it.

      The Earthland Fairies went still at the image of the crystal being broadcast on the screen. All the while the people around them started to get antsy and excited, “I-Is that it?”

      “It’s so big!”

      “No look, the edges have been cut! That’s only part of it!”

      “I heard the whole thing is as big as the castle!”

      “Ha! We’ll finally have magic again!”

      The crowd cheered and went into an uproar around the hidden and frightened Fairies. As they heard a plethora of people cry out in joy that their friends would be used as just a resource, their eyes started to sting hearing their pleasure at the fact their friends would be killed. Lucy muttered, “This can’t be happening.”

      “Oh no.”

      ( “My people! My people please your attention!”) An old, frail bearded man in a crown announced from in front of the Lacrima. He waved his staff around and garnered everyone’s attention, ( “I understand your excitement! I share it as well! The Anima has worked, and for the first time in years our future with magic looks to be secured! This is just a fraction of the Lacrima we obtained from that other world, and with it all we’ll be able to supply ourselves with an abundance of magic for the next decade! This proves the Anima works! Our troubles are near their end! With this, we can take magic from other worlds and refuel our supply for generations!”)

      “B-But it’s people. He know that, right?”

      “I… I don’t think he cares.”

      ( “The plans we have for our future! The magic we have expected to see! The spoils our world will bask in!”) The king swung his staff aside and cracked the Lacrima, ( “It will make this amount seem paltry and pathetic in comparison! I promise you my followers! I promise you my people! We shall all have magic to spare soon!”)

      Natsu dropped his doppelgänger as he seethed with anger and wanted nothing more than to step up and break the screen. It was only the faint sniffling from his friends and the wary look from Edolas Lucy that stopped him from making a move.

      ( “But your majesty, what if people come to take this magic?!”)

      ( “I heard the Dark Guilds were still running around unsanctioned!”)

      ( “What if they come to take it for themselves!”)

      ( “Everyone! Please! There’s no reason to fear!”) From the king’s side a man walked forward, among a few others who had their faces covered by hoods as to not draw too much attention from the king’s announcement, ( “Our army and our illustrious Commanders are guarding the Lacrima at all times. We will make sure none of our kingdom’s enemies even approach our prize. And if they did…”)

      He pulled back his hood to reveal his face completely. A young man with matching blue eyes and small, faint scars across his face, nose, chin, and that crossed the whiskers over his cheeks.

      ( “Then we’ll stop them like we always have.”)

      ( “Naruto-sama!”)

      ( “Thank you, Naruto-sama!”)

      ( “We can trust you!”)

      The Earthland Fairies stared up at the man on the screen and felt their blood freeze in response. Their throats went dry and horror gripped every inch of their bodies.

      “T-That’s him. It’s his fault.” Natsu looked down at his frightened counterpart only to see his own face twisted in spite and anger, “I-It’s because of him… Master… and Lisanna… it’s his fault.”

      Natsu looked up breathlessly at the image of his friend being met with a wave of cheers from the crowd. All while his counterpart and the Edolas Mages looked up at him with disdain. The visage of Naruto smiling and waving out to the crowd in front of a Lacrima made from their friends was a image he knew he’d never get out of his head.

    
    

    
      “Naruto Namikaze is the guard of King Faust and his most trusted soldier. He works closely with the Commanders in coordinating their duties and assists in the attacks on the Dark Guild. In fact he is responsible for the execution of the Fairy Tail’s leader, Makarov.” Gajeel reported to the two Fairies, “If you want to get your people back, you’ll undoubtedly face him along the way.”

      …

      As Naruto reeled from the revelation, Gajeel scoffed, “And you bitched about my doppelgänger.”

      ########Omake: The Great Crucible Pt.3########

      ( “Dear god! Folks I’m sure I’m not alone in thinking that even though it might be disgusting watching these two men scarf down food like oxygen, I just can’t look away!”)

      “Yes! Yes you are alone!” Carla called out as she squeamishly turned away so not to watch the food battle any further.

      “G-Go, Naruto-San!” In comparison, Wendy nervously cheered as she stood on her toes and watched with anticipation like the rest of the crowd.

      Both men looked sick. They looked tired. They looked like they should have stopped stuffing ramen down their gullet ten bowls ago but refused to yield when they had the chance.

      Naruto and his final competitor both had a stack of 50 bowls at their side. The fallen competitors had finished their recovery and had come back to observe the finale while the Fairy girls watched as well. Everyone was enraptured with the neck-and-neck battle.

      The two men finally turned to the 51st bowl, dragging it in front of them and slowly partaking. Everyone watched with baited breath as they knew that this would be the bowl that decided the match. Naruto slowed down in his consumption as his opponent wolfed it down. It looked like the tie was faltering and the match was decided—

      “GURGH!” Everyone but Naruto watched as the eating champion gagged and covered his mouth. His face grew sickly and pale as his eyes started to water. In a frantic run he jumped out of his chair, startling Lucy as he ran away to take care of business before everyone could see.

      As one everyone turned to Naruto as he slowly slurped up the last of the noodles. He placed his chopsticks down, grabbed the bowl, and slowly lifted it by his mouth to slurp down the broth. After a few seconds…

      He turned the bowl over and slammed it down.

      ( “51! THAT’S 51! NARUTO UZUMAKI WINS WITH 51 BOWLS OF RAMEN! WE HAVE OUR WINNER!”)

      Everyone cheered as the whiskered Mage jumped from his chair and raised his fist in victory. The applause from the crowd continued to crescendo as he basked in his triumphant. He enjoyed his well-earned win…

      For all of three seconds.

      The crowd was shocked as he quickly jumped off the stage and flew over their head to run into the 8-Island restaurant. He dashed into the empty building and left everyone else in confusion.

      Carla tilted her head, “What was that about?”

      “Naruto’s limit is actually around the 30-ish range of how many bowls he can eat. He pushed himself to secure this victory.” Erza explained as she suddenly appeared by their side, “I’m sure he was holding it down as long as he could but that ramen is coming up and there’s no one who can stop it.”

      “O-Oh. Okay.”

      …

      Wendy looked up at the eccentric redhead, “Erza-San, I don’t think you need to be wearing that bunny outfit anymore.”

      “Oh I like it.” She said, unaware of the perverse and excited stares she was getting from the people around her, “I think I might go home like this.”

      …

      “This is the last time we watch an eating competition.”

      “But—”

      “No buts Wendy!”

    
    

    
      Done

      So let’s see; Naruto jumped the gun and ended up crossing blows with Erza the enemy. The wayward Fairies and recovering and making their way closer to the sanctuary holding their prize. And in their way is a villainous visage of a friend that will stop them.

      Man I love mirror world stuff. It’s always fun to see how much different a version of a person can be.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    68. Not Alike x ǝʞᴉʅⱯ ʇoN

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 68: Not Alike x ǝʞᴉʅⱯ ʇoN

      Hey everyone! Welcome back!

    
    

    
      “They’re coming!”

      “Everyone grab what you can and run!”

      “Oh god! This can’t be happening!”

      “Natsu, get to the car!”

      “I-I am!” The nervous pink-haired Dark Mage responded as he grabbed any supplies he could and followed the others out to the vehicle as fast as he could. Under his feet he felt the ground shake and the echoes of the sudden raid attacking them. After depositing the supplies in the back, he turned back to the wooden building he and his guild had called home for years—

      A massive explosion burst through the building and rendered half of it into kindling. Natsu and the others were blown off their feet by the force of the eruption and sent sprawling into the sand and dirt. The pink-haired teen lifted himself up and coughed as he felt grains of it along the lining of his throat. With a tear in his eye he looked up at the figures looming over them like angels of death.

      “Did you think you were going to run off? Without us realizing?” The terrifying redhead said threateningly as she held her spear out at her side, “We’re not letting you Fairies escape us anymore.”

      “Lay down any weapons you have and we might go easy on you.” Natsu and the others glared up at the whiskered blond that stood right beside her. At the looks he was getting he shrugged, “I said might. It was right there on the label.”

      “Screw you, you royal dogs!”

      “Fairy Tail will never submit under your heel!”

      “Magic is a freedom you’ve stolen from all of us! As long as the king’s tyranny reigns we will not surrender!”

      “Gave us an answer.” The redhead said to her companion as her spear shifted form. Before their eyes the single spear changed into two, smaller spears she wielded in each hand. Her partner shrugged and drew a pistol from his holster.

      She kicked a fallen tree by their feet into the air before swinging her spears down on it. The broken wood parts started to burn and freeze in quick succession. And as they flew over them, the blond aimed his gun and fired at the pieces of debris. In an instant the pieces of flying, broken tree stopped sailing over them and suddenly dropped like rocks. Natsu watched the burning and freezing chunks fall over them all.

      But as he closed his eyes and waited for the inevitable pain, he noticed that it never came. A shadow was cast over the frightened pink-haired driver as he tried to catch his breath. He raised his head and looked up at the giant, hulking figure that had extended his cloak out several feet to guard them from the falling debris, and who had used his own arms to stop any stray shots from hitting Natsu.

      His eyes watered, “Jii-sama.”

      Makarov, the master of the Fairy Tail guild, stood proudly and whipped his cloak down. It returned to normal shape and retracted to his back. The muscular, 7-foot tall Dark Mage stood facing the Royal Army’s elite soldiers and announced, “You will not be hurting my family anymore! Not on this day!”

      ( “Wait, Jii-chan is huge in this world? Like, standing taller than most people?”)

      ( “And he’s ripped too?”)

      ( “Y-Yes, that’s right.”)

      ( “Ewwwww.”)

      ( “That’s weird.”)

      “Well, there he is. Finally come out of hiding.” The vicious redhead snarled as she pointed the end of her spear at him, “We’ve been waiting a long time to find you, Makarov.”

      “I surprised by just how big and bulky a man drawing towards 90 can be. Aren’t you in your years when you should be sitting down and complaining about youngsters?”

      “I am. I whine and bitch every day about that stupid king and his damn lackeys bothering us with their stupid demands and decrees. But I can’t exactly leave everything to my kids yet.” Makarov announced as the burly, elderly man clenched his fists, “Not as long as I can help and protect them.”

      “You can be father of the Fairies or the king for all I care.” The redhead scoffed, “Doesn’t change anything. Today is the day you and the rest of your winged pests go down for good.”

      “Better warriors than you have tried, young lady.”

      “And they’ve never been able to follow through. That’s where we’re different.” She was about to make a move before her blond comrade raised his arm in front of her. The sudden action seemed to startle and annoy the terrifying redhead as she glared at him, “What are you doing?”

      “There are more Fairies to catch and clip, right? Leave the geriatric to me.” The whiskered man said assuredly as he swung his gun down and extended it into a small blade, “I promised the king I’d make sure to cripple their foundation before we bring in the bombardment. And that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

      As the two soldiers argued, Natsu trembled in fear and despair. He felt his lungs get cold and empty as he nearly forgot to breathe—

      “Natsu.”

      He flinched and looked up, “Jii-sama?”

      “You need to get behind that wheel, grab everyone you can, and drive away from here.”

      “W-What about—”

      “I’ll hold them back and then we can start deciding on a new guild hall.”

      Natsu… didn’t believe him. He shook his head, “W-We… we can’t—”

      “You will. Right now kid.” Makarov demanded, his cloak extending out at his sides in preparation for battle, “Consider it my order. Protect our guild. Protect your friends. And don’t look back.”

      “But—”

      “GO!”

      With a sharp flick of his cloak it extended, covering up their line of sight as he rushed in and attacked the whiskered blond and forced the redhead to retreat. Natsu’s eyes started to sting as tears lined his vision and left everything misty. He didn’t even have time to wipe them away before he turned and ran.

      He yelled out to everybody that he could find to follow behind him. With the sounds of yelling and battle at his back he slipped into the driver’s seat and started to turn it on. In an instant all the indecisiveness and fear and cowardice coursing through his system quelled. It was still there, hidden under the surface and demanding to be noticed. But it was outplayed…

      By the confidence he felt behind the wheel, and the purpose he was reminded of to save and protect his guild, “Get in! Everyone get in! Get moving now!”

      He and a concord of magical vehicles started to drive off. They left their broken guild hall in the rear view and abandoned their master so that they could escape. Tears tried to escape his eyes again but with a sharp huff he pushed them down and focused. His Fireball was at the head of the convoy and leading the rest of his guild to safety—

      “Natsu! Where’s Master? Did he make it back in time?”

      He didn’t answer his closest friend’s inquiry and just focused on driving.

      “Natsu?”

      His hands tightened around the wheel—

      “Natsu!”

      “He’s not here!” The young pink-haired Dark Mage finally broke and yelled back at his friend, “Jii-sama told us we had to go ahead while he fends them off!”

      “What?! Natsu, he’s gonna die if we leave him behind!”

      “He’ll be fine.” Natsu lied, “He wants us to escape first so that’s what we’re going to do!”

      They drove in silence for a few more moments as Natsu tried to stomach the choice he made.

      But then he heard the sound of wind rushing over an empty space and looked back in shock. He saw the door of Fireball swinging open while the backseat was empty.

      “LISANNA!” Natsu spun the wheel around and caused Fireball to drift aside as the other vehicles in the caravan started to slow down and stop in response. He stuck his head out the window and called out to his white-haired best friend, “STOP! GET BACK HERE!”

      “I have to reach Master!” The youngest Strauss sibling called back as her boots flared and she started running with the speed of an animal, “We have to get out of here together!”

      “Lisanna wait!” Natsu stomped his foot on the pedal and turned as he tried to chase after his friend. He saw her rush back into the forest and tried to chase after her before he saw it.

      The Legions in the sky dropping ordinance down from above.

      Into the forest.

      Onto their master.

      Over her.

      “NOOOOOOOO—”

      The sight of the forest lighting up like a bonfire was burned into his eyes forever.

    
    

    
      Earth-Natsu sat across from Edo-Natsu in shocked and appalled silence. The image of his comrades and master falling at the hands of two of his dearest friends was a sight he never wanted to think about. But in this world it was a reality that Fairy Tail had to come to turns with.

      He… he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to handle what his counterpart had gone through.

      Just hearing about how close Lisanna had been to death years ago when he wasn’t around left him on edge. But having to watch it himself? That… that was too cruel.

      And without Makarov around to guide them… it was no wonder this Fairy Tail wasn’t up for taking risks like that anymore.

      Edo-Natsu cupped his hands together and nervously bounced his foot before looking up at his more confident doppelgänger, “S-So your guild is inside that b-big Lacrima the Royal Army collected?”

      “Yep, that’s right.”

      “A-And do you think everyone inside it is okay? L-Like they aren’t hurt or anything?”

      “We don’t think so.” Happy shook his head, “Carla said we should still have a few days to rescue them before it’s too late.”

      “A-And the members of your guild…” The meeker young man hesitated and shifted on his chair, “T-They were all okay? T-The last time you saw them?”

      “Jii-chan is still kicking! And I’m sure he’s gonna make it another 50 years before he gets too old to handle our fun anymore.” Earth-Natsu smiled, “And right before this all happened, Lisanna was trying to cheer me up from my funk. Like she always does.”

      Edo-Natsu’s eyes widened and he looked at Earth-Natsu in disbelief. As he stared at his own face and realized there was no lie to ease his worries or make him feel better, his eyes started to water. He sniffled and tried to hide his reaction, “S-Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. We get it.”

      The door to the side opened up and the identical men looked over to see the female members of their party emerging to join them. Wendy walked out in a small complimentary gown while Earth-Lucy, Edo-Lucy, and Sherry walked out in towels. As she ran her hands through her newly cut hair, Edo-Lucy looked over at the two Natsus, “Baths open now boys if you wanna get the grime of the day off you.”

      “I’ll take one later.” Earth-Natsu answered while looking at the fellow doppelgänger duo oddly, “I still can’t believe you ended up taking a bath with yourself. You might be the only person in the entire world who not only has done that, but wanted to.”

      Happy giggled, “Doesn’t matter what world she comes from; Lucy is Lucy, and that makes her weird.”

      “Shut up cat!”

      “L-Lucy,” Edo-Natsu spoke up as he looked over at his blonde comrade, “A-A-Are you r-really okay with c-cutting your hair like that?”

      Edo-Lucy blinked and then put a hand to her new hairstyle that she had just gotten at the hands of Cancer. To differentiate herself from her counterpart, she resorted to getting the long golden hair that went down her back cut to just around her neck. The Fairy Tail Dark Mage scoffed and waved it off, “It’s no problem. It definitely helps avoid any problems or miscommunications. ‘Lucy how’d you get here?’ ‘Lucy don’t you have a key to get us home?’ ‘Lucy-San, how are we going to get everyone back?’ It was doing my brain in!” The brasher blonde girl said with a sigh before sliding her hand through her hair, “This seemed like the easiest answer short of writing ‘Edolas Lucy’ or ‘Earthland Lucy’ on a nametag.”

      Earth-Lucy looked slightly conflicted, “But are you sure you’re okay with cutting your hair?”

      “Yeah, I mean it’s just hair.” Edo-Lucy said with a smirk, “Some girls might think they need to keep theirs nice and pretty but I’m not one of ’em.”

      “Oh,” Sherry stepped in and hugged her best friend, “I still think you’re pretty, Lulu.”

      Edo-Lucy chuckled, “And it’s sweet that you’d lie to me like that, Sher-bear.”

      A small sweat drop ran down Earth-Lucy’s cheek, “Man, it is so weird seeing me get along with Sherry.”

      “Oh, should I cut my hair too?” Earth-Natsu spoke up from the side, “We need to find a way to tell which one of me I am, right?”

      “T-That’s right.” Edo-Natsu nodded, “H-How else would you t-tell the difference?”

      The girls of the group looked between the identical men and their wildly different demeanors.

      “I think we’ll be fine.”

      “Are we done being ridiculous?” Carla asked petulantly as she jumped onto the table after changing back into her clothes, “If we are then we need to consider our next course of action. We’re only one city away from reaching the capital and when we do, we need to act quickly to recover the Lacrima and our guild. We need to start coming up with a plan of action.”

      “B-But what can you do?” Edo-Natsu asked, trying to raise his voice as the girls stepped into another room to get dressed, “There’s s-so much you guys have to do a-and finish to get what you want. H-How are you going to get the Lacrima back to your world? And how do you even turn the Lacrima back to normal?”

      “That’s something we can worry about later!” Earth-Natsu said with a wide grin while pounding his fist into his hand, “Fairy Tail doesn’t worry about the particulars or the details or the collateral damage! We just focus on something and get it done!”

      Carla sighed, “That’s not exactly an encouraging answer.”

      “Yeah, Natsu really needs to work on his planning.” Earth-Lucy said as she stepped out fully dressed with the other girls. As she tied up her hair she sat down with the others. And when she did she smiled, ‘But that doesn’t mean he’s totally wrong. Let’s focus on the plan one step at a time and we should be able to make something good.’ She looked around at the Edolas natives, “You guys said that the king of this land has the ultimate authority, right?”

      Sherry nodded, “The ultimate authority among the humans and our people. But none of us can have a say or do anything in the face of the Exceed. Not even the king.”

      “Exceed?”

      “They’re the highest beings in this world. The only ones that have internal magic that never depletes. They’re the closest thing we have to deities in this world.”

      The Earthland crew looked surprised by this knowledge, but as Earth-Lucy thought about it she asked, “Would they be responsible for absconding with our guild in the first place?”

      “No.” Edo-Lucy shook her head, “They rarely ever intervene with the actions and decisions of humans. If any choice was made to keep the magic supply stable then it was made by the king.”

      Earth-Lucy grinned, “Perfect. Because if he’s the top of the pyramid and makes all the decisions then I have an idea. A way to get the Lacrima, return it to normal, and get us all home.”

      They looked at the blonde Fairy in surprise as Wendy perked up in her seat with anticipation, “How do we do it, Lucy-San?”

      “We do it with them!” Lucy pulled out her Gemini key and smiled deviously, “They’re the answer to everything.”

    
    

    
      Naruto sat back in the car and looked out the window as Edolas’ landscape sped by. While they made the drive towards the capital the Gajeels of both worlds conversed about pretty much every topic they could. About guilds that existed in Edolas. About the dragon that raised him in Earthland. How he got interested in journalism. How he became a Phantom Lord Mage before joining Fairy Tail. Who raised him. If he knew anyone named Juvia or Ryos. It was a lot of back and forth between the two doppelgängers that seemed to steadily fall more and more in love with each other.

      They didn’t make many stops in-between the town they had run away from and the capital. There were only breaks to go to the bathroom, hunt for food and water, and change out the Lacrima charging the car. Other then that it was a constant road trip to recover the Lacrima storing their guild.

      As they drove along, Naruto’s thoughts wandered to every little thing that crossed his mind. Where was the Fairy Tail and other guilds native to this world? Since he was apparently responsible for killing the Makarov of Edolas, did that mean all the identical counterparts of his friends hated him?

      And what about his guild? How were they going to return to normal and get back to Earthland? Were there going to be any adverse side-effects to being in a Lacrima for this long? Could they have been saved sooner if he had been teleported through at a different point in this world? Could he have gotten their faster if he had stolen that other Erza’s mount and flown to the capital?

      And what about that other Erza? What could have happened in this world that made her work for the Royal Army? Just the thought of her hunting down and attacking Fairy Tail was such a foreign idea that if he hadn’t seen her himself he would have thought it impossible. And if he faced her again would he be able to really fight her? If his Erza saw how poorly he had performed she would have chewed his ear off.

      …

      Were his counterpart and this world’s Erza close like they were?

      There were many ideas and worries running through his mind as they drove along to their destination. And focusing on any one of them for too long could have left him in a spiral. But thankfully Naruto found a method of distraction to clear his mind, curb his anxiety, and deal with the Gajeel self-congratulating problem all at once.

      “Are we there yet?”

      “No.”

      “Are we there yet?”

      “No.”

      “Are we there yet?”

      “No.”

      “Are we there yet?”

      “No.”

      “Are we there yet?”

      “No!”

      “Are we there yet?”

      “No!”

      “Are we there yet?”

      “NO!”

      “Are we there yet?”

      “NO!

      “Are we—”

      “LOOK! LOOK! LOOK OUT THE FRONT WINDOW! IT’S JUST MORE PLAINS AND DESERTS AS FAR AS THE EYE CAN SEE! WE’RE NOT THERE! NOT EVEN CLOSE! SO STOP ASKING!”

      …

      …

      …

      “Don’t you fucking—”

      “How about now are we there yet?”

      “GAAAAAAHHHHHHH!” Earth-Gajeel screamed as he turned in his seat, hands morphing into serrated blades as he reached for him, “I’LL KILL YOU!”

      His counterpart took one hand off the wheel and pulled his collar, “Gajeel calm down!”

      “I’LL KILL HIM!”

      “He’s just doing it to get a rise out of you!”

      “JUST A LITTLE FLAYING! A LITTLE SKIN! HE WON’T EVEN NOTICE!”

      “Lose control and you just prove his point!”

      Naruto relaxed into the back seat and hummed happily, “Oh yeah, that hits the spot!”

      “HIS FUCKING SMUG—”

      “Sit down!” Edo-Gajeel yanked his counterpart back into his seat as Earth-Gajeel grumbled and frowned. The savvy journalist looked into the rear-view mirror and spotted Naruto’s satisfied smirk, “Feeling better?”

      “Tons thanks.” The whiskered Mage chuckled a few times before he opened his eyes and focused his attention on what mattered. He sat up and addressed the driver, “Hey, can you tell me a little more about the Naruto from this world?”

      “His name is Naruto Namikaze. He’s a high-ranking official in the Royal Army and a trusted advisor to the king.”

      “Namikaze…” Naruto tested the word on his tongue before shaking his head, “That’s odd. But what about his history? Where did he come from? Whose his family?”

      “Unclear.” Edo-Gajeel answered with a shrug, “Before joining his personal history is basically an enigma. However I do know the kingdom showed special interest in him and Knightwalker at a very young age. A few years later they joined as cadets in the army and rose through the ranks together. Why they chose to join and stay…” He fixed his fedora to shield the sun coming through the windshield, “Well I’m not sure what the answer is.”

      “So he’s just like the Titania of this world?” Earth-Gajeel noted, “Does that mean he’s a Commander too?”

      “Not quite. After he had killed the elusive and legendary guild master of Fairy Tail, his fame and popularity skyrocketed. People started looking to him for success and results. The king saw this increase in public recognition and decided to capitalize on it. Namikaze was promoted to a new position, working directly under the king, and recognized around the world with an honor no one else can bear.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “He’s the guild master for the only legal guild in Edolas.”

    
    

    
      Erza marched through the halls of the castle after finally returning and landing her Legion outside. She made her way through the familiar castle, ignoring the soldiers that stood at attention and saluted her. Honestly the only thing on her mind was the battle she had gotten into with the identical version of her comrade from another world. And all the information she had learned while fighting him.

      He was a member of the Fairy Tail of another world. As was her counterpart as well. And the guild trapped inside that Lacrima that was going to power their magic supply for years to come was the Fairy Tail guild’s hometown. Honestly all that information swirled in her head and left her conflicted on multiple ends.

      She walked into the Royal Army’s R&D facility while they were in the middle of constructing new forms of Lacrima weaponry and application. With a quick look around she spotted two of the head scientists in charge of everything here.

      “Boro, Brain, I have returned.”

      The Chief-of-Staff turned to face her as well as the dark-skinned man in a regulatory soldier uniform and white lab coat. The shorter man chuckled as she approached, “Commander Knightwalker, it’s a pleasure to have you back. We missed you.”

      “I’m sure you did.” The redhead looked up at the marvelous contraption they were building, “Is this device part of the plan the king has cooking up?”

      “Indeed, although the full extent of it is unknown to us now.” Brain said before turning back to her, “Can we help you with something, Commander?”

      “I need to charge my Lacrima up again.” She held up her spear, “I don’t think it lost too much magic power but we should prepare just in case.”

      “You had to use your weapon?” The short scientist pondered while stroking his chin, “What could have possibly made you resort to using the Ten Commandments?”

      “I’ll answer that when everyone is here.” Erza handed him the Ten Commandments and waved a solider over, “Send a notice to all the high-ranking officials to meet me here immediately. I have a debrief they should listen to.”

      “Can you maybe not have it in the research lab?” Brain requested in a tired voice, “It’s so irritating and they’re so loud and we have work to do and—”

      Erza simply answered by staring at him in a long, uninterrupted silence.

      Brain sighed and took her spear, “Very well. I’ll go clear an area for the meeting.”

      It wasn’t long until the research lab had the Commanders and officials in it to discuss Erza’s topics. Hughes jumped up to sit on a table and kicked his legs out impatiently, “Geez Erza, you got us on edge with anticipation here. You don’t usually call meetings like this.”

      “It’s important Hughes.” She stated, “And it’s something you all need to be aware of.”

      “It happened during your scouting, didn’t it?” Sugarboy inquired, “You went to gather our men at the outpost and check on the rumors about the people from the other world.”

      “And ended up getting into a fight apparently.” Erza’s eyes twitched slightly as she turned and glared at the whiskered blond comrade leaning against a table and eyeing her recharging spear. He scoffed, “Must’ve been a serious fight if they managed to make you pull out your big guns.”

      “Actually he was a coward that ran away to stop fighting me. Speaking of which…” She pulled out the visual Lacrima and started to project the image. The recording of her fight started to play for all of them to see.

      Even though they had watched the soldier fighting recording before, watching this one with their comrade holding off a copy of Naruto was surreal.

      “I-It’s actually Naruto.” Coco muttered in disbelief, “It’s really him.”

      “And he’s actually managing to avoid your attacks and keep up.” They watched his hand glow and grab the Ten Commandments before lurching in towards her face. Pantherlily raised an eyebrow, “What did he say to you then?”

      “Everything I needed to hear.” Erza stepped towards the visual and pointed at the whiskered blond she was fighting, ‘This is Naruto Uzumaki,’ She noticed Naruto’s expression shift for a moment before she continued, “A loyal member of Fairy Tail from Earthland, and here to reclaim his guild and comrades from the Lacrima.”

      “Ohohoho!” Hughes belted out a laugh and nearly tumbled off the table, ‘There’s no way! The guild inside that thing is the Fairy Tail of Earthland?! Oh that’s hilarious! What are the chances?’ The cackling young man nearly doubled over before looking at his blond compatriot, “How’s it feel knowing you’re part of the rock club?”

      Naruto shrugged, “Little unsettling but nothing that should really matter.” He watched the fight and couldn’t help but notice something, “He’s missing several chances to counterattack.”

      “See? I wasn’t lying when I said he was a coward.” She said sharply, glaring at Naruto as he frowned and scoffed in response, “From what I can gather there’s a version of me that’s part of the Fairy Tail guild as well, and from what I inferred from his reactions they are close.”

      “They’re friends?” Coco asked before she smiled and beamed with joy, “Aw, isn’t that sweet? I guess it doesn’t matter which world you’re in, you two are the best of—”

      The dark, unnerving stares she got from both Erza and Naruto in response made her squeal and run away. She hid and cowered behind Pantherlily as he sighed in response, “You two, you can just ask her to be quiet. No need to startle the girl.”

      “Anyway,” Erza grumbled out, ‘He uses some form of magic that strengthens his body, controls small bursts of wind to attack, and summons weapons from thin air for variety.’ The 2nd Commander crossed her arms and glared at the screen, “He’s going to come here to try and retake the Lacrima. And when he does I’m going to finish the fight properly this time.”

      Naruto scoffed, earning a spiteful frown from Erza in response, “Sure you’re up for it? From the looks of this footage you can barely even touch the guy.” He chuckled and shrugged, “Need someone to hold your hand? Maybe fight the big bad me for you?”

      “I’m showing you the video of my fight right now. Are you just blind and incredibly stupid?”

      Sugarboy sweated, “Um, I believe you have to ask or—”

      “He couldn’t even land a proper hit and was to afraid to engage in actual combat.” She matched his glare, “Just like you; all show, no substance.”

      “And yet you still didn’t manage to catch him.” Naruto noted, “Funny how that works, huh?”

      “He ran away. And not only that he had an accomplice to help him slip away from me. I guess the coward keeps similar company.” She stepped forward while keeping Naruto’s gaze, ‘Let me make something clear, Namikaze. When your craven copy comes running this way with his comrade, I’ll be there to stop them. They might be from another world, but a Fairy is a Fairy in my book.’ She pointed a finger in his face, “So stay out of my way when the time comes.”

      “Pfft, big talk, Knightwalker.” The scarred blond pushed her finger away and got up in her face with the same intensity, “But what makes you think you’ll be the one to cut them off? His majesty might see fit to put me in charge and capture him. After all he’s my copy.”

      “Then we’ll have two useless cowards waving at each other and running away.”

      “It’s a shame your other self isn’t here. I’d love to see what a sweet and likable version of you would look like.”

      “I’m sweet and likable. Just not to dumb bastards like you.”

      “Are you trying to start something?!”

      “Took the words right out of my mouth!”

      “Fight! Fight! Fight! Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!” Hughes clapped before shaking his head, ‘Honestly, can you two try flirting somewhere else? Get a room and — AH!’ The young Commander yelled in shock as a beaker went sailing by his head. He tumbled off the table and hid behind it as glass and other pieces of lab equipment started flying his direction, “Hey no fair! I didn’t bring my stuff with me! I thought this was just a meeting!”

      “First mistake!”

      “Always be prepared!”

      The conversation quickly devolved as Erza and Naruto spiked shit at Hughes. Pantherlily, Coco, and Sugarboy could only watch the madness from the sidelines. And Brain groaned as he watched his research lab becoming a casualty of war, “This is why I didn’t want the meeting in our lab! Chief-of-Staff, can you please—”

      “QUIET!”

      Everyone went still and silent after Boro’s sudden exclamation. The short, wizened man stepped up to the visual projection and reversed the footage. As it replayed and he increased the volume, he watched a vortex of metal shards separate Erza from her foe—

      ( “Iron Dragon’s Roar!”)

      He played and rewound the footage several times along those few seconds. And after enough playbacks he turned to Erza, “Is that what I think it was?”

      Erza regained her composure and nodded, “I believe his comrade is a Dragon Slayer.”

      …

      Boro smiled and looked up at the footage with a gleeful grin. He nodded, “We have to be prepared for any attacks. Not just from Naruto’s counterpart but in order to capture the companion with Dragon Slayer magic.” Boro started tapping his fingers together in anticipation, “Namikaze, gather your men and get set along the city. And bring Knightwalker along to make sure no Fairies slip away.”

      “But Chief-of-Staff Boro—”

      “She doesn’t—”

      “No buts!” The short man walked away, “I want everyone prepared! This… is the beginning of a brand new world.”

    
    

    
      “I can’t believe those little spirit friends of yours can really pull this off.”

      “Believe it.” Earth-Lucy nodded under her cloak as she and the others started making their way through the capital’s streets. She stayed close and kept his features hidden as they made their way around, “If Gemini can just touch the king then they can mimic him completely. Once they do we can give orders and release the Lacrima back home.”

      “And get us all leaving together.” Earth-Natsu said with a smirk, “This is gonna be fun.”

      “Natsu-San, please control yourself. We don’t want to draw too much attention.”

      “Magic from Earthland is so interesting.” Sherry said as she followed them, “To imagine you could summon beings that fight for you and can copy people’s appearances. I can’t imagine what anyone in this world could do with abilities like that.”

      “We’ll use the king’s form to release our friends and get us back home and we should be alright.” Earth-Lucy looked to her Edolas friends and smiled, “Maybe if we have the chance we could use him to ease some of the restrictions and make you all legal.”

      Edo-Lucy shrugged, “Wouldn’t stick once you guys leave and he’s back in charge again. Unless we kill him when we have the chance.” Earth-Lucy was startled by the suggestion, and felt her throat dry up when she saw the serious look on her own face after saying it. After a moment Edo-Lucy shook her head, “It’s okay. We won’t ask you to bloody your hands for our sake. It’s our fight and only we should go to those lengths.”

      Earth-Lucy stuttered for a moment, “B-But we should do something. If we leave you guys without doing what we can to help—”

      “That’s fine.” Edo-Lucy interrupted her counterpart’s fretting with a firm voice. The blonde woman looked at her own worried expression and admitted, ‘Because in truth we can’t really help you either. We got you here, and we’ll help you find your route into the castle, but we can’t help you get your friends back.’ She looked up at the castle in the distance, “This is where we part ways.”

      “That’s fine.” The Edolas natives looked at Earth-Natsu as the young Dragon Slayer grinned, ‘You guys helped us a lot while we were here. And we were worried that we’d be coming to this world blind and alone.’ He chuckled as the Earthland Mages smiled, “It’s nice to know we still have friends to rely on even in another world.”

      Edo-Lucy was flustered by the praise while Edo-Natsu stuttered, and Sherry smiled contently. Happy giggled and Carla sighed in exhaustion, “Honestly, you people are impossible. We’re in the middle of a mission right now and—”

      Yelling! Cheering! A mob! Something — something was wrong.

      Carla went still as some strange images ran through her consciousness and her instincts sent an ice cold chill through her blood. Her reaction was noticed by Happy and Wendy, “Carla, what’s wrong?”

      “Are you feeling okay?”

      The little white cat started looking around frantically for the source of her unease. People walking around and using magical tools like they were everyday appliances. So much noise it was hard to make out what was what. On reflex Carla looked up into the sky, knowing as she inhabited it so much that there could have been a—

      Something was flying in the sky over the city. Was… was that a bird? What kind of bird circled a city?

      “We need to move.” Carla grabbed the edges of Wendy’s cloak on instinct and tried to pull her along, “Something’s wrong. I-I think they know we’re here.”

      “What?”

      “How?”

      “I’m not sure but we need to get out of sight. We can’t let them find us.”

      The cloaked Mages quickly started making their way through the hordes of people in a hurry. As they tried to move through the crowd they started gaining people’s attention. Nothing serious but more and more people were starting to pay attention to the people in cloaks running through the streets.

      Until a platoon of soldiers made their rounds by. Earth-Natsu grabbed Wendy and the cats and slipped aside as Edo-Lucy grabbed Earth-Lucy’s hand and ducked into another alley with her friends. As the two groups were separated, they silently nodded ahead and promised to meet along the way.

      Natsu put Wendy, Happy, and Carla back on their feet as he walked ahead with a hand on his flaming sword handle. The little Fairy Mage quickly followed after him, “N-Natsu-San, are you sure the others will be okay?”

      “They’ll be fine. Lucy has her magic and the others know where they’re going.” The older Dragon Slayer assured her as he stayed vigilant, “Just watch my back and be prepared for anything.”

      Wendy gulped but nodded before reaching into her pocket. Retrieving the wind cylinder they had bought in the black market, she followed behind Natsu and kept Happy and Carla at her side. She felt her arms shake and her hands tighten around her weapon, but resolved to not buckle when the time came for her to fight. Her guild was relying on her to help them, and that meant she had to be strong right now. Remember what Naruto told her. Remember how Erza looked when faced with danger. All the memories of her friends emboldened her—

      Until she saw a man suddenly flash into existence behind Natsu.

      She panicked and called out for him to move—

      But not a sound came from her mouth.

      What followed was hard to describe. The man attacked Natsu’s back, earning a grunt of pain before her friend yelled and attack. His flaming sword burst to life and he yelled before swinging at the ambusher. The sudden arrival dodged his swing with remarkable speed as they started exchanging blows in the alley away from everyone else.

      But they didn’t make a noise.

      It was unsettling. Like watching something on mute or from something blocking the ears. Wendy tapped hers a few times and heard no sound. Only the feeling of her heartbeat filled her ears as even her rapid breath was utterly silenced.

      Something pulling her leg drew her attention away from Natsu and his speedy foe. Looking down she saw Happy pat his ears in fright as Carla was pulling on her sock. Her best friend was waving her paws and yelling to no avail before she pointed back in the opposite direction.

      Wendy looked back and immediately aimed her weapon down the alley. But then she noticed the man slowly making his way over to her with a sly smirk on his face. Wendy felt goosebumps run up her arms and legs when she saw the familiar burgundy-haired man stroll towards her.

      Cobra.

      H-How was this possible? There was no way…

      Cobra moved and Wendy raised her weapon again only to stop as he touched his arm. A glowing Lacrima watch on his wrist flashed for a moment before sound returned to the area. She heard Natsu yell and roar as the flames burst on his sword and he tried to catch his agile opponent. Happy made noises as he realized that sound had returned and Carla stayed by her side in case anything went wrong.

      “A kid?” Cobra pondered aloud as he drew closer, ‘I didn’t think Fairy Tail was recruiting so young these days. Or are you one of those invaders from another world?’ He smirked and shrugged his shoulders, “Honestly I didn’t really listen to the whole debriefing. It’s really unnecessary. All we have to do is find you guys and—”

      “HA!” Wendy fired a wind projectile while he was distracted.

      But he put a foot on one of the walls and leapt off it, clearing the flying bullet of wind before landing back down. Cobra smirked, “You look like you just started with that thing. Poor kid.” He stood back up before yelling, “Racer, you done with that guy yet?”

      “Almost!” The speedster dashed around Natsu as his flaming sword’s trail carried with each swing. But with each swing, Racer dodged effortlessly. He leaned against the wall as Natsu growled, ‘This loser can’t even keep up with me.’ Racer dashed forward, grabbed the hilt of Natsu’s weapon, and yanked it from his hands before bull-rushing the pink-haired man. As Natsu bodily hit the wall, Racer leveled the flaming sword to his neck, “Now why don’t you just stand there and give up before I have to—”

      Natsu took a deep breath and inhaled the flames coming from the sword. As they watched the fire pour into his mouth, Cobra and Racer looked on in disbelief, “What the — AGH!”

      Natsu punched Racer in the chest and reclaimed his blade. He ignited it again and smirked, “You wanna try that again? Because it wont work!”

      “Did he just eat the fire?” Racer asked as he picked himself up, “Didn’t Chief Boro say—”

      “Yeah,” Cobra nodded, “That’s what we were supposed to be looking for. I guess he’s one of them.”

      “One of what?”

      “None of your concern.”

      Natsu’s eyes widened and he turned around to block a bullet from hitting him with his flaming blade. And the moment he deflected the shot he felt the blade in his hands grow a dozen times heavier. He tried to hold onto it but it slipped from his hands and cratered into the ground. Natsu looked down at the change in his weapon before looking up and blocking the knee to his face. But he couldn’t block the blow Racer landed on his chest that sent him flying back.

      “Natsu-San!”

      Natsu immediately picked himself up and growled before spotting their new opponent. His eyes widened when he saw the blond, whiskered man holding a strange gun in his hand and standing in their way. However when he saw his blue eyes and faint scars over his face, he knew it wasn’t their friend coming to their rescue, “Naruto.”

      “You know me?” He asked as he stepped over the sword embedded in the ground, “I’m guessing you’re another Fairy Tail Mage from Earthland? So you know the other me?”

      “That’s right.” Natsu stood up and faced the identical version of his old friend, “You’re a cool guy over there. Too bad you’re not the same over here.”

      “Well I can’t say what I’m about to do next will improve your opinion.” The gun extended to form a blade and Naruto rushed forward to attack Natsu. The pink-haired Fairy Mage avoided the swings of the blond guild master as his strange blade flew at him in a flurry. Natsu cursed and wished he could use his flames to fight—

      The blade nicked his forearm and Natsu jumped back to cradle his arm. He looked down, seeing that there hadn’t actually been a cut or gash on his arm or even his clothes. He counted himself lucky to—

      “Sorry man,” Naruto warned as he raised his blade, “You’re out of luck.”

      Natsu suddenly found himself floating off the ground in time with the point of Naruto’s sword. And suddenly when he swung it aside, Natsu was slammed into the wall. He grunted and gasped in pain before Naruto swung aside and sent him into another wall. The pink-haired man bounced off the walls and ground several times before he came to a stop midair.

      “Let him go! Now!” Naruto looked down, keeping Natsu suspended in the air, to see Wendy looking up at him with her weapon aimed at him. She stared at him deeply, small tears pricking the edges of her eyes after witnessing her friend get brutalized at the hands of a man wearing Naruto’s face, “Just put him down and let us go!”

      Naruto stared at her for several moments before shaking his head, “I can’t. Sorry.”

      “B-But they’re our guild! Our friends in there! If you use the Lacrima like that, they’ll—”

      “I’m sorry, but I promised that I’d do whatever I could to help Edolas and it’s people.” Naruto apologized, “And that Lacrima can fulfill that promise. So sorry… but it changes nothing.”

      Wendy was about to fire before Naruto whipped his blade forward and sent Natsu flying at her. She could barely react in time as his larger body slammed into her and knocked her off her feet. Her weapon went tumbling to the ground and popped open as a gale of wind started to build up.

    
    

    
      “Hurry! Hurry!”

      Lucy followed after her doppelgänger and friends as they tried to avoid the public eye. When they started on a path that might have crossed with soldiers on their patrols, the Edolas Mages quickly redirected them down a different route to avoid detection. These detours happened again and again as more soldiers started to appear in the heart of the city.

      “H-Hey,” Earth-Lucy spoke up, “Are they going to be okay? They don’t know their way around this city.”

      “Just trust them to avoid detection for now. We have to keep moving. If they catch wind of us—”

      Just as they were making their way through an opening in the crowds of people, an explosion of wind drew everyone’s attention to the side. They all looked up as a large tornado formed between the alleys of some buildings before quickly dissipating entirely. Some citizens looked and murmured in confusion at the strange occurrence.

      The rouge Mages felt a sense of dread fill their stomachs.

      Earth-Lucy bit her lip in desperation before she tried to run over. But a snag on her wrist stopped her from going any further, “What are you doing?!”

      “I just know that’s where Natsu and the others are. They need help!”

      “But they could already be captured! And even with your Spirits you can’t fight off the whole army and the officers!”

      “I have to try!” She said, “I’m a Fairy Tail Mage, which means I have to try and help my friends when they need it most no matter what!”

      “But if you go then we can’t help you!” Edo-Lucy admitted, “And if anything happens to you too…”

      …

      Edo-Lucy felt her hands get cupped and squeezed gently. She looked up at Earth-Lucy and saw the Celestial Mage smile warmly at her, “Thank you guys for everything.”

      Edo-Lucy looked floored by her words and struggled to say anything. And still could find nothing to say or call out to as her Earthland counterpart started to rush in the direction of the danger.

      As Lucy drew closer to the spot she saw the vortex rise from, she saw soldiers bundling up in the area. Lucy narrowed her eyes and threw off her cloak in a hurry. As she drew closer she drew out a golden key and called, “Open! Gate of the Archer! Sagittarius!”

      A man with a bow and horse cosplay appeared beside her and saluted, “Hello!” He immediately spotted the legions of soldiers in front of them and knew what to do, “Allow me to thin their numbers!”

      Arrows flew faster than the eye could see and disarmed the Edolas soldiers in the way. As so many of them were stunned and rid of their weapons, Lucy recalled her spirit before drawing out another key, “Open! Gate of the Scorpion! Scorpio!” She summoned the tan, metal-tailed man by her side as he smirked in excitement, “Blow them away!”

      “We are! Ready! Here we go!” Scorpio aimed his tail around and blew out a giant sandstorm that swept away everyone in its path. The Celestial Spirit let out a big, hearty laugh as he blew the soldiers off their feet with a single wave of sand. He smiled, “You need us, call us again!”

      He disappeared with a flash of light and Lucy pulled out the next key, “Alright you jerks, tell me where my friends are and if they’re hurt! Right now! Open! Gate of the Golden Bull! Tau—”

      Something flew down from above at blistering speeds and struck the key out of Lucy’s hand. She hissed and pulled back, clutching her hand gently as Taurus’ key clattered to the ground. When she looked down she saw a white feather glowing gently between her foot and where the key had fallen.

      “Sorry about that~.” Lucy flinched and looked up in surprise. When she did she saw a familiar white-haired woman floating overhead with resplendent white wings extending from her back. She floated several meters off the ground and giggled behind her hand, “I just saw you pull out those pretty gold keys and summon those big monsters to your side. And I thought if you lost them you wouldn’t be able to summon them. Am I right? You’re welcome to prove me otherwise.”

      “A-Angel? Is that you?”

      “I think I’ve seen your face on a few wanted posters. You’re prettier on paper.” The white-haired woman cruelly noted with a cute tilt of her head, “I think I should save you the pain and put you down now.”

      Her wings spread out and back before swinging forward, sending a flurry of white feathers raining down over Lucy. She acted quickly and jumped to the side before rolling to a stop. When she did she pulled out another key and yelled, “Open! Gate of the Crab! Cancer!”

      Cancer popped into existence and slashed upwards with his scissors, sending cuts through the air up at Angel who had to dive and fly out of their way. Lucy quickly picked herself up and drew her whip, yanking it back and preparing to snap it at the flying woman—

      Only for her feet to sink into the ground until she was down to her knees in liquid earth. She nearly tumbled over and freaked out, reaching for another golden key to aide her—

      “Melforce!”

      “AHHHH!” A powerful gale force wind slammed into Lucy, blowing her out of the ground and sending her flying across the city plaza. She bounced off the pavement several times, causing the civilians to run and part out of the way before she could hit them. She slid to a stop on the ground, coughing and gasping for air as pain filled her entire body. Lucy struggled to lift her head and looked up in shock, “E-Erza?”

      “Apologies, young lady.” Hoteye stepped forward, “I do so hate beating on the weakened, but a job is a job.”

      “I feel like Naruto set our expectations a little too high.” Midnight said from his side as Angel floated down and retracted her wings. They all looked to the woman in front of them, “Is there anything you wish to ask her, Commander Knightwalker?”

      “No need Macbeth.” The Edolas Erza said, transforming her spear back into its base form as she looked down at the blonde Fairy, “We’ll take her back to the castle and extract all the information we need to out of her there. We’ll have the time.”

      “W-Wait.” Lucy groaned as Midnight stepped to her side, pulled her whip out of her hand and locked them together with cuffs. As Angel stepped over and took her keys she cried out, “No wait, don’t take those!”

      “These things are so pretty.” Angel marveled at the beautiful golden and silver keys in the pack on her belt. She hummed before looking to Erza, “Hey ma’am, should these go into evidence? Or do you mind if I take them? Because I think I could make some very pretty gold and silver bracelets out of these Earthland artifacts.”

      “We’ll let Chief-of-Staff Boro get a look at them first.” Erza said, “After that I’m sure we can make good use of them.”

      “NO!” Lucy struggled against her restraints and cried out, “YOU CAN’T!”

      “Oh, did you guys catch some foreign Fairies too?” They all looked over as Naruto, Cobra, and Racer walked up to join them. With Natsu being dragged behind Cobra, Happy and Carla in Racer’s grasp, and Wendy being carried by Naruto. The burgundy-haired Mage chuckled as he stopped and chucked a beaten and cuffed Natsu to the ground, “I hope you guys had as much fun as we did.”

      “N-Natsu.” Lucy whimpered as she saw her friends beaten and captured, “I-I’m sorry.”

      “Lucy…” Natsu groaned as he lifted his head, “Dammit.”

      “These aren’t the ones we were expecting.” Erza noted as she looked between their captured prisoners, “We’ll have a lot to tell the others when we get back to the castle.”

      “But it’s not all bad news.” Racer announced, earning his comrade’s attention as he looked down at the pink-haired Mage, “That one’s a Dragon Slayer too so mission still completed.”

      “It’s not.” Erza shook her head, “Not as long as the others are still roaming around and risk our operations.”

      “N-No. P-Please stop.” Naruto looked down at Wendy as the young blue-haired girl looked up at him solemnly, “Please… Naruto-San… Erza-San… don’t do this.”

      “Little girl, you need to understand this.” Erza turned and said sharply to the defeated girl in his arms, “We are not the people you know. We are not your allies or friends.”

      “Knightwalker, that’s enough.”

      “You are our enemies and we show no mercy to our foes.” Erza stepped forward and glared down at the frighten twin-tailed girl, “The sooner you accept that reality, the less this will hurt.”

      “LEAVE HER ALONE!”

      The little white cat squirmed out of Racer’s grasp, slipping out of the big cloak she had been hiding herself in and tumbling to the ground. After she hit the floor, Carla immediately picked herself up and ran to Wendy’s aide. She looked up at all of them, eyes brimming with tears, and cried out, “You can’t hurt them! You can’t hurt her! She’s the most important thing in my world! I-I won’t let you hurt her anymore! So let her go! Let her…”

      Carla’s breath slowed to a stop as she noticed Erza and Naruto staring down at her in shock. And when she looked around she saw others looking at her in the same way. The soldiers were the first to respond, muttering or falling to their knees.

      “I-I can’t believe it.”

      “One of them is here.”

      “There’s no way!”

      “O-Oh shit.” Racer pulled off Happy’s cloak and revealed him to everyone as well. And when he did he immediately put the blue cat down and prostrated before him, “I’m so sorry! I had no idea! Please forgive me!”

      As the soldiers started to react strangely, the civilians watching looked confused by their actions. A confusion that Carla and the others certainly felt as well.

      That was until Naruto and Erza dropped to their knees and bowed their heads, “Lady Exceed, my sincerest apologies! I had no idea it was you!”

      “Wha—”

      “An Exceed!”

      “She is?!”

      “Oh my god!”

      And just like that, all of the civilians that had been watching fell to their knees and bowed their heads in reverence. Carla and Happy found themselves in the center of a pit of pray and admiration. People cheering and begging them for a miracle.

      Carla felt a pit in her stomach grow so deep she felt sick.

      This. This is what that horrible feeling early had been trying to warn her about.

      “If she’s attached to this girl,” Naruto looked down at Wendy, “Then that means…”

      “Her too.” Erza realized, “We’re blessed. The Exceed have delivered our prayers! All hail the Exceed!”

      “All hail the Exceed!”

      “All hail the Exceed!”

      Carla’s body felt like ice. She had come here to save her guild and protect her dearest, most beloved friend.

      Only to realize now… she may have just signed away their lives.

    
    

    
      “I expected there to be more guards or patrols.” Naruto noted as he dropped down to join the two Gajeels, “But the place seems pretty barren honestly.”

      “Because apparently there was some commotion early that drew everyone’s attention. There was a large assortment of soldiers in the city’s plaza, and after the matter was settled they all returned to the castle.” Edo-Gajeel answered, pushing up his glasses and smiling in relief, “I’m not quite sure what it was but it makes our job easier so let’s just be glad of that.”

      “Can we focus?” Earth-Gajeel said with a frown as he looked around, “What exactly do we gotta do next?”

      “From what I gathered there’s already a portion of the Lacrima here in this city. It was used to drum up support as an object of propaganda. It was going to be interpreted into the world’s magic supply today but after the commotion they held off the ceremony. It’s being cornered off from the public for now.” Edo-Gajeel answered, “Which means this might be our best opportunity to take it back.”

      “If part of the Lacrima is here then we can rescue our friends. And if there are any experts on changing it into magic there, then they might have answers for how we can turn them back to normal too.” Naruto smirked, “It’s at least worth a shot.”

      “So how the hell do we get through a legion of soldiers, patrols, and whatever hell else is waiting for us to grab a giant Lacrima?”

      “Well…” Edo-Gajeel pulled out several small incendiary devices, “I have a few ideas.”

    
    

    
      As the fireworks exploded in the background, Naruto and Gajeel made their way sneakily over the streets of the capital to avoid the attention of the soldiers below. They all hurriedly ran towards the explosions Edo-Gajeel was setting off to grab their attention and leaving their positions open for the Fairy Mages to slip by.

      Gajeel grunted as he jumped after Naruto, “Pretty clever finding a route to avoid their patrols. Although I kinda wanted to get down there and beat up their guys face-to-face.”

      “You’ll get your chance when we find the Lacrima.” Naruto grumbled, focusing on keeping watch on their surroundings as they quickly made their way towards the designated area. With one last jump he cleared over a few buildings and landed on the edge of another while Gajeel dropped down by his side. He quickly raised his finger and silenced the Dragon Slayer from saying anything before pointing out the street.

      A portion of the giant Lacrima that had been secured by the Royal Army was right in front of them. It had sentries and patrols surrounding every inch of it to ensure that it was protected before it was carried back up to join the rest of the Lacrima it had originally come from. Apparently there had been some commotion earlier that had drawn the attention of the Royal Army. So it was now… or never.

      With one quick glance the Fairy Mages looked at each other, nodded, and made their move.

      In a blinding dash they leapt down to ground level among the soldiers. They looked down at them in surprise, trying to react in time and raise their weapons to fight.

      But it was too late.

      “HA!”

      Naruto and Gajeel split up, charging around the Lacrima’s circumference and flooring any soldiers that crossed their path. Naruto obliterated their defenses and dented their armor with every punch and kick he threw. And Gajeel swung his arms around like metal batons, crushing their guard and sending each soldier in his path flying bodily into another person.

      Naruto quickly cleared his half of the plaza housing the Lacrima position. Once he did he called out, “Clear!”

      “Get going! I’m holding off guys on this end! I’ll catch up!”

      Naruto ran to the front of the Lacrima and the mobile platform it had been carted around on while being shown off to the city. With a deep breath the whiskered S-Class Mage reached down to the side of the platform and tried to roll it out.

      “IT’S REALLY FUCKING HEAVY!”

      “So what?!” Gajeel barked and swatted another soldier away, “Do you want me to carry it out while you’re over here swatting the bugs?! Would that make you feel better?!”

      “Oh I’d like to see you try and move this thing!” Okay, so even if it was on wheels this thing wasn’t budging. With a quick breath and focus, Naruto started to channel magic through his arms and legs. His Armor bolstered his strength several fold before he reached down and pulled one more time.

      The wheels started to squeak and turn slowly as he dragged the platform forward. With the help of his magic the effort turned from being REALLY FUCKING HEAVY to just really fucking heavy but possible. He stomped his foot down into the ground and pulled as hard as he could.

      “Grrrrr.” Naruto growled through his gritted teeth as he dragged the giant Lacrima piece along, “I think I’m going to pop something!”

      “Get over it you wimp!” Gajeel chided as he jumped up and struck an oncoming squadron of soldiers with his legs as they jutted out like spikes, “Do your part and haul that shit out of here!”

      “That’s! What! I’m! Doing!” Naruto yelled, face red and veins pulsing as the wheels started to move a little faster and the Lacrima behind him dragged along a little smoother. If he continued at this rate then they should be able to secure a path for the Lacrima away from the army in—

      A blur flashed in the corner of his eye and in an instant Naruto felt something hit his cheek so hard it nearly popped his neck out. He lost his grip on the platform and bounced off the street several times before turning and skidding to a stop. The S-Class Mage ignored the stinging in his cheeks and looked up at his attacker.

      He clicked his teeth, “Shit, you’re here again?”

      Racer slid to a stop, the boots on his feet letting out sparks of magical energy as they slowly deactivated. The long-nosed man looked at him in surprise, “Holy hell, you are a copy of the boss, aren’t you? You look like you could be twins.” Racer shook his head and knocked his boots on the ground, “Good thing I was ordered to stand post here. If you managed to get your hands on this thing then who knows—”

      “Demon Logs!”

      Racer’s boots sparked back to life and he dodged Gajeel’s flying spikes in a rush of speed. Naruto jumped back to his feet and rushed in to attack Racer before the speedster could make a move. But in a flash he rushed through the barrage of metal projectiles and ended up by the Dragon Slayer’s flank. Gajeel tried to turn and guard himself but a sparking kick swung in and sent him flying into the Lacrima.

      Racer hissed and lowered his foot, “That was tougher than I expected.”

      “Hell yeah it was!” Gajeel seethed, grabbing onto the Lacrima to lift himself back up as metal scales started to form over his body from the side Racer kicked him from, “That hurt like a bitch but you’re gonna need to pull out all the stops to put me down! So go ahead and try — what are you guys looking at?”

      Racer was staring at him in shock. As was Naruto. And so was every soldier that had arrived or just started to pick themselves up. They were all staring at Gajeel in awe and silence… before he realized it wasn’t him they were looking at.

      He saw a glare shining off the metal scales around his body and slowly turned around. As he did he witnessed the large portion of Lacrima that had been chiseled off starting to glow and react strangely. He stepped away as it glowed so bright it was almost blinding before the Lacrima seemed to explode.

      Naruto shielded his eyes before watching as the light of the Lacrima began to recede and shrink into a smaller point. Everyone watching looked on in shock as the giant Lacrima quickly transformed into three separate bodies on the ground.

      “No way.”

      “It can’t be.”

      “That’s—”

      “Ugh…” One of the people slowly lifted himself up with a groan, “What happened? W-Where — weren’t we in the guild a second ago?”

      “Gray-sama, Juvia is confused! Please hold her!”

      “N-Now is not the time for your crazy!”

      As the Maker Mage was nearly tackled off his feet by his blue-haired admirer, Naruto looked down at the last person recovering from the change. She put a hand in her red hair and rubbed her head with a groan before looking up…

      A pair of blue and brown eyes stared into a matching set.

      “Naruto? When did you get back? And what happened?”

    
    

    
      Done

      So originally I had planned to address any set of identical people by their last names when they are around each other. I thought it would be the best way to address them without confusion. But when I got the the Gajeels talking and realized one of them didn’t have a last name, I marked them with Earth or Edo instead.

      And in the end I decided that would be how they were differentiated when they were together. Because the last names made it seem really impersonal and detached for me. I mean I love and write these characters, so just referring to them by last name feels weird to me.

      But tell me what you prefer instead and I’ll see what I can do.

      So, we’ve got the Commanders, the Edolas Oración Seis, and a Royal Army to deal with. But now we’ve got Erza, Gray, and Juvia on our side! Hopefully this won’t hurt too bad!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    69. Calvary Arrives x sǝʌᴉɹɹⱯ ʎɹɐʌʅɐꓛ

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 69: Calvary Arrives x sǝʌᴉɹɹⱯ ʎɹɐʌʅɐꓛ

      We’re getting the gang back together!

    
    

    
      “What is this?”

      “Juvia is so confused.”

      “We were just in the guild a moment ago. Why are we outside, and who are these people?” Erza asked as she stood up, warily looking around at all the stunned and unfamiliar faces, “Naruto, do you know—”

      “ERZA!”

      The redhead S-Class was tackled and lifted off her feet as Naruto hugged her tightly and spun her around. Erza gasped in confusion as she was twirled around, “W-What are you—”

      “You’re okay! We found you! I can’t believe it! It’s you! You’re okay! You’re okay! And you’re here!” Naruto laughed and celebrated with joy as he spun his girlfriend around in the air. He tossed her up and caught her again before pulling her in and kissing her cheek several times, “You’re never doing that again, got it?! You are grounded indefinitely, young lady!”

      “W-What are you — N-Naruto stop — where are — what’s wrong with — Naruto I said — t-that’s enough — QUIT IT!” Her hand came down like a guillotine on his neck and slammed him to the floor. The flustered red-haired Mage caught her breath and frowned before straightening the frays in her hair, “What is wrong with you?!”

      Everyone watching the scene just stared in silent shock at the odd sight. Gray, being the most accustomed to it after so many years, recovered the fastest and shook his head, “He’s still an idiot, even in a panic.” He then looked aside to see if Juvia was okay—

      Just to see her staring at him with her arms open wide with star-shaped eyes and expectation.

      “No.” He immediately denied, “Put them down.”

      “Oh,” Juvia dropped her arms and sulked, ‘Gray-sama, why do you wound Juvia so?’ The blue-haired woman wept quietly before raising her head to look around at their surroundings. Her eyes widened when she finally noticed her friend’s presence, “Gajeel-kun, you’re here too? What the heck is going on?”

      “Some real crazy shit.” Gajeel said unhelpfully before looking around and coating his arms in metal, “We’ll try to explain everything later but we gotta get you guys outta here!”

      “Where is here anyway?”

      “W-What is this?!”

      “They just appeared from the Lacrima!”

      “Did we lose it?!”

      “We have to capture them!”

      “B-But that woman looks like Commander Knightwalker and Master Namikaze!”

      “It doesn’t matter! Collect them now!”

      The Fairy Mages suddenly found themselves being surrounded by unfamiliar soldiers while they leveled their weapons and slowly drew closer. Gray narrowed his eyes as he and his comrades huddled together, “These guys are seriously pushing their luck. They come any closer and—”

      He slammed his fist into his palm and prepared to create a wall of ice between them and the encroaching soldiers. But the moment he tried to focus his magic, he felt nothing in response. His eyes widened and he repeated the move several times to no result, “W-What the hell?!”

      “Gray-sama, allow Juvia!” Juvia swiped her arms around but failed to transmute into the water like she naturally did before, “W-What? Juvia can’t form her water anymore! W-What’s happening?!”

      Erza tried to reach her Requip but to no avail, “What is this?”

      “Don’t bother! You guys can’t use your magic here!”

      “What?! How is that possible?!”

      “I said we’ll explain it later!”

      “No!” A blur rushed toward them but Naruto retrieved his black blade and blocked the speedster before he could attack. They separated and Racer skid to a stop before barking out orders, “Keep your eyes on them! Do not let them escape! No matter what!”

      “Racer?!”

      “How is he—”

      “I SAID WE’LL EXPLAIN LATER!”

      “Everyone!” Naruto’s sword glowed as he retrieved a brilliant white one instead and circled his arm around Erza, “Close your eyes!”

      “Get—”

      A blinding light shined out from the sword in his hand and bathed everything in white light until it all disappeared. Racer had to shield his eyes from the intense light and couldn’t even see the outlines of his targets anymore.

      The light finally faded away and all the soldiers were able to see again.

      And found no sign of the invaders they were looking for.

      Racer clicked his teeth, “Shit… that’s not good.”

    
    

    
      Gajeel stood silently as he tapped his foot and looked down at his pocket watch. He patiently waited for either his companions to arrive or for some word of their actions to start spreading around. As neither had occurred yet he was growing more and more anxious.

      After setting off the fireworks and evading the patrol’s rounds, Gajeel had scouted out some locations for them to reconvene. Spots around the city that would change every 30 minutes so that they could make sure they weren’t being followed. It was only the first spot but Gajeel was worried that his new comrades might have run into trouble—

      “Down there!”

      “Hey, handsome! Miss us?”

      He looked up as Naruto and his counterpart dropped down from the sky with several others in tow. They landed and Edo-Gajeel gave them some space to breathe as his companions lowered their new cargo to the ground.

      Naruto placed Erza on her feet and immediately ran to the edge of the building they were using as cover. He looked around the corner to try and spot any followers. With nothing standing out to grab their attention he sighed in relief and rejoined the others, “I think we’re good now.”

      “Ah, Juvia can’t see!” The blue-haired Fairy whined as she rubbed her eyes, “She didn’t close her eyes in time before the light shined! Naruto-San, how long until the effects wear off?”

      “Um, I’m not sure. I don’t usually stick around people I blind like that for a quick getaway. Just try opening and closing your eyes until you can see again.”

      The Water Mage complied, doing so in quick succession to try and get her eyes back to normal. As her vision slowly returned she let out a breath of relief, “Ah, Juvia can see again. What a relief.” She then stared ahead and tilted her head curiously, “Gajeel-kun, why did you change out of your clothes? And did you get slimmer?”

      “Over here stupid.”

      With that quick notice, all of the recently awakened Fairies finally noticed that the Gajeel they had been looking at was so much more different from the one they recognized. And with a small turn of their heads, they noticed a more familiar version of their Dragon Slayer comrade standing beside them.

      Their heads rapidly spun between the two Gajeels in shock and disbelief before Juvia paled, “Oh my god! There are two Gajeel-kuns! Why?!”

      “Yeah, that’s only gonna get worse while you stay here.” Earth-Gajeel stated before nodding his head, “Hunter, give them the pills.”

      “Oh yeah, good call.” Naruto retrieved a vial from his pocket and popped it open. He dropped three black X-Balls into his hand before holding them out, “Here, each of you takes one of these and you should get your magic back.”

      “Okay! Hold on! None of this makes any damn sense!” Gray yelled, “Can you two stop being so fucking cryptic and just — ERZA! WHAT THE HELL?!”

      “What?” She said around the medicine ball before swallowing, “Naruto said to have one and that means it’s a good idea. Just take one already.”

      “Aww, the trust between loved ones.” Juvia swooned, “So beautiful.”

      “Ah! I’m surrounded by crazy people!” Gray pulled at his hair, “Would you two just — GAH!”

      Gray choked on the X-Ball that had been spiked into his mouth while he was talking. As he stepped back and coughed Naruto sighed, “Stop freaking out. We’re going to tell you guys everything but we want you to be prepared because this stuff is crazy. And if we get surrounded you all need your magic back.” He offered Juvia the third one and she quickly swallowed it, “We’re in Edolas, a different world entirely. Our guild is in trouble. And one way or another we have to get everyone back.”

    
    

    
      They left.

      They just… left.

      Earth-Lucy told them to save themselves, ran into the horde of soldiers to find her friends, and they… they just left.

      Edo-Lucy could only sit back in the Fireball and think about what they had done in the heat of the moment. The Earthland Fairies trusted and relied on them to get them this far. They considered them friends and tried to figure out ways they could help ease the restrictions on magic in Edolas even though they should have been focusing on getting home. They said it would be okay for them to leave before things got hairy… and that’s exactly what they did.

      What they always did. They were survivors. They cut out when things were looking bad because that was the only way to live in this world.

      And yet…

      The feeling in Lucy’s stomach… nearly made her sick.

      “Lulu? Lulu?”

      She sat up a little straighter as she heard Sherry call her name, “Huh?” Lucy looked up at the disheveled pink-haired Dark Mage sitting in the front seat while Natsu drove, “Yeah, what’s up Sher-Bear?”

      “You’re worried about them, aren’t you?”

      “Of course I am.” She said while biting her lip in frustration, ‘You heard what was happening back there. You saw that big rush of wind and all the soldiers that were gathering. You know what that means.’ The blonde woman lowered her head and frowned, “They didn’t get away in time.”

      “We — we don’t know that.”

      “We do.”

      “It happens.” Natsu said, his voice quiet and detached as he just tried focusing on getting them away from the capital at all costs, “It’s happened for a long time and we deal with it. Even when it hurts like hell.”

      “It always hurts like hell but we still do it.” Lucy spat out derisively, not to insult her friend but simply in disgust at the very idea as the thought of her counterpart smiling and running into danger lingered in her mind, “You’d think at some point we’d be sick of it.”

      “Lulu,” Sherry’s voice sounded disheartened as she spoke, “None of us want to do it… but we’ve tried standing up and fighting before. The losses and devastation are worse than anything we could predict. Jura-San was the last one that tried to organize an assault against the kingdom’s forces…” The pink-haired woman’s expression became more solemn, “Even he couldn’t stop them.”

      She knew their reasons. She knew their counterpoints. It was the same conversation she had heard and been a part of over and over and over again. More often than not she had been on the side of the conversation trying to convince people to see reason and logic.

      Yet now…

      “Earth-Lucy was scared and worried, and I could tell from how she talked with her Natsu and Wendy that she wasn’t used to being the strongest. I’m sure she hasn’t fought and survived as many situations as I have. And I could tell she was ignorant and naïve about how they should have dealt with the king’s forces. But…”

      “But I saw another version of myself running in to fight and save her friends. And I wished… I could have done that time and time again.” She looked up at the back of her friends’ heads, “Did either of you wish you could act and do things the way they did? Haven’t you ever felt like that before?”

      She didn’t receive an answer. Natsu and Sherry remained completely silent.

      But steadily the Fireball started to slow down before coming to a complete stop. Lucy looked up and saw Sherry’s shoulder tremble just behind the curve of the seat. And Natsu’s fists clenched so tightly into the wheel that she thought he might end up tearing out the lining.

      She shook her head, “We can’t keep doing this. We can’t rely on people from other worlds to solve our problems and our answers can’t be to cut our losses and run.”

      Lucy’s hands tightened around each other, “We have to do something.”

    
    

    
      She… she… she… she… she…

      Wendy… she loved her… would have given her life for her without a second thought…

      If someone put the rest of the world on a scale with Wendy on the other end, the result wouldn’t even be fair.

      She would have done anything to save Wendy. She would betray her homeworld and kingdom and people — refuse their order to kill the Dragon Slayers — if it meant she would be safe. Carla… Carla believed she had made her own choice in regards to ignoring her mission and preserving Wendy’s life…

      B-But—

      “What?” Happy muttered in shock, “What did you say?”

      “I told you that was your mission.” The lanky, black cat with a rectangular head answered as his paw moved continuously at his side. Nadi, Minister of State for the land of Exceed, Extalia, continued as the blue and white cats looked at him in shock, “The 100 Exceed children sent to Earthland were sent there to scout and locate Dragon Slayers to bring them back here.”

      “W-We had to bring them back?” Looking horrified by the revelation, Carla stumbled back while shaking her head, ‘That’s what we were sent to do? N-Not to kill them but betray them?’ Her eyes stung, “T-That can’t be true.”

      “It is!” The other Exceed that had a striking resemblance to Ichiya of Blue Pegasus proclaimed while striking an elegant pose. The Exceed that was about 51% chin and the captain of the guard, Nichiya, nodded to the returning heroes, “Dragon Slayer magic is extraordinarily rare in Earthland, and by tests and theories made centuries ago it was discovered that Dragon Slayer magic has certain properties that interact peculiarly in our world. As such it was deemed necessary to capture them, bring them back here, and test their magic in our world. That’s why they’re being experimented on by humans as we speak.”

      “B-But they can’t even use their magic here! The Royal Army won’t be able to get anything out of them!”

      “That’s not true.” Nadi said while looking at Nichiya, “I mean the humans can be quite persistent and resourceful when they need to be.”

      “I agree.” Nichiya nodded, “They’ll probably dissect the humans and remove whatever contains that magic. Or drain it directly out of them. It probably won’t be pleasant but it is what our queen has dictated.”

      “T-That can’t—”

      “As well as the execution of that other human that was caught along with the Dragon Slayers.”

      “Lucy?! Why?! She’s not a threat to anybody!”

      “I thought it was strange too. Her life seems inconsequential and it didn’t seem to matter.”

      “But the queen said she should die.”

      “Yep, so she dies.”

      Happy’s eyes trembled in horror, “Just like that?”

      “Just like that. Shagotte-sama is a Goddess among Exceed, and her word is the law. No one is foolish enough to try and go against her decrees. Whatever she says is the gospel we must adhere to completely. Especially the humans down below. They know better than to challenge our orders to them.”

      So… this was where they came from? These were the all-powerful Exceed that ruled Edolas from on high? The ones that decided that they would bring back the Dragon Slayers they had bonded with and loved for years?

      Carla dropped to the ground and stared down at the floor. All she could hear was a steadily increasing tone in her ears that was almost deafening as her breath came out in shaky, short gasps. Finally, tears of despair and disbelief filled her eyes and dropped to the ground beneath her.

      Everything she had done… all of it… was just for the sake of the Exceed? Of Edolas?

      Wendy—

      “Hey, we need to make a quick stop.” Happy quickly grabbed her arm and pulled her back up to her feet, “We’ll be right back.”

      “Wait the queen requested an appearance—”

      “She waited six years she can wait a sec!” Happy spat sharply before he dragged Carla into a room and slammed the door behind him. He quickly looked around and noticed they were in an empty dining room in the castle. He grabbed a chair and propped it against the door before looking around, “Okay come on, we gotta look around.”

      Carla sniffled, “What?”

      “We gotta find a way out of here!” Happy whispered in a hushed tone as he spotted a window. He quickly ran over and started to push up on it to get it open, “Man these windows are small! They’re our size! I’ve never gotten to work a window like that before.”

      Carla rubbed her eyes, “What are you doing?”

      “We’re escaping. We’re getting out of here and finding everybody.”

      “How?”

      “Don’t know. Haven’t thought that far ahead.” The blue cat grunted as he pushed on the window, ‘Ah it’s stuck or something! Don’t they ever open these for air!’ He struggled for a few seconds, “Carla, come help me out!”

      He got no reply so he looked back, “Carla?”

      “Happy…” She muttered under her breath. It was strange to hear his name come from her mouth, but she was so drained that she couldn’t bring herself to say anything else, “We… we brought them here. We betrayed them. How can we—”

      “No. No, we didn’t betray them.” Happy staunchly denied the very words coming out of her mouth as he walked back over to her, “I didn’t come here to fulfill some years-long mission or save the magic of this world or do my duty as an Exceed! I came to find my friends, get back to our guild, and go home! Our real home!”

      Happy grabbed Carla’s paws and pulled her to her feet as he looked fiercely into her eyes, “I’m not a citizen of Edolas! I’m not an Exceed! I’m Happy! I’m a Fairy Tail Mage! And my best friend is Natsu! And even if he doesn’t believe me or like me or anything after what happened earlier, I don’t care!” He lied as his eyes filled with tears but he kept their intensity, “I want to find him, help him, and get everyone back home! Don’t you?”

      Carla sniffled and nodded her head.

      “You didn’t betray Wendy.” He said, ‘No one who would want to betray someone would act the way you are, right?’ She shook her head. Even with all the complicated emotions mixing in her chest right now, down in her heart she just wanted to find Wendy and make sure she was okay, “You still love her, right?”

      “Y-Yes.”

      “And you want to find her?”

      “Yes!”

      “Then we have to get out of here!” Happy pulled her to the window and grabbed one side of it. After drying her eyes Carla grabbed the other side, “Ready? Push!”

      The blue and white cats groaned as they pushed up on the window and finally dislodged it, opening it wide enough for them to slip out. They heard the sound of yelling and fists slamming on the door behind them as they slipped away before they could get caught.

      The two young Exceeds ran away together as horns sounded off behind them. They kept hearing the word Fallen get yelled out at them and knew that they probably weren’t going to be welcomed with open arms if they turned back.

      So they kept running. They ran and they ran as fast as they could until they ran past the limits of Extalia’s city. The sounds of others yelling behind them slowly faded away as they put more distance between them.

      And until they hit the edge of the land.

      Happy and Carla stood on the end of the floating island the Exceed called home. The curve of Edolas was visible on the horizon among a plethora of fauna and civilization beneath them. But most striking…

      Was the giant Lacrima that seemed to match the size of the island they flew on.

      Happy muttered, “Is that — is that it?”

      “The Lacrima holding the guild.” Carla looked at it, “Yes, I think so.”

      “How do—”

      “HEY, YOU BRATS! GET OFF MY PROPERTY!” The two young cats flinched and turned back around to find an older, grouchy white cat in overalls swinging a hoe around in anger, “I DON’T WANT YA MUCKING UP MY FIELDS!”

      “W-We’re sorry sir!” Happy yelled in a panic as he avoided the swinging tool, “W-We were just coming this way—”

      “Wait, are you two the Fallen the city was screamin’ about! What the hell are you doin’ here?! GET OFF OUR FIELDS!”

      Carla and Happy prepared to defend themselves—

      “AND GET IN THE HOUSE!”

      …

      “Huh?”

      “Over here.” They looked over to see an older blue cat waving them over from the porch of her house, “You can stay in here until it’s safe for you to go.”

      “W-Wha—”

      “DON’T JUST STAND THERE! GET GOIN’”

      “A-Aye sir!”

    
    

    
      Naruto, Earth-Gajeel, and Edo-Gajeel stood at one end of the alley together in silence as they waited for some response from the others. Edo-Gajeel jotted some things down in his notebook and Earth-Gajeel sighed with his arms crossed impatiently. Naruto nodded, “And that’s the gist of it. Any questions? Comments? Concerns?”

      It was safe to say the three new arrivals were stunned by what they had just heard. They stared at the other trio in silence and simply waited for the other shoe to drop. Some indication that it was all just a prank or some trick to mess with their heads. But as the moments passed, their expressions remained hardened, two Gajeels stood right beside each other, and the sky was a different color with flying islands over their heads…

      It became much harder to argue or doubt what they said.

      “J-Juvia’s mind is reeling.” The blue-haired Water Mage murmured as her eyes started to spiral and her head started steaming, “She can’t process all of this.”

      “This is another world?” Gray stepped up and looked around, “This air — this sky — it’s all a new world?”

      “Wait.” Erza muttered as she shook her head, “There’s something I don’t understand.”

      “Yes, please do!”

      “Thank you, Erza-San. Please put some of this into perspective—”

      “You fought the other version of me and you hesitated?!”

      “THAT’S WHAT YOU’RE FOCUSING ON!”

      “Hey, I tried to fight her! I knew who she was and what she was doing!” Naruto frowned before looking aside, “But when I was about to attack her and she had your face—”

      “He chickened out,” Gajeel smirked, and he kept smirking even when the whiskered S-Class Mage gave him a sharp kick to his knee that sent him tumbling to the ground.

      “What is wrong with you?” Erza berated her lover with a stern expression as she marched up to him and got in his face, “Do you think if you stopped for even a moment that she would show you the same courtesy? No! These people are our enemies and they want to use our guild like a battery! You can’t show them mercy — even if they have my face!”

      “I froze! I couldn’t think about hitting you! I’m sorry!”

      “This other version of me was dangerous, right?”

      “Of course she was!”

      “Then that’s all the more reason you should fight and hurt her! I don’t want anything to happen to you — especially not when it might come from someone that looks like me!”

      “Well even if I did fight her it wasn’t gonna be easy! She’s super tough!”

      “Oh please, you’re stronger than some copy of me!”

      “Are you kidding?! She’s just as vicious and resourceful as you!”

      “And I know you can do better than that!”

      The others watched the couple argue with befuddled expressions. Gray tilted his head, “This is the weirdest argument I’ve ever seen.”

      “They’re angry, but it’s an anger and worry that comes from honest love.” Juvia sniffled and looked on fondly, “Ah, so wonderful.”

      “I’m gonna gag.” Earth-Gajeel groaned before he clapped his hands, drawing their attention, “Okay look, we need to come up with a plan. We got you guys back but there’s still the rest of the guild and the town in the Lacrima. Fortunately, we got a secret weapon to save the day; me.”

      Naruto grimaced at the smug smirk on the Iron Dragon Slayer’s face, “What are you talking about?”

      “When I touched the Lacrima holding these three it returned them to normal form. I’m not sure if it’s my magic or my sheer awesomeness—”

      “It’s your magic.”

      “—but I just might be the key to fixing the Lacrima and getting everyone back to normal.”

      The other Fairies looked at each other curiously, “How?”

      “I’m gonna punch it until they come back.”

      …

      Earth-Gajeel shrugged at their unimpressed expressions, “If any of you got better plans I’m all ears.”

      …

      “Ugh, fine, whatever.” The exhaustion in Naruto’s voice made it clear he was beyond trying to reason with the brash Dragon Slayer, ‘How is Wendy the only reasonable one of all of you? Okay, even if we do get them out of the Lacrima, what then?’ He pulled the vial out of his pocket, “I don’t think we got enough for everyone in the guild.”

      “We got enough for Gildarts and Jii-San?” Gray questioned. Naruto looked down at the vial, the many X-Balls still inside, before he confidently nodded, “Then I think we’ll be good.”

      “Then where is this giant Lacrima?” Erza looked around, “We need to locate that first.”

      “Perhaps someone in the Royal Army will know?” Juvia offered her idea, “Perhaps if we capture them and interrogate them, they will tell us where to go.”

      “I doubt any foot soldier will know the specifics.” Edo-Gajeel said, looking up from his notebook and staring in the direction of the castle, “But maybe one of the higher-ups will have an answer.”

      “When we attack that castle, the shit will hit the fan.” The other Fairies didn’t look too bothered by the idea. So Naruto nodded firmly, “As long as we’re all in agreement.”

      “That reminds me, while you lot were all getting back together I overheard some information from the soldiers checking the fireworks.” Edo-Gajeel quickly informed them, gaining their attention as he read from his notebook, “Apparently the attack earlier that got their attention was one led by a group of Exceed and involved capturing invaders from another world. There was a lot of confusion and I didn’t get much concrete information, but I did hear this…”

      “‘We’ve got two Dragon Slayers now. And that blondie they caught was super hot. I wonder what they’ll do to them back in the castle.’ That’s all I heard before they left.”

      Edo-Gajeel closed his notebook and looked up at the sharp, resolved, and hardened expressions on his comrades’ faces.

      “Well, I think your minds are all made up.”

    
    

    
      “Hrrrrrrggggggghhhhhhhhhhhaaaaaayaaaaaaaaaaaaa!”

      She tried screaming her lungs out like Natsu. She tried pumping her arms and breaking free. She tried going loose and slipping her hands out like a jellyfish. But it all ended the same way…

      She was not getting out of these handcuffs.

      “Gah!” Lucy grunted as she dropped down on her butt and glared hatefully at the restraints around her wrists. After she and her friends had been captured by the Royal Army, she woke up alone in this cell with her hands held in handcuffs and her friends nowhere to be seen. It seemed like the soldiers were happy to find out that Natsu and Wendy were Dragon Slayers. She didn’t know the exact reason but her gut told her that it couldn’t be for anything good.

      And then there was the other problem…

      “Exceed.” She whispered to herself as she snaked her foot between her arms and applied pressure by stepping down on the point between her handcuffs, “The revered deities of this world are led by their god queen. I read about them but they didn’t have exact descriptions of their appearance. So I guess I was never going to know that…” She paused and took a deep breath that came out in a tired sigh, “Happy and Carla said they were from this world. I just had no idea they were angels.”

      The blonde Mage looked at the ground and giggled, “Man there is no way anyone as annoying as Happy can be met with reverence. The people of this world ever meet him for themselves and they’d probably turn atheist like that.” She snapped her fingers to accentuate her point.

      Although she then quickly remembered that she was isolated in a cell and talking to herself so there was no point in doing it.

      “Ahhh, this sucks!” The Celestial Mage cried in frustration as she tumbled over on her side and started rolling around anxiously, “I don’t know where everyone went and I lost my keys and I’m trapped and we still need to get everyone back! This sucks! This suuuuuuuuucccccckkkkkkkkkssss—”

      “SHUT THE FUCK UP!”

      “Eep!” Lucy flinched and scurried back in fright as a very loud voice followed a loud slamming against the right wall of her cell. Considering the positioning that meant that it was another cell that probably housed another captured prisoner like herself. She swallowed the lump in her throat, “S-Sorry! I didn’t know anyone else was in here!”

      “Well, there is! And we don’t want to hear your incessant whining! So I’ll repeat — SHUT THE FUCK UP!”

      Lucy trembled in fright as she scooted as far away from that wall as she possibly could. Geez, even when they were locked up together, the people of this world seemed like real jerks.

      The rhythmic tapping against the wall she now leaned against made her flinch and turn her attention there instead, “Excuse me?” A calmer, more composed voice spoke up through the wall to get her attention, “I’m sorry for his outburst. He’s just a tiny bit antsy.”

      “TINY?!” The loud voice screamed from the other wall, somehow hearing the far more accommodating whisper of the person talking to her on this side of her cell, “That’s a goddamn understatement!”

      “He’s just worried because he was caught and he doesn’t know what’s happening to his guild and he gets tortured now and then when the guards need information or are bored. You know, like the rest of us.”

      Well, that didn’t make her feel any better about being here than it did before. Lucy gulped before leaning in towards the nicer wall, “So how long have you been here?”

      “It’s been a few months now since I lost track of my guild. I hope everyone is still okay with us gone.” The man speaking to her sounded forlorn before he struck up a conversation, “What about you ma’am? You just got here, right?”

      “Y-Yeah.” She nodded, only then realizing again that no one could see her. Clearing her throat the Celestial Mage shifted around to better address the voice behind the wall, “I came here with my friends to stop the Royal Army but we were captured.”

      “Admirable, but it seems like it ended how it always ends.” The mature, composed man from the other side of the wall sighed heavily, “I understand your frustration with the kingdom and its methods of doing things, but running in half-cocked like that was only going to end badly.”

      “No, I didn’t come here because I’m angry about the guild situation.” Lucy clarified, “I came to stop them from using that giant Lacrima.”

      “The Lacrima?” Lucy looked back across the room and heard the brash, loud voice speak up after hearing her talk, “Why would you want them to stop using that? I hate the kingdom with every fiber of my being but if they can get us more magic then more power to them.”

      “I have to stop them. They kidnapped my guild and locked them away in that Lacrima to be used as a resource. My friends and I can’t let that happen.”

      “What did you say?”

      “There are people in that thing?! Shit kid, my bad! I thought they just stole ambient magic power or something from another world. That thing is people?! That’s messed up!”

      Well, at least the captured and tortured prisoners of Edolas seemed to understand how awful this situation was, “Thank you.”

      “So what are you going to do next?”

      “I’m not sure.” The Celestial Mage said with uncertainty as she stared up at the ceiling, “I need to help my friends but I’m not sure how to get out of here. I maybe could if I still had my keys but…” She frowned as she remembered this version of Angel absconding with them while she was captured, “Damn.”

      “I’d suggest that maybe attacking a guard when they come back would be your best chance of escaping. Although our mutual rowdy friend can attest to how painful that attempt would be.”

      “I do pretty well with the first five or so! But then they’ll send in a platoon, wail on me, throw me back in the cell, and take turns beating me until they get tired!”

      Lucy sweated at the unappealing proposal, “W-Why do you keep doing it then?”

      “Guy’s gotta have fun somehow.”

      Lucy was quickly realizing that maybe these weren’t the most mentally sound collaborators to be plotting with. She coughed quietly, “Um, any other plans?”

      “Well maybe if we all acted together in perfect sync we could get an answer. However, your neighbor isn’t exactly a role model for cooperation and my neighbor abhors unnecessary violence and collateral damage.”

      “I’m sorry!” Lucy heard a far-off desperate apology coming from two cells over, “I just can’t help it! This architecture is just too beautiful! I won’t risk breaking it!”

      Lucy sighed tiredly, “Well this has been productive.” She wanted to gripe a little more but heard the sound of heavy footsteps echoing from down the hall. The lovely blonde went still and quiet as she heard the steps approaching, “What—”

      “Oh, put your dicks away boys! Warden’s coming!” The rude neighbor beside her snarled as the footfalls stopped, ‘Hey you cranky whore, you feel like finally coming in here and trying your hand with — AHHHHHH!’ Lucy flinched as she heard a loud slam and shake from the cell next to her, “FUCK YOU BITCH!”

      Lucy gulped as the steps continued to grow closer. She saw a shadow loom by her door before it slowly pushed open and she saw a familiar red-haired woman in sparing armor with a spear in hand walk in.

      “Erza.”

      “It’s still unsettling knowing you’re thinking of someone else when you say my name.” The fierce redhead stated as she stepped up to Lucy, causing the blonde Mage to shy away in case the Commander lashed out angrily, “I’m glad to see you aren’t still trying to appeal to me like I was your friend.”

      “Yeah,” Lucy eased into a more comfortable sitting position as she spoke with the doppelgänger of her friend, “Are Natsu and Wendy okay?”

      “They’re still alive the last time I checked.”

      “What is going to happen to them?”

      “That isn’t going to be your concern anymore.”

      Lucy wanted to press the point but something about Erza’s tone set her on edge, “What should I be concerned about?”

      “Your fate has been decided by the queen of Exceed.” Erza turned her spear’s point on Lucy, “You have been sentenced to death.”

      “W-What?! What for?!”

      “Well, we weren’t exactly going to free you anyway. But the queen has decreed that your existence here is too dangerous.” The Commander answered without any emotion in her voice, “Therefore, we will have you executed.”

      Lucy looked at the otherworldly version of her dear friend and partner from the Fairy Titans. Every time she looked at her she couldn’t help but think about the Erza she knew. The woman that struck fear and obedience into every member of the rowdy crew that was Fairy Tail when she wasn’t the caring sister figure watching over them. The fierce, unscrupulous warrior that never shied from a challenge on the battlefield also made the cute family she had with Naruto and Koyuki feel so warm. The cool and stunning beauty could also be dorky and funny when it came to stuff she liked or food she wanted to try.

      Lucy grit her teeth before shaking her head. Even if this Erza was different from the one she knew, she couldn’t be so different that nothing of her dear friend could be found, “Erza!” She cried out, “Please, you have to help me save my guild! They need my help!”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Look, I know you’re a member of the army, but you’re still Erza!” Lucy sat up on her knees and pleaded to the stone-faced redhead, “You have to care about people! You wouldn’t just hurt others and use innocent lives just to make magic! I know you don’t like Fairy Tail but it’s not just Fairy Tail in there! It’s an entire town! Filled with men, women, and children who were just living their lives! The people you cared about are in there! The man you love is in there! Your little sister is in there!”

      The Fairy Hunter’s unwavering stare widened for a moment after hearing Lucy speak. The Fairy Mage looked up in surprise when she saw the reaction on Erza’s face before she whispered, “What… what sister?”

      “Koyuki-chan! Koyuki Senju-chan! A sweet little girl with a round face and big eyes that Erza treats like her sister! They adore each other! Always spend time together! Other than Naruto I’m sure Koyuki-chan is the biggest love in Erza’s life!” Even if they weren’t the same person, Lucy knew Erza’s face well enough to know when her friend was thinking and considering something in her head, “You’ve felt that way before too, right? Something you love and care about enough that you can’t imagine anything happening to them? That’s what’s happening to us right now. Please… you can’t let them use the Lacrima. Don’t you understand?”

      Tears started brimming the sides of Lucy’s eyes as she looked up at the fearsome redhead that held her life in her hands. She stared up at her intense silence before the Ten Commandments started to lower in Erza’s hand. Lucy let out a breathless gasp as she looked back up at Knightwalker, “Yes. I do understand.”

      A gasp slipped out of Lucy’s throat as she stared up at Erza Knightwalker with a faint relief in her chest—

      Before her gloved hand slammed down and latched into the root of her hair.

      “A-AAHHH!” Lucy cried out in pain as Erza started to pull and drag her out of the cell, “S-Stop! Please!”

      “Hey! Hey! Let her go!”

      “You wretched bitch!”

      “Don’t hurt her!”

      As the other prisoners cried out for her to stop, Erza continued to drag Lucy by the hair out and down the hallway. Lucy tried to pry herself free and punched the hand dragging her but Erza’s grip was ironclad and refused to budge, “P-Please! Stop it! Stop!”

      “You were right, by the way. I have felt exactly how you described it. So much that I will continue with this path, even if it means sacrificing all the people in that Lacrima.”

      “B-But that’s barbaric!” Lucy shrieked, slamming her bare heels on the ground in a vain attempt to slow them both down, “How can you just resign to taking all those peoples’ lives! Erza would never do that! She’d—”

      The grip on Lucy’s hair finally loosened and the restrained blonde Mage fell to the ground. She quickly sprawled up to her knees only to be met with a spear just inches away from her nose. She froze in shock before looking up at its wielder.

      “You’re all fools.” Erza snarled out through gritted teeth as she glared down at Lucy so intensely the girl felt a shiver go up to her spine, ‘Is there something about this you Earthland people just can’t comprehend? I am not your friend. I am not your Erza. Your weeping and begging for my help means nothing to me. I have a duty I must complete and a mission to see through.’ The tip of the Ten Commandments nearly grazed Lucy’s neck, “Since you seem so intent on reconciling me with your Erza then answer me this; would your Erza ever have faltered to some begging mess asking for help?”

      Tears couldn’t stop building up in Lucy’s eyes seeing her friend’s face and hearing her voice say such terrible things. Even through the fear and pain she wiped her eyes clear and glared up at the Second Commander, “She would… if a friend was asking.”

      “Hmm.” Knightwalker drew her spear back and prepared to strike, “Unfortunately I don’t have friends.”

      “Wait!”

      “Lucy!”

      Both women stopped and looked over past the banisters of the hall that led into an open, sprawling center plaza of the castle. And from that open concept, Happy and Carla flew into the hallway and got between Erza and Lucy before anything could happen.

      Erza quickly stepped back, “Y-You’re—”

      Lucy cheered, “Happy!”

      “I’m so sorry!” The little blue Exceed apologized as he floated down by her hands and tugged on the cuffs restraining her, “I-I didn’t — we didn’t know—”

      “It’s okay.” Lucy whispered with overjoyed tears in her eyes, “I know you wouldn’t have done this.”

      “You there! Solider!” Carla turned in the air and faced Knightwalker with a stern look on her face. Erza quickly fell to one knee and bowed her head as the white Exceed spoke, “I want you to free this woman immediately!”

      Erza’s shock was visible as she looked up at Carla in disbelief, “B-But we were ordered by Queen Shagotte to execute this woman—”

      “And this is the change in order she asked delivered by her sole heir.” Erza looked up at Carla in shock as Lucy and Happy’s eyes widened in disbelief. Carla proudly crossed her paws and floated with regal beauty, “I am Queen Shagotte’s daughter, and if you do not wish to incur our wrath I suggest you follow that order.”

      “Y-You are, Carla?!” Happy marveled as his eyes shined like stars, “That’s incredible! I had no idea—”

      Lucy’s hand latched around his mouth as she quickly caught on to the white Exceed’s plan.

      “I-I…” Erza bit her lip and lowered her head, “I shall receive the keys for her cuffs, Your Grace.”

      “And after you’re done, we wish to speak about the return of the Lacrima to its original location.” She noticed Erza’s hand tense around the shaft of her spear in response to her order. Carla raised a critical eyebrow, “Oh, you won’t comply? That kind of disobedience will only bring the wrath of the Exceed down upon you. Are you ready for that kind of response?”

      …

      Erza’s only answer was to raise her head and stare deep into Carla’s soul. The white Exceed sweated in response and floated a little further out of her range, “I will say it once more—”

      “Erza!” Their attention turned back down the hallway as Pantherlily and a squadron of soldiers started running their way, “Those two! They’re Fallen! Don’t listen to them!”

      Carla sighed, “Worth a try!”

      Happy grabbed Lucy’s back, “Time to go!”

      The Exceed flew away with the rescued Fairy as Erza slowly stood back up. She looked up with an irate glare and mashed her teeth, “That damn cat.”

      If she got her hands on the little white bitch she was going to—

      “H-Hey! Up there! Look!”

      Erza heard one soldier call out and ran up to the edge of the banister. She looked up into the sky and saw the blonde Fairy with the Fallen Exceeds that helped her. But what was gaining the most attention was the horde of flying creatures sailing down from Extalia enough to block the sky.

      “I-Is that the Exceed?!”

      “Why are they coming down here?!”

      “W-What do we do?!”

      “Erza! Lily!” The two Commanders looked over as Coco slid to a stop in front of them, “I have an urgent order from his majesty! He says if the Exceed is coming down then it’s time to act!”

      “You don’t mean—”

      “We’re initiating Code ETD!”

    
    

    
      “T-There’s some kind of commotion going on in the castle.” Juvia noted as she and the other Fairies observed the castle from a safe distance as they prepared their next move, “Do you think it has something to do with our friends?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if they already figured out a way to bust themselves out while we were getting ready,” Gray said as he stared up at the extravagant castle that housed Edolas’ royalty and main military force. As he stared at the gargantuan castle he shook his head, “And we’re sure the other you didn’t have a convenient map of the entire castle that lets us know where everyone could be?”

      “No, we’re making do with what we got, Fullbuster.” Gajeel groaned before he looked up at the fortress they were going to raid, ‘Okay, so maybe somewhere in the castle is the Lacrima hiding our guild. Only one thing to do.’ He grinned and clenched his metal-clad fists, “I’ll charge in, you peons help when you can, and then I’ll save the day! Ready! G—”

      “No.” Erza roughly chopped the back of his head and caused the Iron Dragon Slayer to fall to his knees as he clutched his aching skull. The armored S-Class Mage looked at the castle critically as she tried to think about their situation, “If the Lacrima containing me, Gray, and Juvia were already extraordinarily large, then the one carrying everyone in Magnolia must be even larger. I doubt it will be in the castle where it couldn’t be stored.”

      “A-Ah,” Gajeel moaned and rubbed his head before snapping, ‘Dammit Titania, can’t you interrupt without breaking my fucking skull!’ He nursed his head before groaning, “Look, what about if they’re hiding it underground or beneath the castle? So they’re sitting on top of it without ever giving us a chance to reach it ourselves? We have to at least consider that possibility.”

      Erza seemed surprised by that suggestion as she cupped her chin. After a few moments of thought, she gave a confident nod, “That’s a good idea, Gajeel. Real smart thinking. I’m proud of you.”

      The others ignored Gajeel’s yelp of pain as Erza’s tried to embrace him but instead slammed his head on a sharp corner of her armor. Naruto stared up at the castle with a creased brow, “Okay, then we need to prepare for that possibility. Whether the Lacrima is underground or in another location, we can’t risk it. Until we find Natsu and Wendy somewhere in there, Gajeel is the only Dragon Slayer we’ve got that can free the Lacrima. So I think he should stay back here until we can secure a path to it.”

      “Bullshit!” The Iron Dragon Slayer yelled as a streak of blood dripped down his face from the injury he secured, “I called the underground thing! I should be leading the charges!”

      “No because what if they attack you while we’re trying to find it!”

      “Oh yeah? And if you do are you gonna drag it out of there like the last one?! Because that was working fucking well!”

      “You little—”

      “Um, excuse Juvia?” Juvia whispered to gain her comrades’ attention. The Water Mage was silently staring upwards before pointing into the sky, “Is that… what Juvia thinks it is?”

      They all followed where she was pointing and looked up into the sky. When they did they spotted a legion of winged cats flying down in a massive squad towards the castle.

      The Fairy Mages could only look up at it in disbelief.

      “Oh my god.”

      “Are — are those cats?”

      “Are they flying like Happy and Carla?”

      “They did come from this world.”

      “I don’t believe it.”

      “Y-Yeah, it’s so strange—”

      “SO MANY FLYING CATS!” Gajeel exclaimed in excitement. The others stared at him with blank, disappointed glares as the former Phantom Mage bounced with joy, “THIS IS IT! THIS IS MY CHANCE! I CAN GET ONES LIKE THE KID AND SALAMANDER! I CAN GET THE ULTIMATE CAT—”

      He didn’t get to finish his sentence as Naruto’s foot and Erza’s fist came swinging towards his head from opposite sides.

      As Gray and Juvia watched the couple wail on the idiotic Dragon Slayer, a bright light shot up from the castle’s interior and covered the flying cats coming down from above. They stared at the strange sight before they heard distant, pained screams coming from the cats.

      All of the Fairies look up as the screaming felines caught in the light start to lose their form and meld together.

      Until they formed one giant, cat-shaped Lacrima that fell and collided with the interior of the castle.

      …

      “What the hell?”

      “Did they kill all those Happy cats?”

      “Hey,” Gray tapped Naruto’s shoulder and pointed up to one of the towers of the castle, “Is that—”

      He spotted a faraway woman with blonde hair with small blue and white dots by her side.

    
    

    
      “Oh my god!” Lucy cried out as she, Happy, and Carla watched as the Exceed that came down after them were captured and condensed into Lacrima.

      Happy looked down at the giant crystal cat the soldiers were cheering around and starting to move, “W-Why would they do that?” He asked before looking over at Carla, “Were they helping us?”

      “I don’t think so.” Carla shook her head with a dire expression after seeing the Exceed shot out of the sky like that. The little white cat looked down at the Lacrima with a sense of dread filling her stomach, “I think they did the same thing to the Exceed that they did to our guild. Turn them into a power source.”

      “But I thought Exceed were revered like gods in this world?”

      “They are. And doing this would be an act of war.” Carla looked back up to the giant floating island in sight that held the kingdom of her people, “The humans have betrayed the Exceed.”

      “What… what do we do?”

      “Use this opportunity,” Carla answered, her eyes hard and determined as she turned and started flying towards another tower. Happy and Lucy followed after her as she flew through a window and started speeding down the hall, “As they’re dealing with the confusion we can find Wendy and Natsu wherever they could be!”

      “B-But Carla, if the Royal Army fights with the Exceed—”

      “It doesn’t matter to us.” The strict white Exceed denounced Happy’s concerns as they banked around the corner and headed down, “Saving our guild needs to be our only concern. We can’t fix this world—”

      A red blur passed by their side and got in front of them. Before Carla could even react an armored foot slammed into her body and spiked her to the ground.

      “CAR—”

      “Rune Save!”

      A spear slashed through Lucy and Happy’s bodies before they could call out to their friend. There was no damage left in this form, but Happy suddenly realized that his wings had disappeared as they dropped back to the ground. They looked up to see a terrifying red-haired warrior standing over them and glaring down so strongly they felt like ants under her.

      “E-Erza.”

      “I must admit…” She looked down at Carla as the little Exceed coughed and tried to lift herself off the ground, ‘You had me jumping your hoops there for a moment, little Exceed.’ Erza stalked forward and looked down at the pained Exceed in pity, “Did you enjoy making me feel like a fool? Don’t answer that. It won’t matter in a minute.” She lifted her spear slightly, “You all should have run while you had the chance. Now that Code Exceed Total Destruction has been initiated, there’s nothing left on Edolas that could protect you.”

      “O-Our friends—”

      “Maybe you’ll meet them again someday.” Erza lifted her spear with the point down over Carla’s head—

      “AHHH!”

      “C-COMMANDER!”

      “INTRUDERS!”

      Erza paused from taking the final plunge and looked back at her men. She saw her highly trained and disciplined soldiers turn and run when they weren’t being blown off their feet high enough to hit the ceiling. With a deep glare, she turned as she saw ice explode up from the ground under her men while a shadow knocked them out of the air.

      “Wow, you weren’t kidding. A whole other Erza working for the bad guys.”

      “Told you. Did you think I was making it up or something?”

      “Well I’m sure two Erzas is a thought you’ve had at least—”

      “Quiet.”

      Commander Knightwalker snarled as Happy and Lucy squealed with joy. Carla’s eyes nearly filled with tears as she saw familiar faces the way she knew them to appear to their rescue.

      “Naruto! Gray!”

      “There you are, Uzumaki.” Knightwalker seethed as her grip tightened around her spear when she spotted the whiskered Fairy that stood in her path once more. He glared at her as she held her spear in both hands, “I hope you’ll stick around to give a good fight this time.”

      She dashed forward and primed her spear to lance through his chest. He prepared to move—

      Except another blur slipped in and countered her thrust with a parry of her sword.

      The red-haired Commander stared at the red-haired Fairy that stood in her way.

      Solid brown eyes stared into a mix of blue and brown.

      With a swift flick of their wrists, they disengaged from each other and slid apart.

      Everything else seemed to fade away as the identical women stared each other down. One brandished her spear as the other took a stance with her sword.

      “Erza?”

      “Erza.”

      “Knightwalker.”

      “Scarlet.”

      “Heh,” Knightwalker hummed in amusement as her spear glowed. Scarlet’s body glowed as well before they dove at each other.

      The explosion of wind that released from their clash blew everything and everyone else away.

    
    

    
      “W-Wait, we just left Erza back there!” Lucy called out as Gray carried her in his arms as they rushed down the hallway, “Shouldn’t we help her?”

      “You wanna go back there and intervene?” The Maker Mage asked as Lucy clammed up at the thought, “Exactly.”

      “Don’t worry!” Naruto yelled back as he led the charge down the hallway with Carla and Happy in his arms, ‘Erza can handle her counterpart! We’ve got bigger things to deal with! Finding the Lacrima and getting us all home! Stop up here!’ Naruto and Gray slid to a stop before they released the friends they had finally reunited with, “I’m glad you guys—”

      The two cats jumped up and hugged Naruto around his arms as Lucy did the same with Gray. The two men were surprised by their embrace before they pulled back, “I’m so glad you’re okay!”

      “We thought you guys were stuck in the Lacrima! H-How did you—”

      “We’ll explain later,” Gray said, grabbing onto the restraints around her hands and freezing them solid before they broke apart. She rubbed her wrists as he stood up, “Listen, Gajeel and Juvia are waiting for us outside. We need to find the Lacrima—”

      “No, no not yet!” Carla waved her paws, “Wendy and Natsu are further inside and we need to help them! And if you need to reach the Lacrima then we know where to find it! But unless we figure out how to free the guild—”

      “Gajeel can do that! And so can Dragon Slayers like Natsu and Wendy!”

      “Then we need to find them! If we—” They paused as they heard a cavalcade of footsteps approaching their position. They immediately hid behind a corner except for Naruto, “You fool, get over here—”

      “Hey stop right there!” A soldier called out, “Identify — o-oh, Master Namikaze, sir!”

      “Sir, w-we didn’t know—”

      “Forget it!” Naruto yelled forcefully, “Do you two know where the Dragon Slayers are being kept around here?”

      “Yes sir! They’re in the equipment hold a floor below with Chief-of-Staff Boro!”

      “I see.” Naruto nodded, ‘Alright then.’ His features immediately grew stiffer, “Don’t just stand there! Get going! Move!”

      “Yes sir!” The soldiers all ran away to avoid incurring the powerful warrior’s wrath.

      Once they were gone Naruto turned to his stunned friends and laughed, “Pays to have a counterpart on the other side.”

      “There’s no way that would work a second time.”

      “Doesn’t have to.” He grinned, “It sounds like they’re going outside to handle the chaos Gajeel and Juvia are causing them.”

      “Hey, is it true that Gajeel can turn the Lacrima back into the guild?” Happy asked as Gray nodded, “Then maybe if I get him up there then we can recover everybody and gain a big advantage in the fight!”

      “I think we could use the support.” Naruto nodded, “He should be out by the front of the castle. Follow the sounds of metal, water, and screaming.”

      “Aye sir!”

      Happy rushed out the window to help their guild. Naruto started down the hall and waved them along, “C’mon, let’s get our friends!”

      The reunited Fairies ran down the halls of the castle and went down a floor. As they looked around they found a massive door unlike any other door along the hall. Taking a guess they rushed into it and broke the door open to find the two Dragon Slayers bound to stone with mechanical equipment secured around them.

      “There they are!”

      “Wendy!”

      “Natsu!” Naruto jumped up and slashed their restraints, letting them fall from the rock and to the ground. Gray and Lucy caught them before they could land roughly and gently laid them on the floor, “Wake up, come on!”

      “A-Are they—”

      “Unconscious.” They let out a sigh of relief as Gray pulled his finger back from Wendy’s neck, ‘I don’t know what happened to them, but they are alive.’ He held his hand out to Naruto, “Quick give me those ball-things. We need to help them get their magic back.”

      Naruto fished out the X-Balls and removed two. He held them out for Lucy and Gray to take. They fed them to the Dragon Slayers as they stirred awake from their unconscious states. As the medicinal ball started to take effect, the two exhausted Fairies started to open their eyes and wake up. Natsu blinked a few times and stared up at the familiar blonde woman holding him in her arms, “Lucy?”

      “Yeah!” She cheered as Natsu groaned and sat up without her help, “It’s us Natsu! And Happy and Carla saved me! And Erza, Gray, Naruto, Gajeel, and Juvia are here too! We can—”

      Natsu’s fist slammed down on the ground and cracked part of it. They leaned back from his angry response as he gritted his teeth, “Bastards. I won’t… I won’t let them!” Without pause, Natsu rushed off the ground and sprinted down the hall, “We won’t let you!”

      “Natsu!”

      “What the hell is he doing?”

      “H-He wants to stop them… before it’s too late…” Wendy weakly murmured as they looked down at the little Fairy Mage, “We can’t… let them do it.”

      “Do what?”

      “They’re… they’re going to crash the Lacrima… into Extalia…” Wendy weakly muttered with tears coming into her eyes, “They’ll kill our guild… to make eternal magic.”

    
    

    
      “So everything is prepared?”

      “Yes.” Boro dutifully bowed his head to Faust, “The Dragon Slayer magic is extraordinary. With its help, we’ll be able to create an eternal magic source that will never disappear.”

      “Excellent.” Faust sat back in his chair with exhilarated glee as his lifetime goal drew ever closer. He spotted an uneasy expression in the corner of his eye, “Do you have some reservations, Namikaze?”

      “Not at all, Your Majesty.” The scarred soldier immediately answered. He gently rubbed the inside of his left forearm as he smiled at the king, ‘I know how long you’ve wished for a perpetual power and I’m glad to see we’re at the precipice of making it a reality. But what of the Dragon Slayers?’ He remembered the little blue-haired girl he carried in his arms that looked up at him with eyes pleading for mercy, “Now that you have their power what’s in store for them?”

      “Well they cannot use their magic in this world but it still refills after a time.” Boro answered, a slimy smile on his face, “Once we have an eternal magical source to draw from it might be interesting to see how Dragon Slayer magic can be applied with it. We could use them for years to be.”

      Naruto’s fist tightened at his side. The thought of that little girl being subjected to that kind of treatment wasn’t something that sat easily in his stomach. But… if the result helped change the world…

      “I see… that’s… fortunate.”

      “Your Majesty!” The doors swung open as Hughes and Sugarboy rushed in, “We’ve gotten word from our soldiers! Erza has engaged in battle with the other version of her that was released from the portion of the Lacrima! They’re fighting in another wing of the castle!”

      “What?!” They were all shocked by the report as Naruto frowned and stepped forward, “How the hell would she have gotten in?! How did she find Erza?!”

      Hughes was ready to answer before he looked at the blond man in surprise, “Naruto? But the soldiers said you were further in the castle…”

      Their eyes widened in shock as they quickly realized what had happened. Naruto gritted his teeth and stepped forward, “Hughes! Sugarboy! The castle is on lockdown! If mine and Erza’s counterparts are running around then they’re going to be doing whatever they can to ruin our operation and get the Lacrima back! I don’t know who they might be with but if there’s anyone unfamiliar running about lock them up or put them down!”

      “Right!”

      “I’m going to be staying here with the king so if anyone sees another me running around, kill him on sight!” Naruto yelled, ‘And tell the other members of the Oración Seis to get going! We can’t let this operation be endangered so close to finishing!’ Hughes and Sugarboy quickly rushed out of the room to convey his orders, “Boro, get to the lab and finish whatever is needed to complete the project! The longer we wait the more we risk having everything coming apart!”

      “Very well.” The short man nodded and started heading back to his laboratory, “I’ll be needing all hands on deck. I’m not sure where Mask may have scurried off to but I’m expecting them to be coming back to assist at some point.”

      Naruto was surprised to hear that quiet, meek assistant in black robes and a mask was nowhere to be found. If everyone was so focused on the intruders…

      He shook his head. He couldn’t worry about that now. If Mask wanted to use this opportunity then so be it. No better time. He had other things to focus on.

      “I’m relieved to see you so focused, Naruto.” Faust remarked with his chin resting on his fist, “After your question about the Dragon Slayers I feared maybe you were losing your stomach for this.”

      “Not at all, Your Majesty.” The scar-faced man narrowed his hardened eyes, “If we can create eternal magic and change this world, I’m willing to destroy any invaders that threaten to get in the way.”

    
    

    
      “Crash the Lacrima into Extalia?” Lucy covered her mouth, “Oh no.”

      “Yes, that man that drained our magic told us about it. He mocked us with it.” With a frustrated frown, Wendy looked up at the older Fairies that came to their rescue, “With our magic, he can manipulate the floating island keeping the Lacrima up, and crash it into the land where all the Exceed live. When they do that, the magic inside them should react and create an eternal source of magic.”

      “That’s sick.” Gray cursed under his breath, “We have to stop them.”

      “Yeah but we need to find—”

      “aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” They all looked back as Natsu came running back into the room, snot and tears rushing out of him as his eyes spiraled around in uncontrollable fear, ‘ERZA! ERZAS! TWO OF THEM! WE’RE DEAD! WE’RE ALL DEAD! SHE’LL KILL US! END OF DAYS! END OF — OW!’ Naruto slapped him so hard that he nearly knocked Natsu off his feet. The pink-haired man blinked, “NARUTO?!”

      “YOU ONLY JUST NOTICED!”

      Gray came by and slapped Natsu upside the head, “Calm down you idiot. We need to think about our plan of attack so—”

      “GRAY?! WHEN’D YOU GET HERE?!”

      “I SAID CALM DOWN!”

      As the Fairies started to create a plan for handling the mess they were in, they came to an agreement that they had to divide and conquer. Natsu and Gray decided to search for the people in charge and stop the Lacrima from crashing into Extalia. Wendy voiced a desire to warn the Exceed but Carla told her they shouldn’t split up. And Lucy…

      Lucy asked Naruto for some help.

    
    

    
      “This is terrifying!” Lucy cried out as she was carried in Naruto’s arm as he ran along the outside of the castle. The blonde Celestial Mage squirmed and panicked in his grasp as she tried to rationalize that even though she was perpendicular to the ground, she wasn’t going to fall. It was failing as she shrieked, “Wasn’t there a better way to do this?!”

      “Happy went to find Gajeel, Carla is carrying Wendy, and going back the way you came meant running through soldiers and the Erza-bowl rocking the castle. This was the best way to avoid everything.” Naruto calmly stated as he weathered Lucy’s freaking out. As he ran along the walls he craned his neck back to look at Wendy and Carla flying by their side, “Are you sure you’re up to be moving about again? I’m sure being drained of your magic like that didn’t feel good.”

      “It didn’t, but don’t worry.” The little Dragon Slayer gave a quick pump of her arms, ‘I’m more than ready to help out however I can.’ She hesitantly looked over her shoulder, “I still think we should warn the Exceed—”

      “We don’t need to worry about them.” Carla bitterly shot down her charge’s suggestion once again, “Right now our concern has to be with saving our guild and stopping the Royal Army. That’s it.”

      “Down there!” Before the subject could be brought up again, Lucy called out and pointed down at the set of hallways and windows she thought were familiar. Naruto jumped through them and set Lucy down as Wendy and Carla touched down beside them, “They should be over here!”

      “And you’re sure these guys can help us?”

      “The Royal Army was keeping them captive all this time. If we ask for their help with dealing with all this I’m sure they’ll give it.” She approached the familiar cell doors, “Guys? Are you still there?”

      “Little lady?”

      “Holy shit you’re alive!”

      “Oh, that’s a relief. I feared the worse before the castle went on high alert.”

      “Yeah, I’m here with my friends. We’re here to break you out.” Lucy grinned, “If we let you guys out, can you help us get my guild back and stop the Royal Army?”

      “I’m not sure how much help I’ll be but I’ll do what I can.”

      “I would forever be in your debt.”

      “Kid, point me at a soldier and you won’t be able to fucking stop me!”

      Lucy beamed with joy and satisfaction that she had found some allies in their time of need. But as she and Wendy were happy for the help, Naruto tilted his head curiously. Were those voices… familiar?

      “We’ll get you out right now!” Lucy proudly proclaimed before looking back, “C’mon Naruto, hop to it. Knock the doors down.”

      He sighed and rolled up his sleeve, “You know in times like this you should be the one to bravely knock them down—”

      His eyes widened and he immediately turned around and prepared to attack. When he looked back it was to see a feminine figure in black garb that covered most of their body and a mask that hid their face and head. They were carrying a sack filled with items in one hand and keys in the other. Lucy quickly took up a clumsy fighting stance as well as Wendy tensed up.

      Until the masked figure held out the keys for them.

      There was a tense moment of silence before they realized the masked figure wasn’t going to take action. Wendy nervously stepped up, “Are those the keys to the cells?” The masked figure nodded and tossed them into the air for Wendy to catch.

      As she did she nodded graciously and then walked over to the cells. As Naruto kept his eyes on the curious masked figure helping them, Wendy quickly opened the cell doors and freed the people within. And as they walked out…

      The Earthland Fairies stared with eyes as wide and white as plates.

      “I’m so glad you got the keys.” A cleaner, more well-kept version of Gildarts walked out while rubbing the back of his neck, “It would have been a shame to destroy such wonderfully crafted cell doors and infrastructure.”

      “Ugh, I know you hate destroying things but we do have more important matters to focus on.” They looked over as a familiar, tall blond man walked out. A Laxus that had a kinder expression on his face and wasn’t as ripped as his Earthland self nodded to them, “We appreciate your help very much. Please let us do what we can to assist in your mission.”

      “Just give me a guy to punch!” Their attention finally fell on the burliest, rowdiest man among the captives. His muscles were tense and bulging, his body covered in dirt from various beatings during his time in captivity, and his wild, untamed mane of hair that went all the way down his back spun around frantically.

      Jura lashed his hair aside, “Let the strongest man in Lamia Scale, Jura, show you why he’s the most feared man in the world!”

      …

      “Yep,” Naruto grimly nodded, “This place is definitely hell.”

    
    

    
      Done

      So Fairy Titans with friends are back in business! And we have a few new additions to look forward to.

      I cannot tell you how funny it was to come up with an idea of a Jura who is the opposite of his normal self — complete with glorious mane of hair. Imagine a bodybuilder with the top of a hairstyle magazine cover. That’s this guy.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    70. All-Out Brawl X ʅʍɐɹꓭ ʇnO-ʅʅⱯ

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 70: All-Out Brawl X ʅʍɐɹꓭ ʇnO-ʅʅⱯ

      Damn this was a long chapter! Always seemed to be more and more that I could add!

    
    

    
      “UuuuuuuuuuugggggyyyyyyHHHHHHAAAA!” The brutish, loud, unruly, and very hairy Jura stretched his arms out with a groan so loud it started to shake the walls around them. He circled his arms around his chest and started swiveling his upper body, ‘Man, it feels good to be out of there! I missed stretching my legs!’ He then immediately broke into very deep squats, “Oh that feels amazing!”

      “Jura, try to focus.” The suave and collected Laxus looked at his fellow Mage in exhaustion as the large, brash man continued to ignore them and do his workout. The tall blond man fixed his tie before lifting the purple and black suit jacket off his shoulder and slipping his arms through the sleeves. He then looked aside, “Are you alright, Gildarts?”

      “Ah! Such beauty! Such immaculate design!” The gangly, awkward orange-haired man exclaimed in glee as he looked around at their settings. He immediately charged at the Earthland Fairies as they jumped back in shock only to realize that he was more interested in examining the wall at the finer details in its creation, “I hate the oppressiveness of the Royal Army but my goodness do they have an eye for architecture.”

      “You have to forgive him, he was an architect before joining Fairy Tail. He never really got out of it.” Laxus politely apologized for his comrade’s rude and unwelcoming behavior to their saviors. He noticed their expressions, “Are you alright?”

      Wendy, Lucy, and Carla looked like they had been suddenly slapped in the face and were trying to rationalize the absurdity they were witnessing.

      Naruto looked like he’d been slapped by a fish, and the way his face grimaced and contorted spelled that out quite well, “I don’t like this.” He bemoaned and shook his head in disgust, “I don’t like this at all.”

      “Well I recognize some of you as similar to our comrades, so you must be versions from another world.” Edo-Laxus deduced as he looked at Wendy and Lucy in general disbelief at their remarkable likeness. But when his eyes turned to Naruto, “However you look like—”

      “NAMIKAZE!”

      Naruto barely had a moment to guard his chest as Edo-Jura rushed in and shoulder slammed him into the wall. The whiskered Fairy cracked the concrete and dropped to a knee with a groan, “Oh fuck, like a train to the chest!”

      “No! The wall has been cracked!” Edo-Gildarts wept, “You monsters! It was innocent! How could you?!”

      “Bastard!” The hairy Jura exclaimed in seething rage as he glared down at Naruto, ‘You’d dare show your face in front of me after you brought me in! You and your little squad of gimps!’ Jura cracked his knuckles as he drew closer and Naruto immediately tensed his body in preparation for combat, “I’ll show you—”

      “Stop!” Laxus stepped in-between Jura and Naruto before things could escalate. The blond Mage looked at the larger man, “Jura, that isn’t Naruto Namikaze.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?! Look at him! He looks the same!”

      “Yes, he looks the same but not exactly.” Laxus turned to Naruto and pointed at his face, ‘Look at him. He’s missing the scars along his face that Namikaze received fighting my grandfather in the Fairy Tail raid. Also, along with the missing scars his eyes are different. One is brown and the other is blue, while Namikzae’s are both blue. And these girls, who come from another world’s Fairy Tail, trust him enough to bring him here to help us.’ He turned back to Jura and implored the Lamia Mage, “This man is not our enemy.”

      Jura pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes as he looked between Laxus and Naruto a few times. The larger man sighed and relented, “Fine Laxus, I’ll trust you.” He lowered his arms and eased the tension in his form, “Sorry about that buddy. I wanted to beat on the guy with your face.”

      Naruto trembled, “Stop it, Jura. Please, shave your head or something. It’s weird like this.”

      “I ain’t shavin’ shit!” The man loudly proclaimed before proudly running a hand through his hair, “This is the greatest goddamn mane of hair in Edolas! And don’t you forget it!”

      Wendy trembled in fear, “I-I-I’m not sure what to do now. I-I never expected the Jura-San of Edolas to be so wild and… hairy.”

      “Y-Yeah.” Lucy nodded uncomfortably before she looked at Laxus and Gildarts as well. It was quite surreal to see the two S-Class Mages act so vastly different from how she was used to them. She didn’t know Gildarts very well but had gotten the read of him that he was a carefree man, loved adventure, and never really worried about much. Laxus also came across as headstrong, vainglorious, and after the incident with the Fighting Festival, very self-centered.

      So to see versions of them standing before her as they obsessively looked at the architecture and humbly thanked them for their assistance respectively left her for a loop.

      She decided to put her shock at Edolas’ counterparts aside and focus on the task at hand. Mainly that their enemies were rallying, their allies were rushing into battle, the Exceed was being declared war on, and their guild was about to be used as a battering ram to destroy an entire civilization.

      “Hey,” Lucy stepped forward, being the first one to regain some sense of clarity as Wendy floundered under the tension and Naruto was trying to cope with the sight of Jura with hair, “You guys are strong right? Like the best of your guilds?”

      “Damn straight!” Jura confidently announced.

      “I’m not sure about strongest but I think I was always quite capable within the guild.” Laxus politely informed.

      “Uh, I’m not much of a fighter.” Gildarts said, “I prefer to avoid conflict directly and spend time creating if I’m being honest.”

      Naruto covered his face with his hands and deeply groaned into his palms before dragging them down his cheeks. His face snapped back to normal before he sighed, “Well I guess we can hardly be picky in this situation. Can you guys help us or not?”

      “Well, Jackass, we’d be happy to wreak a little havoc on the Royal Army that’s been treating us like shit but there’s a problem.” Jura waved his hands, “We don’t have our weapons!”

      The faint sound of objects rustling drew their attention back to the masked person. She held up a burlap sack for them all to see.

      “Hold on! That’s the masked bitch that keeps following the big wigs around!” Jura immediately yelled and got into a fighting stance, “She must be here to trick us and get us killed!”

      Gildarts, paying no mind to the doubt and hesitation from the others, walked up and took the sack from her. He looked inside the bag and rummaged around before retrieving his tools. He donned a pair of goggles and a hammer with a relieved laugh, “I got them back! Ahhhhhhh, I don’t feel complete without them.” He held up the sack and smiled, “C’mon guys, our stuff is in here!”

      “Wait.” Laxus held out his hand warily as he eyed the masked person in doubt, “Who are you? Why are you helping us? If this is some kind of ploy—”

      The masked woman raised her hands in surrender and shook her head. The others watched her reach for her mask—

      Gildarts’ goggles started to blink and react. He panicked, “WATCH O—”

      Everything went silent before he could finish.

      And they were all beaten back by a blur running between them before they could do anything.

      Without letting out a single noise everyone was beaten back into the wall and let out cries of pain when they did. They tumbled to the ground but some of the tougher fighters quickly picked themselves up to look at their attacker.

      Racer’s boots, Mercury’s Rush, glowed after their burst of energy. He stood at one end of the hallway with a pissed-off scowl on his face.

      Naruto turned his head and looked down the other side of the hallway to see Cobra standing with a vile smirk. He clicked the device on his hip and suddenly the sound returned around them, “Never seen you this angry.”

      “That prick that looks like Naruto got me in trouble.” Racer spat out, “Stole that big chunk of Lacrima and ran off with it.”

      “Well, you should be happy he’s stupid enough to come back.” Cobra noted with a smirk, ‘And in the middle of a jailbreak too. We’ve got invaders running through our halls, prisoners out of their chains, Exceed now in enemy territory, and — oh?’ The burgundy-haired soldier reached down and lifted a dazed Mask off the ground with an arm around her neck, “And look who’s in the middle of it all. With contraband too.”

      “That’s not a good look.” Racer commented, “Y’know when Knightwalker told us to keep an eye on this one I thought she was just being paranoid.”

      “That woman’s intuition is frightening.”

      “Yeah, or she had some idea,” Cobra smirked, tightening his hold on the frightened woman squirming in his grasp. His hand reached for her mask, “Let’s see who you—”

      “Storm Fist!”

      Naruto whipped his hands out, sending blisteringly fast bursts of wind in both directions as he snapped up to his feet. One missed Racer as he dodged aside the other beaned Cobra in the face and his grip on Mask weakened. With that opening Naruto rushed over and grabbed the sack of weapons, tossing them to Laxus and Jura before yelling at the masked woman, “Run!”

      She nodded and quickly dashed down the hall and away from the incoming battle. Naruto quickly gathered magic around his fists and threw a barrage of punches, sending his Armor flying in a Knight’s Crusade—

      But Racer weaved and rushed through the onslaught of attacks to attack the whiskered Fairy—

      Only for the ground and concrete around him to crack and jut out from their original place.

      Jura slammed his gloved fists together and laughed, “Payback time!”

      Laxus retrieved his weapon from the sack as well as prepared for battle. He looked down at where Lucy, Wendy, and Carla were picking themselves up and quickly warned them, “Ladies, I think it would be best if you went on your way.”

      “What?” Lucy gawked at his suggestion, “But there’s a fight here!”

      “Yes,” Wendy nodded, “We can help! We have the numbers advantage!”

      “It’s not an advantage in such a narrow space to fight. And this is a war on multiple fronts, isn’t it?” The composed blond man advised them, ‘Let us handle the speed and sound duo. Gildarts!’ He called out to his comrade, “I need you to get them out of here and help them! We’ll find—”

      This time it was a skull-splitting, eardrum-shattering base tone that nearly deafened everyone but Racer in its path. Those that could suffer through the pain looked over to see Cobra had picked himself up and tweaked his Acoustic Onslaught to attack them.

      Laxus whipped his hand out and tried to yell over the booming sound. Gildarts nodded and slammed his hammer down, creating a dome around himself, Lucy, Wendy, and Carla before the stone construct slid along the hall and carried them away.

      In the end that left Naruto, Laxus, and Jura face off against the duo of Cobra and Racer in the mind-numbing field of sound.

    
    

    
      The stone and concrete egg carrying the Fairies away came to a stop and cracked open. Gildarts let out a breath of relief as Lucy, Wendy and Carla toppled over once freed, “Ahh, fresh air. Are you ladies alright?”

      “I-I think I kinda understand what Natsu hates about traveling now.” Lucy groaned on the ground, ‘Wendy, are you okay?’ She looked around, “Wendy? Carla?”

      “L-Lucy-San.”

      “Oh!” She looked down to see the young Dragon Slayer and Exceed were pinned underneath her. She scrambled to the side, “Are you okay?”

      “So heavy, a-and yet so soft.” Wendy muttered traumatically as she tried to rationalize the massive sensation she felt pressing down on her head that seemed to defy explanation, “It was impossible.”

      Carla rubbed her head and frowned back at Lucy, “I think I want to avoid traveling with you again.”

      “I didn’t do it on purpose!” The blonde girl sniped before frowning at their wording. She turned her attention to Gildarts as the slim man let out a breath of relief, “Hey! Can’t we go back and help them? They need us!”

      “Believe me, I think they’ll be safer together than with us standing behind their backs.” Gildarts said as he stood up, ‘Laxus is one of the smartest men I know. He remembers that you have lost your weapons to help in a fight.’ Lucy looked down at her belt and her lack of keys, “And I don’t think he wants to risk either of you two before you can fully recover for a fight.” He said to Wendy and Carla as they looked at each other, “Plus he was being considerate to me because I don’t enjoy fighting.”

      “That’s weird.” Lucy stated, “I mean I don’t know you all that well back in our world but you seemed like a guy that got down and dirty with his fists.”

      “Well I’m sorry but that ain’t me.” Gildarts stood up and cracked his back, “I’ve preferred helping in other ways. Building barriers around our guild. Fortifying our defenses. Anything I can do to help preserve our guild and members from the forces of the army.”

      Lucy shrugged, “I guess you can play it safer while still helping out. Explains how you still have all your limbs attached to you.”

      “Beg pardon?”

      “This is all well and good,” Carla quickly piped up to get their attention again, “But we need to consider our next course of action.”

      Lucy nodded, “Happy went to get Gajeel to the Lacrima. Gray and Natsu are looking around to find some way to stop the cannon. Naruto is holding off those two fighters. And Erza is fighting herself.” There was a loud blast and shake of the castle to cap off her point before she looked at her belt, “I need to find my keys. There’s nothing I can do in this fight without their help. But I don’t know where to look.”

      “Who had them last?”

      Lucy looked at Gildarts, “A woman named Angel. She’s—”

      “The cheeky tart who flies?”

      “Oh, you know her.”

      “Yep.” Gildarts pulled his goggles down and he started looking around as life signs started appearing, ‘I can locate Lacrima signals and the people using them with my goggles. It doesn’t let me know exactly who is who but there are only so many people flying around here.’ He nodded in one direction, “I think I spotted her.”

      “She’s the best chance of finding my keys!” Lucy nodded and looked back at her younger friends, “Wendy, Carla—”

      “Go ahead, Lucy-San.” Wendy confidently nodded, “We’ll take care of ourselves. Please get your keys back.”

      The blonde Celestial Mage grinned before she and Gildarts rushed in the direction of their target. Carla looked up at her partner, “So what are we going to do?”

      Wendy looked back at her and said nothing.

      Carla frowned, “No.”

      “Carla—”

      “Wendy, I said no.”

      “We have to warn them.”

      “We just have to stop the cannon!”

      “We will stop the cannon. And we will get our guild back.” Wendy bent down on her knees to face her best friend more closely, “But even if we do that won’t stop the Royal Army from hunting them down. They are still in danger.”

      Carla frowned and turned aside, “That doesn’t matter.”

      “Yes, it does.” Wendy pouted, “We’re members of Fairy Tail now, Carla. We don’t leave others to just get hurt. Remember that Naruto-San rushed over to Cait Shelter to warn them about Nirvana before it could come. We need to do the same to Extalia.”

      “They aren’t worth saving.”

      “Carla—”

      “They’re not!” The little Exceed petulantly yelled and stomped her paws, “They sent me to capture you and betray the Dragon Slayers and you could have been hurt so much worse and…” Carla floundered, her expression still a strained frown as her eyes watered from the flood of emotions.

      Wendy smiled warmly, “I know… but we can’t just leave them to suffer. Do you think they all deserve to be punished?”

      The kind old couple that helped her and Happy after their escape came to mind.

      She looked up at Wendy as the young blue-haired girl smiled happily. When had she gotten so confident?

    
    

    
      “Iron Dragon’s Demon Logs!”

      “Water Whip!”

      The two Fairies attacked in unison and blew away the forces of the Royal Army that were swarming around them outside the castle. Juvia’s arms morphed back from their watery form as her back pressed against Gajeel’s, “How do you think the others are fairing inside the castle?”

      “Well, I haven’t heard anything about them dying so I think we’re in the clear right now!” Gajeel’s arm changed into a long and serrated blade, catching the swing of a soldier’s spear before knocking him back, “I’ll never forgive Hunter for sticking me out here with the cleanup! I’m the fucking star of this show!”

      “N-Now, Gajeel-kun, no reason to get upset.” The Water Mage attempted to calm her friend down with a placating pat on the shoulder, “Erza-San said we should wait out here and Naruto-San said he would come back once they had located the Lacrima. So let’s wait until—

      Both former Phantom Mages stopped arguing and yelped as the ground underneath them suddenly went soft. It started to suck them in like quicksand as they sunk to their knees.

      Gajeel panicked, “What the hell?!”

      Juvia immediately morphed her body to water and slid out of the ground before it could swallow her up. Her hand swung out and wrapped around Gajeel to pull him out before he was sucked in completely, “What was—”

      Gajeel’s arm swung out sharply and knocked the razor-sharp feathers that were flying their way and threatened to make them pin cushions. The two Fairies looked up at the figure floating down from the sky with two large wings flapping behind her back, “Oh look, two more interlopers have decided to take a chance and make a raid today.”

      “These two don’t look familiar so I believe these are more of the trespassers Master Naruto warned us about.” Gajeel and Juvia looked back as a large man stepped out to block them from the other side, “I suppose they’re just another pair we need to take out.”

      “Yep, looks like it.” Angel smirked as her wings flapped and prepared to attack, “Take—”

      “HYAH!”

      Happy flew in from the side and slammed his paws into Angel’s cheek at blinding speeds. The white-haired beauty’s eyes trembled and her head twisted with the blow as she fell out of the air and towards the ground. The moment she hit Hoteye called out, “A-Angel?!”

      “Happy?” Juvia looked up at the blue cat as he floated down, “What are you—”

      “No time!” He looked at Gajeel, “I know where the guild is!”

      “Take me!” Without wasting a moment Gajeel immediately knew what he needed to do. Happy nodded and flew behind him before grabbing hold and lifting him. Gajeel flinched and waved his limbs around, “O-Oh shit, what are you doing?!”

      “Have you never seen me fly with Natsu?! Don’t fight it and let me drive!”

      As they flew off, Juvia looked down at Hoteye as he helped Angel back to her knees. When they had their backs to her, Juvia’s eyes spotted a familiar set of golden keys hanging from Angel’s belt. She reached out with a stream of water and collected the keys back before they returned to her hand, “These don’t belong to you! Juvia will make sure they get back in the hand of their rightful owner.”

      “Ah! Dammit! That stupid fucking cat!” Angel whined as she nursed her cheek. Her Archangel Grace spread open as she stood up, “Hoteye, keep this one busy! I’m going to—”

      “Water Slicer!”

      Angel had to jump aside as Hoteye raised a wall of liquid ground with his Earthly Tome to protect him from the blades of water. Once they did both Mages looked over at the defiant blue-haired woman holding them back.

      “Apologies,” Juvia’s body started to morph, “But your fight is with Juvia!”

    
    

    
      “You just punch it?”

      “Yeah! I punch it! What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing,” Happy shrugged as they flew up through the air, “Just sounds like something Natsu would do.”

      “Salamander doesn’t own the rights to punching things!” Gajeel snarled before looking up through the air. As he saw the giant Lacrima come into sight he smirked, “Once we get all of these guys out of here we’ll—”

      His nose started to twitch.

      “Cat! Move!”

      “H-Huh — IYAH!” Happy yelled as he had to suddenly veer aside as a blur rushed up and tried to attack them. He balanced himself and Gajeel in the air before looking over, “Did Angel catch up with us?!”

      “Nope, don’t recognize this guy.”

      Flying ahead of them and in their path to the Lacrima was Pantherlily. The large feline had abandoned his armor and finery for more minimalistic battle gear. His white wings spread proudly from his back and he wielded a giant sword in hand as he prepared for battle.

      “This is the hope of our world.” Lily stated as he raised his sword, “I will not let you take it!”

      Happy gulped, “O-Oh man, he’s an Exceed?! I’ve never met one as big and burly as him! Gajeel, we might be in trou—”

      “I found him.”

      “Huh?”

      “MY CAT! THE ONLY CAT WORTHY FOR ME! I’VE FOUND HIM!”

      “NOW IS NOT THE TIME FOR THAT!”

    
    

    
      “KING! WHERE ARE YOU?! KING!”

      “HE’S NOT GONNA ANSWER YOU, HOTHEAD!”

      “WELL, HOW ELSE DO WE FIND HIM?! COME OUT, COME OUT, WHEREVER YOU ARE!”

      “Okay stop!” Gray slid to a stop and sighed, “This isn’t going to work out. We need to think of another plan.”

      “What other plan?! We have no idea where we’re going and we’re on the clock!” Natsu barked back, “The best choice is a direct path! Cause havoc! Get attention! Work our way through! And squeeze the information we need out of our enemies! Y’know, the easy way!”

      “Yeah but that isn’t gonna be as effective when we’re lost in enemy territory and they can send us anywhere in this stupid castle because we have no idea where we’re going!” Gray argued back with a pulsing vein over his eye, “Can we try to use our brains for a second, Charcoal Breath?!”

      “Well I would, Absolute Shrinkage, but I don’t know if it’d do any good. I can’t think up of another plan and I know for a fact you’ve got vacant space behind those droopy eyes of yours.”

      “VACANT?!” Gray snagged Natsu by the scarf and yanked him in, “You calling me stupid, slanted-eyes?!”

      “If the missing underwear fits, Blue Balls!” Natsu struggled and wrestled with Gray in return as they pulled each other’s cheeks and yanked on any hair they could grab. They continued for several moments, completely ignorant of their surroundings.

      “They haven’t even noticed we’re here.”

      “That’s quite insulting. We should fix that.”

      With a nod, one man raised his sword and gently touched it to the floor. When he did the tiles and ground started to soften and change, bending under the point of his sword and spreading out. As the two Fairy men continued to fight and wrestle on the ground they finally noticed that they were getting sucked up into the floor like quicksand.

      Natsu looked over and spotted two figures standing on the patch of floor that wasn’t swallowing them up. His eyes narrowed and he took a deep breath before spewing fire, “Fire Dragon’s Roar!”

      “Reflect.”

      A mirror appeared in the hands of one man and he held it up before the oncoming rush of flames. Flames that suddenly disappeared and then went flying right back at them at the same intensity. The flames rushed over them and erupted, sending both Natsu and Gray flying out of the ground and careening along the ground.

      Natsu looked over at them in shock, “What the hell was that?!”

      “Who cares! Just run!”

      The two Fairies rushed further down the hallway as the other two started to chase after them. They weren’t scared of fighting, but whatever strange abilities these two had been far more advantageous in this small corridor than theirs were. If they wanted to even the scales and have a better chance, they needed to find a more open space to fight. Fortunately, as they ran down the corridor, and heard the sounds of footsteps following behind them, they reached a larger hall with more than enough space to move around and fight.

      Natsu grinned, turned, and ignited his hands, “Alright jerks, bring it—”

      “LOOK OUT!”

      Gray grabbed Natsu by the scarf and yanked him back as something rushed by and nearly ran over them. It crashed into the wall and embedded itself deep within the stone. Once it had settled, the Fairy Mages looked up to see—

      “A Ferris wheel?”

      They couldn’t believe their eyes as they saw the amusement park attraction lodged into the wall. It truly looked like it had gotten loose from a carnival and rolled its way over here. Confused, both men looked over in the direction it came from…

      And saw a huge amusement park with loud noises and lights shining out in every direction.

      “An amusement park!” Natsu exclaimed with sparkling eyes.

      Gray on the other hand looked at the whole thing in disbelief, “W-Why — why is there a park in the castle? And why are you excited? You get sick just mentioning the word rollercoaster.”

      “Whoa!” They looked up and saw a young man poking his head out of the window as he rubbed his hair, ‘I thought that’d be a hoot but it was way bumpier than I expected.’ He chuckled before leaning his body out the window and looking at how high up he was, “Hey, a little help?”

      “I’ve got you.” One of the men that had been stalking them through the hall stated as he touched his sword to the support beams inside of the wheel. The whole thing started to go limp and lower down slowly. The man in the cart looked down as he drew closer to the ground before stepping off on a beam and jumping to the floor, “That was close.”

      “Yeah, nearly got ’em.” The mixed-haired boy smiled, “I’m Hughes, Third Commander of the Royal Army.”

      “I am Sugarboy, Fourth Commander of the Royal Army.” The blond pompadour man in a thong stated as he lowered Rosa Espada.

      “I am not a Commander, but I am Midnight, second-in-command of the Oración Seis.” The pale man announced as he raised Reflective Force in his hand, “We’ve been tasked with defeating you.”

      Natsu and Gray shared a look before nodding, letting their hands blaze with fire and crack with ice respectively.

    
    

    
      “Wow.” Coco looked up at the giant cannon they had forged to aim the Dragon Slayer magic and crash the Lacrima into Extalia. She marveled at the scale and potential of the weapon before looking at its creators, “I can’t believe you were able to make something like this so fast.”

      “It just took repurposing some of our other equipment.” Brain answered while looking up at the fruits of their labor, “A large-scale cannon, an appropriate battery, the sensors and support tools to run it. Not to say it wasn’t a labor of genius and love…”

      “But it is done.” Boro nodded, ‘We’re almost finished.’ The stout Chief-of-Staff made his way over to the primary console and activated it as an image of their target came onscreen, “Now all we have to do is drag the Lacrima to the Exceed and we’ll have an eternal magic source to draw from.”

      As he spoke, sparks flew across the display on the screen. The odd sight drew the attention of those watching and Boro zoomed in. The screen revealed Pantherlily viciously exchanging blows with Gajeel in midair with Happy’s support. The advantage constantly changed between the two of them as they fought in front of the Lacrima.

      “Oh no! Lily is fighting!” Coco fretted as she saw her friend fend off their enemy, “We have to get a message up to him to get out of there! Before it’s too late!”

      She thought she’d see a quick correspondence of agreement as they tried to reach out to the First Commander…

      But was instead met with silence.

      “Huh?” Coco looked around in surprise, “What are we waiting for? We need to warn him to get out of the way of the cannon!”

      “That might not be such a good idea.”

      “What?!”

      Brain started rubbing his chin, “The intruders from the other world have figured out some way to dispel the Lacrima holding the magic. Commander Pantherlily is currently holding off the only one we know that is trying to intercept it. If he retreats and gives that man an opening, we may lose the Lacrima altogether.”

      “But—”

      “Indeed.” Boro nodded, walking over to the side and opening a compartment to retrieve a large key with a dragon insignia on it, “Once His Majesty and Namikaze arrive, we’ll begin the process. The sooner the better.”

      Coco looked between them in utter disbelief before waving her arms frantically, “But what about Lily?! He’s an Exceed! If he gets caught in it—”

      “His sacrifice will help us secure an eternity of magic. I’m sure he would happily give his life for that.”

      …

      It made her heart drop into her stomach.

      It wasn’t just the idea of sacrificing Pantherlily — their comrade and friend — to secure their victory. Granted that was horrifying as well but the worst part… was their indifference to it. As if a choice like this didn’t weigh on their souls or leave them conflicted in any obvious way. The manner that they agreed to it so quickly and suddenly without pause…

      Like they had decided that even sacrificing their comrades was necessary for the dream.

      Suddenly so many things felt different. So many things felt wrong. Suddenly—

      Her hand snatched the key.

      “Coco?” Boro questioned in surprise as the young girl backed away with the key in hand, “Give that back!”

      “I-I will!” Coco nodded nervously, “L-Let me deliver this to His Majesty myself!”

      “Coco we need that here—”

      “I-I’m just borrowing it! Just for a little bit!” She rationalized, her heartbeat soaring and pounding in her chest, “I-I just have to—”

      She turned and sprinted out of the lab as quickly as she could.

      She wasn’t sure when she grabbed the key or what was going to happen to her. She still wanted eternal magic just like everybody else.

      But only after Lily was safe and sound.

    
    

    
      Sword met spear.

      Fist met cheek.

      Foot met stomach.

      All these attacks and strikes landed in a mere instant before they swept away into the next wave of attacks. Even though some hits may have landed they were never direct or debilitating enough to hurt the other.

      The hallway and wing of the castle they had been fighting in had crumbled and broken away under the force of their battle. The floor had splintered and cobwebbed when their attacks met each other while the walls and ceiling rained down around them.

      Even so, neither woman let their attention falter for even a second. Because even a moment of hesitation or doubt would leave them open to a counterattack from their opponent.

      “Gravity Core!”

      “Adamantine Armor!”

      Knightwalker shifted the shape of her spear as she leaped up over her counterpart’s head. The moment she hit the air, the weight of her weapon brought her careening back down towards Scarlet’s head. However before the spear could even land her body was covered by a sturdy, powerful armor that blocked the force of her spear.

      They pushed away from each other, Scarlet’s body illuminated with light before she took up her Heaven’s Wheel Armor to strike at her opponent in midair. But Knightwalker’s spear glowed again and changed into Melforce, allowing her to unleash a burst of wind to send herself flying further down the room and gain some distance. Once she landed and was far enough away, her spear switched again.

      “Silfarion!”

      Knightwalker disappeared in a flash of light straight at Scarlet with the intent to cut her down. But with a mighty roar, the powerful Fairy responded, summoning a myriad of blades to her side and fending off her doppelgänger’s assault from all angles with a barrier of swords. Sparks and the sound of clashing steel seemed to ring out endlessly in their battle as both women roared furiously.

      Scarlet changed armor again, switching to her Black Wing set and diving at Knightwalker when she had stopped in her rapid movement. Her blades crossed with her spear and they pushed against each other in a vie for supremacy.

      “H-Hehe,” The Second Commander forced out a chuckle as the shaft of her weapon scraped against the edge of the Fairy’s blades, ‘You know I expected more of a challenging fight from another version of myself.’ She mocked with a bloody cut on the side of her cheek, “But you are surprisingly disappointing.”

      “I feel the same.” Titania stated with a line of blood running down her face from her hairline, ‘The way Naruto talked about you and the scourge you caused on this world I thought you were a tyrant beyond reason.’ She scoffed, “Now I look at you and all I see is an angrier, grumpier version of me. I’m sure Naruto’s dealt with me as bad as this during particularly bad times of the month.”

      Knightwalker clicked her teeth, “Tch, so you are involved with that idiot? How can you stand being with him?”

      “The same way you’re around him I imagine, but more honestly.”

      Knightwalker snarled and pushed back, forcing them apart before rushing at each other again. However just as they were about to meet a deep quake from further inside the castle drew the attention of one of them.

      Long enough for a decisive blow to be struck.

    
    

    
      “DAMMIT!” Naruto cursed in rage as he jumped aside and tried to gain a moment to catch his breath and plan, “THIS IS A PAIN IN THE—”

      Another mind-numbing tone assaulted his ears and caused him to flinch and shake as he tried to weather through the pain. Even as his vision started to shake and he unconsciously started grinding his teeth, he looked over at the source of the offensive sound.

      Cobra rushed towards him with a vicious grin across his face. Naruto stomped his foot to steady himself and take a full stance to meet the enemy charging at him. Despite the deafening sound emitted from Cobra’s Acoustic Onslaught, Naruto quickly raised his guard to defend himself.

      The Edolas Mage jumped up with a roundhouse kick lashing out towards Naruto’s head. He leaned back and barely avoided a strike to his temple before blocking the follow-up kick. Even as the noise felt like it was making his ears bleed, Naruto steeled himself and fought back. He pushed Cobra’s foot back and threw punch after punch at the Edolas Mage. Cobra avoided the path of his punches but Naruto was determined to push on even if it felt like a spike was going through his head—

      Until it suddenly turned silent as death.

      The whiskered Mage’s eyes widened as he recognized the pattern and turned with his guard raised.

      A blur rushed towards him and landed a blindingly fast punch against his arms that nearly blew him off his feet. He mashed his teeth and weathered the barrage of blows before the speedster passed by him to rejoin his comrade. Naruto looked back with a snarl as Cobra and Racer stood together.

      Dammit! This was getting nowhere fast!

      Naruto could sense Edo-Laxus and Edo-Jura still moving behind him but wasn’t going to risk taking his eyes away from the duo for a second. Having fought both of them back in his world he knew the Oración Seis of Earthland were stronger and more ruthless than this pair. But what they had in spades in comparison were coordination and reliance on one another to take the most opportunities they could get in a fight.

      Between the rapidly alternating extremes of deafening tones and dead silence, it was impossible to prepare for what assault came next from Cobra. And Racer had to have some kind of noise-canceling device in his headset because he attacked during the screeching and switched to hit-and-run tactics when things went silent. They seemed antagonistic like the pair he knew back in his word, but their teamwork was well-developed enough to handle fights like this.

      They weren’t the only legal guild in all of Edolas for no reason.

      ‘Damn, I can’t keep wasting time on these guys!’ His thoughts were the only thing he could still hear as Cobra and Racer nodded and prepared to engage them again, ’The others are still fighting and there’s so much at stake! I have to—’

      The ground by their feet suddenly launched up and slammed into the ceiling, creating a wall in the hallway they were fighting in.

      With the wall blocking the sound Lacrima, the noise started to return in a muted tone around him. Enough for him to hear the heavy footfalls behind him before a hand grabbed and yanked his shoulder.

      Laxus pulled him back and held up several thin disks, “You need to take these,” He forced them into his hand, “And place them anywhere you can! Floor! Ceiling! Walls! Most importantly, you need to put at least one on each of them!”

      “Why—”

      “Too long to explain!” The wall Jura had raised was cracking and another ear-piercing tone could be heard from the other side as Laxus rushed to Jura and forced more of those disks in his hands, “Just trust me!”

      Despite his confusion and doubt, Naruto decided to follow his advice and threw the disks around him. He planted several on the ground and threw them to attach to the walls and ceiling as he watched their defense start to crumble down completely.

      Suddenly it became deathly silent again and Naruto knew what was coming. He summoned his Wind dragon sword and immediately swiped ahead, sending several blades of air flying down the hallway. Racer was forced to jump and evade them to make his way further down the hall to reach them. And after evading everything he rushed forward and landed a punch across Naruto’s face before passing him to attack the others.

      Never noticing that Naruto planted one of the disks on his back as he passed by.

      A punch landed on Laxus’ cheek and knocked him to the ground in an instant. And just as he tried to pick himself up he realized the ringing in his ear wasn’t from a concussion but Cobra’s Lacrima using the assaulting loud noise. The Dark Fairy Mage groaned and lifted himself, looking over as Jura raised several spires of stone to try and spear Racer only for the speedster to avoid their path.

      But he did notice the disk placed on their opponent’s back without his knowledge. Spitting out some drops of blood Laxus looked to the other side of the hallway.

      Naruto blocked and countered Cobra’s strikes through the piercing loud noise he was using to disorient them. The burgundy-haired man looked like he was laughing at his attempts to fight against the assault of sound before lunging forward and striking him. Naruto’s head jerked aside violently—

      But his hand settled on Cobra’s shirt and pinned the disk to it.

      Now!

      Laxus retrieved the final part of his weapon and held up a lighting rod. With a yell that was muddled by the sound, he slammed it into the ground hard enough to plant it in the stone. For a moment nothing happened—

      And then the whole hallway was blinded by the sudden flash.

      A lightning bolt shot out from the rod before it was suddenly pulled aside to another location. It hit one of the electric disks planted along the floor before ricocheting off one on the wall and another on the ceiling. In an instant, the lightning bolt danced across the hallway, back the way it came, and across all the other disks before repeating the whole thing. The lightning bolt sped between each disk—

      And lanced Cobra and Racer through the ones planted on their bodies multiple times in a matter of seconds.

      “AAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      “GGGAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Acoustic Onslaught shattered and their agonized screams filled the hallway before they toppled over. Cobra and Racer laid unconscious on the ground, their eyes rolled back to the whites as their bodies twitched from the residual shock.

      Naruto stood up, wiping his bloody nose and looking between the beaten Mages before turning to his allies, “What. The fuck. Was that?”

      “The Lightning Splinter,” Laxus said while yanking the rod out of the ground with a grunt. He tossed it in the air and caught it again before pocketing it and moving to retrieve his disks, ‘The rod fires out a bolt of electricity, bouncing between the disks and accumulating more power between each jump. It’s mostly used for dealing with a wide area.’ He pointed between the two downed Mages, “And if anyone gets in the way of them… well, we’re lucky we had them marked.”

      “Shit, you are crazy.” Jura chuckled as he sprouted out a rock underneath him and sat to catch his breath, “Goddamn, that was tough. Been a long time since I got into a fight like that.”

      Naruto wiped some of the sweat off his cheek and caught his breath before looking around, “We moved a lot fighting these guys. We came…” He looked around in thought before nodding, ‘Yeah we came from there.’ And then turned the other way, “There has to be something this way.”

      “Wait,” Laxus called out to him, “Where are you going?”

      “My friends went ahead to keep doing what they could to rescue our guild. I’m sure they’re still trying even now. Which means I need to go help them.” Naruto walked down and tried to determine where everyone was, “Dammit, this castle is too big.”

      “I know you’re anxious but please don’t go running off.” Laxus warned him, ‘We don’t know where we’re going either and if we go off separately or with no plans we’ll just get lost.’ He looked between Cobra and Racer as they lay unconscious on the floor, “If they were awake we could get some answers out of them. If we try to follow the sound of soldiers we could find the more regular paths but also trouble—”

      “I’ll save us some time.” Jura slammed his fist into his palm with a dramatic hair flip, “Let’s just tear down every wall in our path until we find what we need!”

      “I think that will just get more unwanted attention on us—”

      “What?” Naruto looked at Laxus in shock, ‘You aren’t okay with wild and wanton collateral damage in the wake of your path?’ He shook his head in pity, “What kind of Fairy Tail member are you?”

      “One that understands that causing collateral damage only works in the favor of the kingdom painting us as — wait, you cause collateral damage all the time back in your world?”

      “It’s our guild’s specialty.”

      “And… you’re still legal?”

      “Of course!” Naruto said with a smile before shrugging his shoulders, “I mean we’re hated by our Magic Council and are in their sights all the time but screw it.”

      Laxus and Jura stared at him in disbelief then looked at each other before looking back at him, “That’s fucked up.”

      “I can’t believe you boys are risking it just standing there and talking.”

      They immediately turned and raised their guards as they found themselves faced with another member of the Royal Army.

      The Second Commander stood before them, battered and bruised but carrying her injuries without a single falter in her stance. Erza stood across from them, raised her head, and glared them down.

      Laxus retrieved his lightning rod and Jura raised his fists in preparation with a vicious smirk, “I’ve been wanting to get back at this bitch for — hey!”

      Naruto fearlessly stepped forward and faced Erza down. He approached her and stopped just in front of her, looking down at her as she glared up at him.

      He smiled and gently moved the tuft of hair she had over her eye, “You need a little more to cover it up properly.”

      A clear blue eye looked up at him with her natural brown as she smiled, “You spotted it?”

      “Only because I knew where to look.” Naruto leaned in and hugged Erza tightly as she did the same. He pulled back and looked her over, “You’re not too hurt?”

      “No, I got a good hit in when she was distracted by the chaos you were causing. What about you?” She looked further down the hall, “Looks like it was one hell of a fight.”

      “A pain in the ass more like it. But we had it handled.”

      “Whoa! Hey!” They looked back as Laxus and Jura stared at them in confusion, “What the hell is going on? How are you friends with that crazy bitch?”

      “Because this isn’t her.” Naruto said, “Guys, this is Erza Scarlet. My partner and fellow Fairy Tail Mage. She’s here with the rest of us to claim our guild back from the kingdom.”

      “Erza is a part of Fairy Tail in your world?” Laxus gaped in shock, “I heard your friend appeal to Knightwalker in her cell but I didn’t believe it. I… wow. J-Just wow.”

      “And it’s a surprise to see you both as well.” Erza nodded to them before her eyes landed on Jura and his magnificent head of her. She was nearly caught gawking before Naruto tapped her shoulder and brought her back to reality. He nodded knowingly but she quickly recovered, “I’m glad to see we have allies in this place to help us.”

      “Wait, you look just like the crazy Fairy Hunter,” Jura shrugged, “How’d you know she wasn’t her?”

      “Yeah?” She looked up at her boyfriend with a mischievous smirk, “Didn’t you have a hard time facing the other me down because she looked so similar? What’s different now?”

      “Well you looked the same but you didn’t act the same. And I know you were never going to lose.” Naruto gave a lopsided smile, “She’s her, but you’re you.”

      Erza chuckled at the thought behind his words.

      Jura scoffed, “Oh yeah, because that fucking explains it.”

      “But the resemblance is uncanny.” Laxus said in disbelief, “You even have a copy of her armor?”

      “Oh no,” Erza shook her head while looking herself over, “I thought it’d be easier to convince others I was her if I wore the same thing, so I took it off her while she was unconscious.”

      …

      The three men stared at her in silence before Naruto smacked his lips, “You… stripped her naked, took her clothes, and left her?”

      “Yeah. Wasn’t like she was using it.”

      Now that there was no intense emotional conflict or confusion about fighting her doppelgänger, Naruto took a moment to look at her in that armor. The way it was so perfectly shaped to the form and contorts of her body. The way the chest plate so snugly squeezed her breasts and pushed up her cleavage. And the lack of coverage over her smooth and flawless stomach down to the belt and shroud around her waist—

      “Naruto?”

      “What?” He looked up after hearing her dryly say his name and stare at him, “What?! I-I didn’t even say anything!”

      “You didn’t have to. Really? Now?”

      “You know,” Laxus cupped his chin, “When you take a minute to look at her and she isn’t beating, torturing, or threatening to kill us… she is quite lovely.”

      “Yeah,” Jura crossed his arms and grumbled, ‘When we were on the run and doing jobs, every tavern we came across talked about the prettiest people you’d wanna hook up with. Knightwalker was always somewhere on the list. I guess you can appreciate it when you aren’t being hunted down by her.’ He shook his head, “What is it about evil that’s sexy?”

      “Hey, roll it back!” Naruto said with a biting tone before turning back to see Erza’s cheeky smirk. He groaned before continuing, “So what’s the plan?”

      “Well, I’m the Second Commander now. I should be able to get a handle on things if I’m careful. How’s about we get in close and strike for the neck?”

      Naruto grinned, “Sounds fun.”

    
    

    
      “Gah!” Juvia exclaimed as the ground by her feet exploded up like a geyser and knocked her down. The moment she hit the floor she saw something glint in the air. She shifted her body into the water and slid along the ground to avoid the feathers pelting the floor where she had once been.

      Once they pierced the stone, they glowed brightly before suddenly bursting with magical power in a devastating explosion. The Fairy formed back into her regular body and kept a distance to catch her breath as she glared down at the two menaces that had forced her to retreat into the castle.

      “Man, you are one slippery bitch.” Angel mused over her head with a dainty giggle, “Do you think being made of water has anything to do with that?”

      “Angel, please stop toying with her.” Hoteye warned his partner as they stopped just before reaching the beautiful blue-haired beauty they had on the ropes, “I think it’s quite obvious that you can’t hope to best us. You’re outnumbered and outmatched.”

      “Do you think so?” Juvia felt a little of the pride and vicious teachings of her Phantom Lord days perk up, an inkling for freedom against these arrogant fools threatening her guild and friends, “Juvia has barely even tried against you. Juvia thought you were supposed to be the most capable fighting force in Edolas that causes the Dark Guilds to run in the opposite direction? Is it just your leader that earns you all that praise?”

      Angel hissed and her wings raised behind her, sharper and more threatening in response as Hoteye shook his head, “This is a waste of time. We will secure you and return you to the Lacrima with the rest of your friends. My brother has been looking forward to the day when magic can be used without restriction or fear of finally using it all up.” His eyes glowed, “I will not let you and your people stand in the way of that.”

      The floor started to waver and congeal unnaturally as Juvia prepared for the attack to follow. The liquid ground start to spurt up from all corners and Juvia deftly evaded them. Even though she was avoiding getting hit there was no opening in the field of attacks for her to counter. She kept moving and hoping for a chance to reveal itself—

      But Angel’s shadow flew over her and she looked up to see the white-haired woman laugh mockingly as feathers trailed behind her and fell over the hallway. Juvia could only scream as she felt herself get enveloped in the field of exploding feathers and spurting earth geysers.

      But even through the pain she gripped her fist and swung, “Water Slicer!”

      She sent several thin and fast blades of water in every direction she could. Angel gasped and had to avoid them as Hoteye quickly jerked aside as strands of his hair were caught in the path of the liquid blades. He clicked his teeth as his eyes glowed again, “This is getting tiresome—”

      “Coco! Get back here now!”

      “No! P-Please! Let’s just wait a little longer! Please!”

      “No! Pantherlily knew the risks and we can’t waste time!”

      “Lily can do it! J-Just let him know how urgent it is!”

      The fight reached a quick lull as they looked over to see a young girl carrying a key getting chased by a stout, creepy older man.

      Hoteye’s eyes ceased glowing, “What in the world?”

      “Coco? Boro?” Angel looked down at them from above, “What are you doing here?”

      “A-Angel! Hoteye! Good!” Boro panted, slowing down to catch his breath before pointing at the young girl ahead of him, “Coco has stolen the key for the Dragon Chain Cannon! You have to stop her!”

      Hoteye looked down at the key in the frightened girl’s arms as she cradled it and took a step back. The massive man frowned and held out his hand, “Coco, return the key to us. Now.”

      She panted and trembled, “B-But Richard, Sorano, we can’t fire yet. Lily is in the way of the Lacrima, trying to protect it from being dissolved.”

      “That’s his fault for being in the way!” Angel threw her arms up in exasperation, “I can’t believe we’re this close to finally getting what we’ve been waiting for since the dawn of time and we’re stopping because of one person!”

      Coco’s eyes watered, “B-But—”

      “No more talking.” Hoteye’s eyes glowed, “If you won’t surrender the key willingly then—”

      A powerful stream of water slammed into the side of his head and knocked him off his feet. Angel saw the attack and immediately reacted, releasing a flurry of feathers down across the area.

      Coco flinched and curled up around the key in her grasp. But suddenly she felt herself being pulled off her feet, carried away and around the exploding feathers that rained down from overhead until the attack suddenly stopped. When she opened her eyes she was sitting on the ground, her collar wet from sweat and water before she looked up at her savior.

      Juvia gently released the younger girl’s collar as she kept her furious glare plastered on her face. She looked between the Edolas natives and scowled, “Juvia can’t believe you people. It was bad enough that you took our guild. Bad enough that you captured and hurt our friends. But not only our friends — you are willing to hurt and betray your comrades?! For magic?! For power?!”

      “What would you know?!” Boro spat angrily, retrieving several vials from his cloak, “You and your people were born with magic! Blessed with it since birth! We do not have that privilege! We have to struggle and ration and spare as much of our magic as possible! This has been our dream since our ancestors first discovered the wonders of magic!”

      “And for that, you’d abduct and kill innocent people! For that, you would terrorize your citizens! Betray your friends!” Juvia whipped her arm aside, letting it elongate with its watery form as she puffed out her chest, “As a proud member of Fairy Tail, Juvia swears that she will stop your greedy madness and rescue our guild!”

      “You tramp!” Angel cried out in fury, sending her projectiles flying as Juvia swung out her arm to collide with them, causing them to explode midair. She guarded against the rush of wind before yelling, “Hoteye! Kill them!”

      The larger man did not respond other than to narrow his glowing eyes and shoot out tendrils of soft earth at the girls. Juvia screamed and swatted them all away as her fury fueled the power of her swings.

      “You silly girl,” Juvia snarled before her eyes widened in horror. Coco followed her gaze and gasped in shock as Boro grew larger and larger. The color of his body started to change and tentacles grew out from his limbs as he grew. The others were dwarfed in size by the pseudo-octopus the Chief-of-Staff had turned himself into. And with a vicious grin, he looked over them, “We will take that key, and convert your guild into our glorious purpose, and there is nothing you will—”

      The wall by his side suddenly jutted out with an orb of stone that slammed directly into his jaw and sent his head jerking aside. Everyone watching looked up in shock as Boro groaned and toppled over, nearly crushing Hoteye and Angel in the process.

      The orb of stone that had rescued them stopped in front of Juvia and Coco before opening up. When it did Lucy popped out desperate for air and space as Gildarts fixed his goggles and looked around, “This is where the most signatures were concentrated.”

      “Oh my god, that is the worst way to travel!” Lucy gasped, wiping the sweat off her cheek before looking around, “Where are we? What’s going — is that an octopus?!”

      “Lucy-San!”

      “Huh?” She looked back and nearly had to catch Juvia when she jumped into her arms, ‘Juvia!’ She hugged the blue-haired girl tightly, “Naruto told me you were here! Oh, I’m so glad to see you!”

      “Juvia never thought she’d be so happy to see her love rival again!”

      “I’m not — meh, doesn’t matter.” Lucy heard a faint jingle and looked down to see a set of golden keys hanging off Juvia’s belt, “My keys!”

      “Oh yes,” Juvia pulled them off and handed them over, “Juvia grabbed them after Happy told me they were taken.”

      “Thank you! Thank you so much!” Lucy snuggled with her keys and giggled with joy, ‘I can’t thank you enough!’ She sniffled and wiped her nose before looking down, “Oh, who is this?”

      “Juvia doesn’t know. The others called her Coco-San.” Both Fairy women looked down at the startled Edolas girl cowering on the ground, “She’s a member of their group that they turned on and tried to hurt.”

      “T-That’s awful!”

      “It is. Juvia was so enraged that…” She paused and blinked before looking at the large man behind Lucy, “Is that… Gildarts-San?”

      “Not exactly.” Lucy sighed, “This is the Gildarts of Edolas who was captured along with the Laxus and Jura-San of this world.”

      “…”

      “Yeah, I was surprised too.”

      “Nice to meet, Earth-Juvia.” Gildarts nodded to the young lady who blushed at his polite demeanor before he turned to look down the other side of the hall, “I see we interrupted something before arriving here. Question; is that a giant octopus or have I truly gone delirious from months in captivity?”

      “Giant octo-EEEEWWWWWW!” Lucy quickly squealed in horror and hid behind Gildarts as she saw the giant tentacled beast groaning and lifting itself after getting hit by that transport, “What is that?! Why is that here?! What is going on?! Kill it! Kill it!”

      “I-It used to be Boro, our Chief-of-Staff. He took a chemical solution he’d been concocting over the years mixed with Lacrima to alter his body and size.”

      “I do not care!” Lucy cried out, “Pretty girls and tentacles?! I’ve read enough books to know where that is going!”

      That statement earned confused looks from Juvia, Coco, and Gildarts who looked over his shoulder at her, “Where is it going exactly?”

      “U-Um — look out!”

      They all quickly moved aside to avoid the feathers flying toward them. Looking over they saw Angel fly over Boro’s head and then lower her altitude to glare down at them as Hoteye finally picked himself up. She seethed in anger, glaring down at the two new arrivals, “What the hell?! I thought this geezer and bimbo were supposed to be imprisoned?!”

      “They escaped. Master Naruto’s warning to us about doppelgängers walking around didn’t reach before a jailbreak could occur. Doesn’t matter.” He raised his hand as his eyes glowed, “We’ll waste them all the same.”

      “Coco,” Boro’s deep and altered voice resounded as the massive tentacled beast lifted itself and overshadowed all of them. The younger brunette tightly held the key to her chest, “Hand. Over. The key.”

      Juvia quickly slid in front of her in defense, as Lucy pulled out a golden key and Gildarts fixed his goggles back over his eyes, “If you wanna get to her,” Lucy announced confidently, “You’ll have to get through us!”

      “Yes, that was the idea.”

      Boro’s tentacles whipped out wildly and slammed into the walls and ground. The Fairy Mages of both worlds quickly react, Gildarts grabbing Coco and running aside as Lucy and Juvia prepared to engage. The Water Mage ran forward with her body already changing as Lucy held out her golden key, “Open! Gate of the Crab! Cancer!”

      Cancer popped into existence in front of her, holding up his scissors and snipping them in the air, “Leave it to me, baby, ebi.” And then in the blink of an eye, he dashed forward, cutting up the tentacles coming towards them and reducing them to nubs before they could collect any momentum, “Short is in this season, ebi.”

      “Gah! You little—”

      “Haha,” Lucy laughed, ‘Not so scary with your — kyah!’ She immediately had to dodge aside as feathers flew at her head, “Hey! Watch it!”

      “Just stand still and die already, you little twat!” Angel snarled, swooping down and making her wings sharp as blades as she scraped along the ground. Lucy ran in a panic and jumped aside with a scream before she could get cut.

      She rolled on the ground before finally stopping, “I can’t get a second to catch my breath with these guys around!”

      “Juvia is having the same issue!” She called out, whipping her water around to try and attack Hoteye from multiple angles as the liquid floor around him popped up to block her attacks, “It’s impossible to find a proper angle of attack in this place!”

      “We’re going to have to—” Lucy stopped and blinked for a moment before looking back. When she spotted Gildarts hiding away from the fight with Coco she started fuming, “Why aren’t you out here helping us fight?!”

      “I’m not a fighter. But good luck girls.”

      “How are you Gildarts?!”

      The old orange-haired man focused as his goggles examined the fight from a safe distance. Through his lens, he could see the telltale signs of Lacrima powering up and activating.

      One from inside of the book Hoteye held while the other was the base of where Angel’s wing weapons connected to her back.

      Gildarts hummed before tapping Coco’s shoulder. The short young girl looked away from the fight to look up at him, “Little lady, their weapons come from the book and her wings, right? He has some type of earth Lacrima hidden in that tome and the Lacrima secured to her back let’s her control her wings like limbs?”

      Coco nodded, “Y-Yeah. Hoteye also uses a pair of contacts so that he can aim where his Lacrima activates but you’re right about it being in the book and wings. How’d you know?”

      “My goggles see where Lacrima activates and magic swells. It helped me get our guild away from sight for many years before I finally got caught.” He helped Coco up to her feet, “If I tell Earth-Lucy where Angel’s weakness is, can you tell Earth-Juvia the same?”

      “I-I—”

      “I know they were your comrades, but they’re attacking you now and those girls are holding them back. Plus you took that for reason,” He looked down at the key in her hands and Coco tightened her grip on it, “Which means there’s some part of this plan you don’t agree with. The rest can be hashed out later, but right now help us stop them from pushing this plan any further.”

      Coco still looked conflicted, looking between the key and the people holding back the soldiers she called comrades not one hour ago. She closed her eyes and bit her lip before dashing towards Juvia. Gildarts made a move as well, rushing through the madness to reach Lucy as she summoned Aires to create a shield of fluff to block Angel’s feathers.

      Both girls were startled by their approached and lent an ear to their advice. Once they were done both Fairy women looked at each other before nodding and making their move.

      Juvia raised her hand and sent her water flowing in streams around her, “Water Lock!”

      Hoteye raised his fingers and summoned a patch of liquid ground to absorb the water before it could reach him, “You’re going to have to do better than that!”

      “Juvia intends to!” She morphed most of her body into the water and started rushing along the ground. She avoided the points along the floor where she saw the ground bubble and churn. And within a few moments, she was in a clear line of Hoteye before throwing her arm out, “Water Slicer!”

      The Royal Army Mage jumped aside to avoid the path of her attack, “You’ll pay for—”

      “Water Cane!”

      Juvia’s other arm came swinging in like a whip and slammed into the book in his hands. The sound of something shattering echoed out from the impact and the ground started to settle. Dust and crystal start to slip out of the warped pages of the bent book as Hoteye panicked, “No! No, you didn’t—”

      “Water Jigsaw!” Juvia cried out as her lower body turned into a drill and slammed into his chest before blowing him off his feet.

      “Open! Gate of the Archer! Sagittarius!”

      “Hello!” The costumed marksman saluted as he arrived by Lucy’s side during the battle. He looked up at the winged woman and realized the situation immediately, “Ah, I see. I can tell my skills will be needed to bring down this airborne adversary.”

      “O-Oh my god, is that some frumpy cosplayer you’ve called to your aid?” Angel scoffed arrogantly, laughing as she floated in the air her feathers started to tremble with anticipation, ‘You sure that’s what you want to try, little girl? You and your little funny summons aren’t going to be able to do much against me, let alone the might of the Royal Army. I’d tell you to drop the keys and surrender,’ Her wings extended out at her sides, “But we all know we’re well past the point of taking captives and negotiating, aren’t we?”

      “Yep, that’s right.” Lucy confidently smiled and pointed up at Angel, “No more begging and crying! We’re about to clip your wings!”

      “Oh,” Angel hummed before her wings swung forward, “I’d like to see you try!”

      Lucy and Sagittarius dove aside as the feathers littered the ground before exploding. Lucy ran aside, whistling as loud as she could to grab Angel’s attention for a moment as the soldier cried out in fury and sent her projectiles flying down. Only for them to burst and explode before they could ever reach their target.

      “Wha—” Angel looked down and saw Sagittarius standing proudly with several arrows drawn along his bow. She seethed and swung her arms out, “Stop fucking with me!”

      As the feathers turned and arched through the air, the proud Celestial Spirit let loose one arrow after another to meet them. They popped like fireworks before they could get any closer and Angel looked down furiously at the stone-faced archer, “I am not attempting to ‘eff’ with you, young lady, but I suggest you do get out of the air.” Sagittarius stood confidently with his bow, “To my bow, you may as well be a clay pigeon hovering in the middle of the air.”

      “You uppity shit!” Angel cried out in outrage at her wings extended to their full wingspan, “I’ll make you pay for looking down on me!”

      “Angel!” Boro called out to her, “You’re expending too much magic at once! Be careful—”

      “Shut up, Boro!” The white-haired woman snarled, “I’m going to make these bastards pay once and for—”

      “Water Slicer!”

      Her eyes widened in shock and she used one wing to guard against the blades of water flying toward her. She looked down at Juvia and the groaning Hoteye, “Hoteye, what the fuck?! How could you let her—”

      Something struck her between the shoulder blades, where the base of her wings connected and extended from her back. She looked back in horror and shock as she felt her wings malfunction and waver. Panicking she cried out, “N-No — NO -SHIIIIIIIIITTTTTTTTT!”

      She fell and landed on the ground with a pained grunt. Lucy cheered with joy and threw her arms up in the air, “Woohoo! Way to go, Sagittarius! Dead-eye shot right there!”

      “Thank you very much, ma’am!” He saluted, “If you need anything else, please make sure to call.”

      “Will do!” She sent him back home as she smiled at Juvia, “Thanks for the assist! How’d you know what we were trying to do?”

      “Juvia just had an inkling that you and Horse-San needed a hand to blindside her. She thought that a quick attack might afford you the chance you needed.” Lucy jumped in and tightly hugged her blue-haired friend, startling her for a moment before Juvia smiled and gladly returned the embrace. She basked in it for a moment before her eyes snapped open and she yanked Lucy off her feet, “Look out!”

      A tentacle came crashing down on the spot they once stood on. The Fairy girls quickly picked themselves up and looked up at Boro as he menacingly bared over them, “You didn’t think you’d get to escape that easily, did you?”

      Hoteye groaned as he picked himself up and glared the girls down as Angel snarled and tore the broken wings off her back. With all three of them approaching with murder in their eyes Lucy started to sweat, “O-Okay, we need a new plan.”

      “Lucy-San, do you have a Spirit strong enough to defeat all of them?” Juvia inquired, “Because Juvia isn’t sure she can make enough water to drown that giant octopus.”

      “Enough water?” A lightbulb flashed over Lucy’s head as a brilliant idea came to mind. She retrieved one of her Keys, “Juvia, can you give me a little water?”

      “Of course, but why?”

      “Pulling out the big guns! Sorry if this is uncomfortable.” Juvia shifted her hand into water and Lucy placed the tip of the key into it before calling out, “Open! Gate of the Waterbearer! Aquarius!”

      The water in Juvia’s hand exploded upward as a beautiful blue-haired mermaid appeared carrying a large jug in her hand. As she gazed around at her surroundings and the Edolas warriors hesitated for a moment, Lucy confidently called out, “Aquarius, show these guys whose—”

      A hand roughly clamped down on Lucy’s head and roughly rotated her back to face her Spirit. Aquarius looked down at her with venom and spite, “Did you just summon me from the water of some woman?”

      “T-That was my friend Juvia, she can use—”

      “You’re not answering me.” Lucy trembled but slowly nodded, “Well I can’t let you do that again. But I know just saying it won’t change anything. So…” She pulled her water jug back, “I’m going to ingrain this lesson into your mind, body, and soul.”

      “A-Aquarius—”

      “Let this be a lesson to you; when you summon me… DON’T! USE! WATER! FROM PEOPLE!”

      With a furious roar, Aquarius swung the jug out and sent a tidal wave of water flowing from space. Water that rushed out so wildly and with such ferocity that it carried Boro, Hoteye, and Angel away in the current.

      As well as Juvia and Lucy.

      Coco was lucky enough to be standing by Gildarts as he summoned an orb of stone around them to keep them grounded.

      But unfortunately, the wave didn’t stop there…

    
    

    
      “I remember this dream being told to me since the moment I was cognizant of words.” Naruto looked down as the king soliloquized at his side on their way to the lab, ‘Passed down from my father. And to him from his. And so on and so on until our records became nothing more than carving in the walls of caves.’ Faust looked off wistfully, “I thought one day I’d be able to entrust my son with this duty… but—”

      “I understand, your majesty.” The scarred blond man nodded, “There have been many sacrifices and tribulations for this day to come to fruition.”

      “Some even you gave willingly for the cause.” Faust said as he saw Naruto gingerly rub his left arm, “My boy, this is a day to celebrate.”

      “Yes, sire. I only hope that after this day is through—”

      “H-Hold on.” Faust raised his stave and they stopped, “Do you hear that?”

      Naruto heard the sound of something rumbling and growing louder as he looked back. When he saw the rushing tidal wave he immediately grabbed the king and ran, “Oh shit!”

    
    

    
      “Dammit! We have no idea where to go!”

      “If Gildarts was here we could have used his goggles to locate others in the castle.”

      “He’s not here and we’re on our own.” Erza warned the others as she marched ahead, “We have to find something.”

      “Again, just pointing it out, we level everything and look through the rubble.”

      “For the last time, Jura, we shouldn’t—”

      “What’s that noise?”

      Erza, Naruto, Laxus, and Jura looked ahead as they felt something rumble along the floor.

      In time to see a hallway full of water rush towards them.

      “Oh shit!”

    
    

    
      “Ice Make: Stairs!” Gray swung out his hands, freezing the gooey ground that Sugarboy’s sword had altered and raising a platform into the air. He quickly ran up the steps and jumped off the top one to jump onto a rollercoaster speeding by.

      When he landed on it he quickly scrambled to the front despite the uneasy footing. There he found his pink-haired comrade, secured to the front with swirls in his eyes and his cheeks puffed up from nausea. Gray groaned before slamming his hands down on the locking mechanism and freezing it, “C’mon you idiot, we’ve been toying around with these guys for too long!”

      When the securing post was shattered, Gray grabbed Natsu by the collar and jumped off the rollercoaster before landing on the ground. He dropped the Dragon Slayer on the floor as Natsu gagged and hocked up something in his mouth before growling, “I’M GETTING SICK OF THIS BIT!”

      “But I still find the gag funny!” Hughes called out with a laugh, standing atop a carousel with some dried blood and bruises on his face, “Hey you think if I stick you on this thing you’ll spew your lunch in every direction?”

      “I’M GONNA BURN THAT THING TO SLAG BEFORE YOU EVEN GET THE CHANCE!”

      “Hughes, please focus.” Sugarboy warned with a delightful bit of campiness, despite his bloody nose and messed up pompadour, “We’ve been trying to wear them down for a while but you constantly toying with the pink one is just dragging things out.”

      The mixed-haired boy blew his lips before dropping on his butt, “Well excuse me for having a little fun.”

      “Well we’ve come this far,” Midnight stepped up, barely even a scratch or scuff on his body as he raised his Reflective Force in hand, “Let’s put an end to this quickly, shall we?”

      “These guys are a pain in the ass.” Gray noted as he pulled Natsu up by the shoulder, “That brat never gives us a moment to think! That weird guy makes everything soft! And the creepy guy sends everything we throw at him right back at our faces!”

      “You need to hold the other two off.”

      “Huh?” He looked down at Natsu as the Dragon Slayer finally found his feet again and stood at his side, “What are you talking about?”

      “That guy with the mirror?” Natsu cracked his knuckles and rolled his head around, “I’ll take care of him myself. You hold back the other jerks.”

      “Hold them back?” Gray scoffed, “I’m taking care of two guys while you’re pissing around with only one? Sounds like you just need me to handle the hard work.”

      Natsu frowned, “Hard work?! The guy with the mirror is tougher!”

      “Barely tougher than one of the other guys! And I’m handling them both!”

      “You suck and you know it!”

      “You just know you’ll get caught in another stupid ride and be a useless sack of flesh and puke!”

      The Royal Army members stood aside in silent amusement as they watched the duo bicker and curse at each other. As Hughes chuckled, Sugarboy rubbed his chin, “I have a feeling they forgot where they were.”

      “Oh well, might as well remind them!” Hughes announced with a laugh, swinging his Command Tact with a flair as dozens of attractions singled in on them.

      Sugarboy let out a faint chuckle and slammed Rosa Espada into the ground, sending a wave through the ground directly at them.

      Both attacks narrowed in on the arguing Fairies—

      “FUCK OFF!”

      Only to get blown away as Natsu incinerated the theme park attractions and Gray froze the ground in the middle of its movement. The two Fairies rushed ahead to encounter their foes. Natsu charged at Hughes while Gray beelined towards Sugarboy. Both Commanders prepared to meet them—

      Before the Fairies suddenly converged in and swapped places.

      Sugarboy was too surprised to react in time as Natsu kicked him in the chin and sent him flying. While Hughes clicked his teeth and twisted his Command Tact around so his attacks turned to Gray instead. The black-haired Fairy smirked and slammed his fist down on his palm as he jumped over the rollercoaster—

      “Ice Make: Cage!”

      He created a large cage that snapped down on the front car under him. And the sudden pressure on the first car caused all the ones behind it to slide and crash before they broke through the cage and were ruined completely. Gray landed with a smirk and rushed at Hughes.

      “Oh, you bastard!” Hughes controlled a set of bumper cars that slid to his side. He jumped on top of one, hoping to gain some distance to summon more of his attractions to assault his enemy—

      “Ice Make: Floor!”

      A layer of ice suddenly spread out around Gray’s hand and coated the floor in the direction the bumper cars were heading. Hughes suddenly felt his footing waver and slide uneasily before tipping completely. He had to jump off before he was caught in the spin. The moment he landed on his feet he turned to summon more attractions—

      But Gray’s palm clasped around the Lacrima weapon before it could summon anything. And Hughes’ eyes widened in shock while the Fairy Mage smiled and froze the Command Tact completely before it shattered into pieces.

      “No!” He looked down at the broken piece in his hand, “You bastard—”

      Gray grabbed him by the collar and yanked him in before slamming his fist into the Commander’s face. As Hughes hit the ground unconscious with a bloody nose, Gray cracked his knuckles, “Take a nap you little prick.”

      “Ha! Ha! Ha!” Sugarboy announced, swiping his sword and creating cuts through the ground that flew towards Natsu as he flipped around. The Commander clicked his teeth in irritation at trying to catch the quick Dragon Slayer, “Dammit! Stay still boy!”

      “Well, maybe you should catch me!”

      “You want to taste the edge of Rosa Espada?!” Sugarboy leaped into the air and brought the sword down on Natsu’s head, “Then have it your way!”

      But Natsu caught the blade between his hands before it could reach him. Sugarboy tried to push through his grasp and struggled for a moment before Natsu smirked and ignited his entire body in an inferno.

      “What?!”

      “This blade makes things gooey and soft, right? Do you think it’ll work on flames?” Natsu increased the intensity of the fire around him as he grinned viciously, “What about this; do you think it’ll stop my flames from getting hotter and hotter?! Wanna find out?!”

      Rosa Espada grew red and then white hot from the intensity of his flames, and steam started to rise from the handle where Sugarboy’s hand held the sword. He tried to power through the pain but his eyes started to twitch before he finally let go, “IT BURNNNNNNSSS!”

      Natsu tossed the sword aside before clasping his hands in front of him, “Guess my flames beat your sword! Too bad! Fire Dragon’s Brilliant Flame!”

      A giant fireball engulfed Sugarboy before exploding and blowing him back across the giant hall. The Fourth Commander skid across the floor before coming to a stop, his pompadour frazzled and messy as he laid unconscious on the ground.

      Natsu caught his breath before looking over at their last adversary. Midnight stood aside, wearing an amused smile while his comrades were defeated at their hands.

      The Dragon Slayer rushed forward and puffed out his chest—

      “Fire Dragon’s Roar!”

      A plume of flames rushed out of his mouth and straight at Midnight. The calm young man raised his mirror and absorbed the blast before sending it back out at Natsu. The Dragon Slayer was swallowed up entirely by the rush of flames he had sent.

      The moment they died out, Natsu clicked his teeth and rushed in with his fist raised, “Fire Dragon’s Iron Fist!” It slammed into the mirror and suddenly the same force was released back at him. He went flying through the air before landing and swinging out his arms, “Fire Dragon’s Wing Attack!”

      The wave of fire he sent flying at Midnight was sucked in and returned once again. Midnight sighed as he watched Natsu get hit with his attack, “Is there something about doing this over and over to yourself that you just find so amusing—”

      “Fire Dragon’s Brilliant Flame!”

      Natsu clasped his hands together and thrust forward, launching a devastating fireball at Midnight that was immediately sent back. The Edolas Mage was about to sigh from exhaustion—

      Before he noticed something flying through the air and quickly moved his head. He looked back to see a piece of a shattered tile skittering along the ground after being thrown at his face.

      “Oh, you didn’t just reflect that?” Midnight looked back as the smoke settled to reveal a smirking Natsu, “You dodged? I wonder why? Is it because… you can’t reflect non-magical things?”

      Midnight scowled at him, “I don’t know what you think you’ve discovered, but don’t push your—”

      “Ice Make: Cannon!”

      Gray created his bazooka and fired a powerful rush of ice and snow. But instead of aiming at Midnight, it slammed into Natsu’s back and sent him flying at the Edolas Mage in a rush. And before he could make any kind of reaction, Natsu was on him and punched him square in the face.

      They both went flying across the floor before Midnight slammed into the ground roughly while Natsu slid to a stop. As he shrugged off the ice and snow that covered his back, Gray walked up to his side to face down Midnight as he picked himself up, “So that’s it, huh? You can reflect magic attacks but not physical ones?”

      “Then you’re shit out of luck, guy.” Natsu cracked his knuckles, “Because, alongside collateral damage, Fairy Tail specializes in beatings and brawls!”

      “Ugh, you bastards.” Midnight spat up some blood and wiped his chin before standing back up to face them down, ‘Do you think discovering that weakness has changed anything? You think I’ll give you a chance to hit me?’ Midnight scowled and shook his head, “As long as I still draw breath, I will keep fighting until that Lacrima is…”

      All three men paused for a moment as they heard a strange rumbling shake the ground. They looked towards the hallway they came from before they reached the amusement park area—

      Just in time to face a tidal wave rushing towards them at full force.

    
    

    
      “I found her!” Coco called out to Gildarts and she ran through the waterlogged hallways and debris to push a swirly-eyed Lucy on her side. The blonde was mumbling and whispering an apology to Aquarius before the shorter girl called back to the old Fairy, “Have you found anyone else?”

      “Not yet.” Gildarts answered, “I thought Juvia was close to her but she might have been carried—” Gildarts slipped and nearly tumbled flat on his back before looking down, “Oh, never mind! Found her!”

      “Gray-sama~,” The moaning puddle under his feet groaned, “That was amazing~. Juvia can’t feel anything~.”

      “D-Do I need a bucket?”

      “I’ll check on them! Please keep looking for anyone else!” Gildarts nodded and headed further down as Coco looked between the spot Juvia laid as a puddle and Lucy by her side. She wrapped her arms around Lucy’s chest just under her breasts and pulled her along. She nearly slipped out of her grasp if her arms didn’t slide up to meet two large patches of resistance, “Wow those are big.”

      She dropped her down by the Juvia puddle and could see both women were too dazed out of it to realize what was happening. Coco took a deep breath and yelled, “Wake up!”

      She clapped her hand on the puddle while slapping Lucy wildly. After a moment Lucy finally shot up in surprise, “W-What happened?!”

      Juvia emerged from the puddle with a groan, “But Gray-sama was just here, wasn’t he?” She looked around before noticing Coco, “Coco-San?”

      “You both saved us. Your attack blew Boro, Sorano, and Richard away. Along with… a lot of the castle.” She looked around and sweated at the sheer devastation the tidal wave they sent rushing through the castle caused, “But you and your friends might be able to stop what’s happening.”

      “Huh?” Lucy rubbed her head, “What are you talking about?”

      “I-I want my world to have magic, but I didn’t want to lose Lily in the process. A-And thinking about it, we’re hurting all your friends the same way, aren’t we?” Coco reached into her belt and retrieved the large key. She looked down at it sadly before looking at Juvia, “You were right. We wanted magic but… we’ve become so greedy that we’ll sacrifice everything and everyone to get it. And I-I don’t want that. So…”

      She held the key out to them as they looked between it and her in surprise.

      “Let me help you.”

    
    

    
      It was startling to wake up in the water. It was such a sudden and shocking experience that she nearly felt like she was drowning right then and there.

      The water seemed to continue forever, and she couldn’t find the right direction to swim up and find air. She held her breath for as long as she could and continued to stay conscious even after the bubbles slipped out of her lips.

      But finally, the rush of water ended and she found herself lying naked on the ground in a soaking mess. Coughing and gagging, spitting up what felt like a gallon of water before she could take a breath. And when she did she greedily sucked it in like she was starved for oxygen.

      This… this would not stand.

      This humiliation. This defeat. This indignation.

      Her fingers dragged along the soaking wet floor as her other hand tightly gripped the spear she refused to release even as she nearly drowned. And with a growl, her foe’s name groaned out of her throat…

      “Scarlet!”

    
    

    
      Done

      There was more to this chapter but my god it was getting long. I had to cut it in two. Hopefully the next part won’t have to wait too long.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye
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      It was… surreal to be back in his world after so much time.

      The landscape still looked as beautiful as ever, even if the islands were floating just a tad bit lower than they had been when he was last here.

      He allowed himself to feel that sense of nostalgia for only a few moments before he focused on his task once more.

      This might have been his home… his kingdom… but his guild was in danger. And he had to make his move now.

    
    

    
      Hallway after hallway was waterlogged to oblivion and back. Soldiers lay unconscious and drenched to the bone along the floor. They didn’t seem conscious enough to suddenly wake up but they did walk with caution from the worry that the drowned masses might suddenly sprout up and attack them.

      “Man, I know this wasn’t planned, but this couldn’t have worked out better for us.” Gildarts noted as he and the girls made their way around the unconscious soldiers, “If your friend hadn’t had that tantrum and flooded this place we might have had to push through these ranks ourselves.”

      Lucy shivered in fear, “P-Please don’t word Aquarius’ actions like that. If she hears you say it like that then she’ll take it out on me.”

      Coco looked up at the blonde Mage curiously as she trembled at the thought of her Spirit’s retribution, “But I thought she was one of your servants. Couldn’t you order her not to do something like that again?”

      “There is no way Aquarius would listen to an order from me. And they’re not my servants — they’re my friends.” Lucy clarified to the young Edolas girl, ‘I make contracts with all of them when I gain ownership of their keys, and we work out a schedule of when they can help me out and how often. Although recently those schedules have gotten kind of lax and I can call on them a lot more frequently.’ Lucy smiled warmly and held a hand to her heart, “I can always rely on them. They’re my friends through and through.”

      Coco was surprised by the Earthland Mage’s sincerity and earnest feelings. The way she talked about even the Spirits was so warm and welcoming. And the degree she was willing to go to help her friends and her guild.

      Somewhere deep inside Coco felt a longing and jealousy for feelings just like that. She thought she and the members of the Royal Army were much closer than they truly were. They had compromised many times and done many terrible things over the years, but she felt there was an understanding and camaraderie that they were at least doing it together. But now… it was clear those feelings were wrong.

      “But wait,” Juvia spoke up, “If you feel that way, then why is Aquarius-San so quick to anger and attack you?”

      That warm and bubbly feeling in Lucy’s chest and her expression was quickly traded for dull eyes and a broken smile. The color left her face as she looked aside, “Oh, yeah, I-I think I got on Aquarius’ bad side once and she’s never quite forgiven me for that.”

      “When was that?”

      “From the moment I was born.” Lucy dreamily admitted, “Or even before that. Maybe before I was born?”

      Juvia and Coco felt sweatdrops run down their cheeks at the blonde’s depression, and even Gildarts felt like staying quiet instead of igniting her trauma. Instead, he pulled his goggles down over his eyes and tried to locate some Lacrima signatures instead.

      He found one registered by his Lacrima that he recognized. The older man turned and started making his way over, “I think I found Laxus! C’mon!” He lead the way as the girls followed him further down the hallway. As the steps they took started splashing in larger puddles, they found fewer and fewer soldiers knocked out by the rush of water along the way. Finally, among all the washed-away masses, they found—

      “Laxus!” Gildarts called out to his comrade as the blond man was picking himself up in groggy exhaustion. He along with Jura, Naruto, and Erza were trying to dry themselves out after getting swept away in the tidal wave, “I’m glad to see you all together! Wait, is that—”

      “Erza!” Lucy and Juvia rushed forward to meet their friends. The blonde woman embraced her friend again and smiled, ‘I’m so glad you’re here, and you’re okay! I was so worried!’ The Celestial Spirit Mage stepped back and looked over her friend, “Why are you wearing the other Erza’s clothes?”

      “I appropriated them.” Erza said as she pulled on the metal bikini plate, “I thought it would be useful to pose as Knightwalker and make my way around here without question.”

      Juvia raised her hand, “But how did Erza-San procure that outfit—”

      Naruto quickly stepped in and shook his head, “Don’t ask.” His eyes wandered, “Seriously. I-I can’t keep thinking about it. Don’t bring it up. For all our sakes.”

      Lucy and Juvia shared a look of unamused derision. Coco just looked bewildered by his insistence. But strangely enough both Laxus and Jura nodded in agreement.

      Erza shrugged, “Well, it looks like we’re all back together. All we’re missing are Wendy, Carla, Happy, Gajeel, Natsu, and Gray. Where could—”

      “Wait!” They all went silent as Juvia snapped forward with a focused, deranged look on her face. Her head snapped back and forth before she pointed in one direction, “Juvia’s love radar is going off! Gray-sama must be this way!”

      The Water Mage rushed down the hallway in a hurry as the others shared looks of surprise before following after her. The blue-haired Fairy led the group by a wide margin as she pushed on frantically, “Juvia’s ‘Gray-sama proximity’ is tingling! He must be close!”

      “…”

      No one said anything.

      “Pfft,” Jura giggled, “Bet that’s not the only tingle—”

      “Jura shut up.”

      “There! Gray-sama~! Juvia is so happy to see you!”

      Somehow Juvia was able to find Gray in the expansive castle layout. And the others all looked on in shock as they entered a giant stretch of space filled with water, people, a giant octopus monster, and an amusement park.

      Naruto sweated at the strange sight, “This is such a weird sight to see so deep in a castle. We’ve got puddles and a freakin’ octopus and an amusement park of all things. How the hell…” He caught the sight of excitement in the corner of his eyes and shook his head, “No, we don’t have the time.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Erza deflected as she quickly looked away from the attractions and rides, “We have a job to do and that’s the only thing we should focus on.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Gray-sama! He’s over there!” They followed Juvia as she cheered in joy, “Gray-sama, Juvia is so happy to see you again! And that you’re safe!”

      No one felt the need to point out that both he, Natsu, and several Oración Seis as well as two Commanders were currently pinned underneath Boro’s gigantic mass and unconscious. As Juvia fell to her knees and tried to pull him out, Gildarts stepped up and created several pillars of rock that lifted the giant octopus off the people he had pinned beneath him.

      “These two fought off Hughes, Sugarboy, and McBeth?” Coco remarked in amazement as she looked down at the icy and fiery Fairies being recovered, “That’s amazing.”

      “Of course,” Coco looked up at Erza as she walked over to the unconscious men as Lucy and Juvia tried to wake them up, ‘These are two of the strongest and bravest Mages in our guild. You can expect nothing less from them.’ She stood over them and firmly nudged them with her boot, “Wake up you two, we have work to do.”

      Natsu and Gray shuffled as they started to stir awake. Their eyes slowly peeled open and looked up at the redhead standing over them—

      “AHHHH! EVIL ERZA!”

      “WE’RE ALL GONNA DIEEEEEEEE!”

      “No, it’s me. I’m just wearing her outfit.”

      “AHHHHH! NORMAL ERZA!”

      “SHE’LL KILL US!”

      That caused a vein to bulge over her eye. And after a thorough beating at her hands, they had both woken up enough to join the rest of them in a team meeting.

      It was time to figure out what to do next.

    
    

    
      Extalia was a massive landmark atop an even bigger floating island. The city was surprisingly large for a race about the same size as Carla and Happy. There must have been so many of the feline race living above the rest of the world.

      “Um, Carla?”

      If this country was attacked or destroyed by the efforts of the Royal Army the casualties would be devastating. And even if they did escape, as long as the soldiers were hunting Exceed with that Lacrima ray then they were in danger.

      “C-Carla?”

      They had to evacuate everyone as quickly as possible. But Carla and Happy had made themselves criminals while escaping this place to come and recuse themselves. So any goodwill they had with the rulers and government of this place was probably totally squandered at this point. So the only way they could properly warn everyone was to get the queen and goddess, Queen Shagotte, to decree that they all had to escape. Which was why—

      “Carla! Carla! Carla! Oh no—”

      Carla took a sharp turn up before they could slam into the rock carrying Extalia and whizzed towards its central palace. At the speeds they were going through the streets, the Exceed they passed along the way looked like a blur of different shapes and sizes. They rushed further and further along before finally coming to the door of the central point of Extalia—

      “Wendy! Knock it down!”

      “H-Huh?” The little Dragon Slayer panicked in the frantic rush forward before her friend’s order finally crossed her mind. Remembering her training with Naruto and the practices she had gone through, Wendy extended her hand and focused her magic forward. Guiding it with her palm and sharply twisting it forward, she sent a rush of wind into the giant doors blocking the entrance and tore into them before they broke apart completely.

      Once the doors were knocked down, Wendy was placed down before Carla retracted her wings and landed at her side. She rushed forward with the blue-haired Mage following up behind her, “Come on! We have to reach the queen as soon as possible! If these idiots will listen to anyone, it’s her!”

      “Carla, I-I know you’re still upset, but maybe not calling them idiots will be a good first step to convincing them we’re here to help.”

      “Tch.”

      “Over there!” The girls looked over as several large cats as big as Wendy rushed over to intercept them, “You will not approach Shagotte-sama, Fallen!”

      “No humans may step upon the holy land of Extalia!”

      “Sky Dragon’s Wings!”

      Pushing down her reservations about fighting the felines they were trying to save, Wendy conjured wind around her arms and swiped the incoming platoon of soldiers away. Any that avoided the Fairy Mage’s path, Carla flew by and kicked across the face to put them down for good.

      The best of what Extalia’s soldiers had to offer had gone down with Nichiya’s vanguard squad.

      “S-Sorry!” Wendy apologized as she knocked some Exceed aside, ‘I’m so sorry about this!’ She whimpered, “I swear we’re here to help! W-We’re not bad people! Y-You have a lovely castle!”

      “Wendy! Grow some thicker skin and knock all of these useless lumps aside!”

      “Carla, please! I’m conflicted enough!”

      The former Cait duo continued to plow through the Extalia forces they came across, but quickly realized that their numbers weren’t dwindling in the slightest. With their teammates fighting in the world below, and such a short period before things inevitably hit the fan, neither Fairy Mage felt the desire to waste time plowing through the endless army when they still had something so important to do.

      “Carla, come on!”

      “Right!”

      Wendy and Carla ran through the hallways to get some distance away from the soldiers as they picked themselves up. However the duo quickly realized no matter what direction they ran, they would be cut off by a swarm of armed cats.

      “They went this way!”

      “Quickly! Cut them off!”

      Get them in a dead-end!”

      “C-Carla! Where do we go?”

      “I don’t know! I’m unfamiliar with this castle!” The white cat announced, looking around frantically as she started to panic that they had bitten off more than they could chew. She believed in Wendy’s power, but the girl couldn’t go on like this. Not after being locked up and drained by the Royal Army. She had to find them a way out—

      “Psst!” The girls’ ears perked up when they heard the quiet hiss of someone trying to stay hidden. They looked around before finally noticing the small head of an old, wizened cat peeking out from between a set of large doors. He waved them over with a paw, “Over here. Quickly.”

      Carla was immediately distrustful and wanted to run in the opposite direction of the stranger. But Wendy noticed the sounds of the incoming soldiers and grabbed her paw before jumping into the room with the old cat. The two Fairy Mages quickly caught their breath and hid in a corner of the room as the old cat looked back outside. As the sound of footsteps drew closer, he stepped out and closed the door behind him.

      “Sir! Be careful! A Fallen has infiltrated the castle with their human tagalong! We’re trying to locate them but advise that you and the higher council remain in the throne room with Shagotte-sama until they are dealt with!”

      “Oh, how dreadful. Then you must capture them and evict them at once. May Shagotte-sama watch over you!”

      “Thank you, sir!”

      The girls waited with bated breath as the footfalls drew further and further away. And after a moment of silence, the door opened back up and the old cat walked back in. As he closed the door Wendy asked, “Who—”

      “Look you!” Carla abandoned any fear and reserve as she marched up to the old cat and frowned at him, ‘Who are you and why did you cover for us? You understand we’re the Fallen and human duo they warned you about, right? So why pull us away from your guards?’ The old cat just seemed to stare at her in silence before rubbing his eyes, “What?”

      “Nothing, dear, just a small bit of nostalgia is all.”

      “What?” Carla looked befuddled before she grew angry, “Look, my name is Carla! I was one of the 100 children—”

      “I know who you are. We all know. We were expecting to meet you today.” He walked past her and towards a wall, “Granted we didn’t know you’d run away before charging back in with a friend, but I suppose there’s no predicting how the rest of this day will go from now on.”

      “W-What are you—”

      “You both came here to talk with Shagotte-sama, correct?” The old cat inquired of both of them before pressing his paw to the wall as it slid aside and opened a secret path for them, “Then follow me. This is a path to the throne room.”

      “What?!” Carla reeled back in shock and scowled at the cat, “There’s no way we’re following you anywhere! This is a trap to ensnare — Wendy?!”

      “Carla, this seems like a very elaborate trick if he went so far as to hide us just to capture us himself.” Wendy ducked into the special passage, “We’ve come this far, and even if he isn’t bringing us to the queen, this is closer than we were just running around aimlessly looking for her. Let’s just take a chance, okay?”

      Carla looked displeased and uncertain… but still followed her best friend and the stranger into the wall before it closed behind them.

    
    

    
      “Prepare yourselves!”

      Pantherlily brought his giant sword done on the Fairy duo, forcing Gajeel to block it on the cross of his arms as sparks flew. The Dragon Slayer resisted the force and Happy tried to push back against Lily’s powerful swing but felt his wings falter. It was only a matter of time before Happy’s wings folded under the pressure and the two Fairies were sent careening into the island holding the giant Lacrima.

      Happy groaned and lifted himself, feeling a dull pain through his whole body before he saw the glint of sunlight bouncing off something massive. He looked up and craned his neck back to see the full scale of the giant Lacrima that they had come to dissolve. He picked himself up and turned back to the crater, “Gajeel, we’re here! We need to—”

      The shadow of Lily’s giant blade spread over them and Happy looked up in shock as it dropped down toward them—

      Only to get caught between the hands of the Iron Dragon Slayer as he popped up below the blade. The giant sword struggled to slip through Gajeel’s hands as he and the huge Exceed were suddenly an immovable object stopping an unstoppable force.

      “This Lacrima will be the future of this world! I will not let any of you risk that future!” Pantherlily growled as he pushed the handle of the sword down and caused the rock to crack under Gajeel’s feet, “Submit and I will give you a swift and painless end!”

      “You’re supposed to be one of the cat folk the army’s gonna take out, right?” Gajeel looked up at Lily past the sword pushing down on him, “And you’re comfortable with that?”

      Lily clicked his teeth and pressed on—

      Only to be shocked as Gajeel suddenly raised his head and bit into his sword. With a sharp yank of his head, he tore out a portion of the sword and ate it. And as Lily and Happy looked at him in shock, his hands fell on the chunk he ripped out with his teeth and pressed in.

      Lily’s sword suddenly shattered into dozens of pieces and Gajeel leaped up through the debris. He linked his hands together and brought them down on the 1st Commander in a heavy hammer blow that sent him careening into the ground.

      As Gajeel landed by the beaten Lily, Happy gasped in shock, “Holy cow. You’re still super scary even after all this time, Gajeel.”

      The Dragon Slayer scoffed as he stood over the large Exceed resting in a crater unconscious. He reached down and yanked the dented helmet off Lily’s head before taking a bite out of it like an apple, “If you’re going to be my cat, then you’re going to need to get your priorities straight, bud. If you can’t even figure out who you should be fighting for—”

      Lily’s foot immediately lashed out and struck Gajeel’s crotch. He grunted and doubled over before the large Exceed’s head swung in and crashed into his face. And as Gajeel was stunned the cat raised his leg and slammed it into the Fairy’s chest to send him flying.

      “Gajeel!” Happy called out as he watched the Dragon Slayer fly out of the crater and bounce off the ground a few times. The little blue cat looked over in shock, “B-But I thought he—”

      “I have no idea what this ‘my cat’ drivel is you are spewing, but I know where my loyalties lie. And I know what I’m willing to compromise.” Lily tore off his mangled cloak and shed the broken and dented pieces of armor off his body. As the jacked and muscular Exceed stepped out of the hole, he glared Gajeel down, “The Exceed do nothing to help this world. They lounge and grow fat on their perch at the top, and leave it, its problems, and all who suffer and fear below them to their devices. Even just helping humans — a dying, injured human child — is deemed an act against the Exceed and punishable by ex-communication.”

      Lily snarled, “I’m not sure what loyalty you think I owe my race, but I promise you my sympathy has dried out.”

      Happy looked at the massive Exceed in shock. He… he sounded like Carla did. Someone who was disillusioned by the actions of Extalia and had washed their paws of them completely. He lowered his head sadly—

      “Hehe.”

      Happy and Lily both looked over as Gajeel picked himself up and wiped his face before spitting out a loogie of blood. He smirked, “That almost sounds convincing. But if you want me to believe you, your punches shouldn’t lose some impact before they hit.”

      Pantherlily only growled and raised his fists in a combat stance as Gajeel rolled his shoulders and did the same.

      The two bloodthirsty fighters charged at each other with a manic roar as they punched.

    
    

    
      “Would someone be willing to explain why to me how a tsunami seemed to localize itself solely within the walls of my castle?!” Faust roared irritably after watching his halls flood so suddenly without warning. As the scientists and most brilliant minds of Edolas could only shake their heads and step away to avoid his ire, he grumbled, ‘This is ridiculous. I did not imagine there would be so many obstacles in our way so close to the completion of our goal.’ He looked over to the smartest man in the room when Boro was away, “Were there any damages to the cannon?”

      “No sir,” Brain quickly responded, looking down as his feet splashed in the thin spread of water over the floor, ‘We were able to close the doors before too much water got in. Enough that the janitorial staff may need a call, but not enough to stall or halt the process of the cannon.’ He looked back towards the door, “The fact Coco ran off with the key however is still a difficult development. With the urgency in creating this cannon, we only had the time to forge the one key to its system. We are already working on a backup, but in the window of time we want to use and the intruders threatening our experiment—”

      “Boro needs to capture that little traitor! Now!”

      Naruto looked at Faust’s fury with a conflicted expression before looking to Brain, “What stirred this reaction from Coco? I didn’t think there was anything that could have swayed her desire to see our goal for magic through to the end.”

      Brain groaned and pressed a button as a magnified image of the giant Lacrima and the island it was floating on was shown. On it, the figures of Pantherlily and Gajeel could be seen as they ferociously traded blows in the span of seconds. Naruto’s eyes widened, “Is that Pantherlily? And is that one of the Earthland intruders?”

      “Commander Pantherlily is holding off what we believe to be another Dragon Slayer from rendering the Lacrima inert and freeing the people inside. He is attempting to hold him back but it appears they are evenly matched.”

      “Oh shit.” Naruto stepped back, “I’ll get up there and help him. When that intruder is down we can—”

      “Namikaze,” He paused and looked back at Faust as the old king stared ahead with grim determination, “You’re not going to go up there. Pantherlily has been a loyal soldier and friend for years, but what we are about to do is wipe his race from the face of the map. Even if he understood, and agreed to the plan; what’s to say he wouldn’t want to exact revenge on his people sometime in the future? The Exceed have always been a threat to the rule and safety of our people. Every last one of them. It may be best to snuff out that issue right now before any risks start to build.”

      Naruto stared at the ruler in disbelief. That kind of thought process was baffling. He understood that sacrifice had to be made… as well as compromises they were all willing to make.

      He and Lily knew that better than anyone in the Royal Army.

      But to so blatantly turn their backs on a comrade that turned from his people and stood with them? It just… just wasn’t right.

      Naruto’s fist tightened at his side and an argument rose to his tongue—

      “Your Grace!” A soldier at the doorway called out and garnered the attention of everyone in the room, “I-It’s Commander Knightwalker! She has returned!”

      Naruto’s unease at the discussion quickly fell to the side as his focus switched, “She’s back?”

      “Yes sir! And she has brought prisoners! A-And Coco as well!”

      Faust nodded and the guards pulled the doors open as wide as they could. As they opened, everyone in the room looked at the red-haired Commander standing proudly despite the injuries that still marked her body. In one hand she held the ropes tying an unconscious pink-haired and black-haired man together. On the other hand, she tightly gripped the hands of the blonde prisoner that had escaped earlier behind her back until it hurt. And standing in front of her was Coco, browbeaten and clutching the key to her chest.

      “Knightwalker.” Faust addressed the capable redhead as she stepped in, pushing the blonde prisoner and Coco forward as she dragged the two unconscious men behind her, “I’m glad to see you here. And also relieved to see we could put our faith in you stopping this little uprising.”

      “Of course, Your Grace.” She answered respectfully before tossing Natsu and Gray forward and kicking Lucy to the floor, “These intruders have been nothing but a thorn in our side. I know we should be using their magic but I thought it might be cathartic to let them see all their work crumble to pieces along with their home.”

      “Stop it!” Lucy cried out, “You don’t have to do this! Coco, don’t give the key back!”

      “That’s enough out of you.” Erza said as she pinned the Fairy Mage to the ground with her foot. She glared at Coco and made the girl flinch in fright as she clutched the key to her chest. She then looked up from her and stared at the magical cannon that lay at the center of these plans.

      She faintly smiled, “Finally… we can end this.”

      While the room basked in their victory and sealed the doors shut, no one seemed to notice the figure slipping in along the ceiling and hiding in the shadows for his moment to act.

    
    

    
      Coco looked back anxiously, “A-Are you sure it was a good idea for them to go back with the key?”

      “They said they had an idea so we should just trust them.” Gildarts answered as he and the other members of their alliance ran through the halls of the castle. If any soldiers who were still about after the tsunami were skulking around and tried to stop them then Laxus, Gildarts, Jura, or Juvia would quickly put them down as Coco led the way at the front of the pack, “The best we can do is secure a safe way out of this castle and prepare to help them retreat when we need to.”

      “Right, but I do have some grievances about that plan of theirs.” Laxus chimed in while knocking aside a soldier’s spear with his Lightning Splinter, “It seems like it was worked up very suddenly and could quickly fall apart if they aren’t careful.”

      Erza was going to guide them all in as prisoners, with Lucy’s Spirit Gemini appearing as Coco while holding the key. They would return it to the king, only for Gemini to copy Faust’s appearance and memories to confuse the soldiers. They would then take both kings hostage, leaving the soldiers unsure of who to attack and not willing to risk harming their monarch. And with that opportunity, they would use the cannon loaded with Dragon Slayer magic to launch at the Lacrima entirely and free the town trapped within. It was a plan made on the fly with the bones from Lucy’s original plan to copy Faust and order the release of the Earthland Lacrima.

      “Indeed it may seem like that, and that could very well be true,” Juvia nodded with resolve in her eyes, “But you don’t need to worry! Gray-sama and the others are handling it, with even Erza-San and Naruto-San backing them up! When that group gets together and works as a team, there is nothing they can’t do! That’s why they’re known as the greatest team in Fairy Tail; Fairy Titans!”

      …

      As the silence after her declaration was almost stifling, Jura groaned, “Fucking hell, if I knew that was their name I never would have thrown my lot in with you guys.”

      “Was that the best choice?”

      “Well, it was a vote among the entire guild for what their name would be.” The blue-haired Mage clutched her fist with fiery fury, “And Juvia was not going to allow them to name the team after Gray-sama’s stinky poopoo drawers!” The Edolas natives were stunned silent by the strange tangent she seemed to go off on. They shared a hesitant look before deciding it would be for the best not to bring it up.

      “Over there!” Coco yelled as they turned the corner and rushed to the large doors leading out to the stables. In this designated area were all the Legions gathered and used by the Royal Army for their military purposes and Dark Guild hunting. The gargantuan beasts seemed docile and well-behaved in their cots, “This way!”

      As Juvia marveled at the strange beasts she was seeing, the Edolas Mages followed the little runner as she rounded some stables to find her personal Legion. Once she spotted her Legion she nearly cheered in delight, “There it is! We’ve got — oh no!”

      “There she is!” Some soldiers posted up by her Legion’s stable quickly pointed their way. As they drew their shields and weapons, the soldiers charged in and the Mages were about to attack, “If she has the key then grab — GAH!”

      A masked figure popped up from behind the leading soldier and slammed a rock to the back of their helmet. As the soldiers stumbled forward and the others looked back at what was happening, the Fairies of both worlds charged in. Laxus swung his weapon and Juvia knocked them back with her Water magic.

      Once all the soldiers were laid out over the ground, Coco looked up at the masked person as they dropped the rock, “Mask? What are you doing here?”

      Mask pointed at themself and then to one of the Legion before pantomiming flying away.

      “You were going to escape on a Legion as well?” Coco tilted her head, “Why? And haven’t you heard what I did? Why aren’t you reporting us?”

      Juvia stepped up, “Coco-San, who is this?”

      “This is Mask. They’re a member of the Royal Army that always helped us in the lab. They can’t talk though. They were helping us prepare the cannon before you all showed up. I thought they went missing—”

      “She did because she was helping us.” Laxus said, “She brought us our weapons after we were finally released from our cells.”

      “She did?” Coco blinked, ‘Wait… she?’ She looked back at Mask, “Are you a woman?” Mask nodded as Coco paled, “O-Oh… I-I was kinda interested in you. I-I thought the quiet helper role was cool for you.”

      Mask covered the mouthpiece of her mask in shock as Juvia gasped.

      “Oh my god! This is really fucking adorable but can we move along!” Jura marched past them to the Legion, “I’ve been stuck here long enough and I wanna leave already!”

      “Y-Yes, Jura-San is right!” Juvia quickly composed herself after the momentary shock of romantic feelings she was sensing, “Mask-San, we are hoping to save my friends from the Lacrima. Would you like to help us?”

      Mask nodded and joined her and Coco on the rush to the Legion.

      Laxus and Gildarts stayed behind. They shared a look and the older man whispered, “What do you think?”

      The blond Dark Mage took a breath, “I have an idea… and it clears a few things up that always confused me…” He hesitated, “But I don’t want to get my hopes up.”

      Gildarts understood and patted his back before they followed the winged beast.

    
    

    
      As they made their way through the secret passage, Carla tried to focus solely on her fury and distrust, so she wasn’t bombarded by the feelings of panic and anxiousness she was feeling. Following this strange elder Exceed to the throne chamber with their queen and goddess just screamed a trap and they should beware. Carla fully expected there to be a squadron of soldiers to jump them the moment they entered.

      If that was so then Carla had to act quickly. She had to grab Wendy and clear Extalia as quickly as possible. If that meant that the Exceed had to be left to their fate then… then so be it. The thoughts of the kind elderly couple on the outskirts of the nation that took them in and helped them lingered in her mind and heart… but compared to her desire to help Wendy escape…

      “Carla?” Wendy looked back at her feline friend as she got as compact as she could to crawl through the secret tunnels of Extalia’s castle, “Are you okay? You look focused on something.”

      “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.” She quickly deflected before looking up at her young charge and the awkward position she took to crawl through the pathway, “How about you, Wendy? You look like you’re having a hard time.”

      “Y-Yeah,” The polite girl didn’t try to raise a fuss as the further she followed through this passage the more times she ended up hitting her head. In the end, she had to resort to crawling along the ground so that she could avoid hurting herself, “This crawlspace is a little more cramped than I imagined.”

      “Apologies, young lady.” The elderly Exceed said over his shoulder as he led them around a corner. The old feline groaned and knocked on his back a few times to work out a knot forming back there, “This space was made for Exceed to make their way through. I don’t think we ever anticipated letting a human through here when they were formed.”

      “I-It’s alright. I’m small so it’s no big deal.” She said with a cheery giggle, “If it was Naruto-San, Natsu-San, or Gray-San I imagine they would be having a lot more trouble getting through here. Hehe, and I’m sure Erza-San and Lucy-San too because they are so much more—”

      She paused and hesitated before she finished. The two Exceed stopped walking and looked at the young Dragon Slayer curiously. The older male tilted his head, “Are you alright, dear?”

      Wendy hung her head, “Y-Yes, it’s a good thing I’m so much smaller. So small. So… small.”

      “You only have yourself to blame for letting your thoughts go there.” Carla coldly replied as Wendy could only sigh sadly as she hung her head deeper. Carla decided to take this chance to ask some questions that were on her mind. She looked past the grieving and inconsolable Wendy to stare at the older cat, “How much longer will it be until we get there?”

      “Not much longer.” He pointed in the direction they were going and the small glimpses of light seeping through the darkness, “It’s right up there.”

      “How did you know we were going to be in that room? In that hall?” The older cat stopped walking and slowly turned back to regard her. The lack of an answer only seemed to set Carla more on edge as she glared at him, “It seems convenient that you showed up and offered us asylum just when we needed it. How did you know where to be to help us when we needed it most?”

      The elder cat did not respond immediately. He simply stared at her deeply for a moment, a wistful lingering in his eyes before he turned away with a groan, “Shagotte-sama told me where you would be. I simply followed her guide.”

      Carla frowned, “The God Queen, Shagotte. Is that kind of premonition one of her godly powers?”

      “I suppose.” His odd answer did not slip past either of the girls before he stepped up and pushed the pathway open. As light flooded in and nearly blinded them, after a moment they realized there was no one to attack them or rush them. The two Fairies slipped up out of the secret pathway and stepped out into a large open room adorned with fancy tapestries and artworks along the wall.

      “Welcome, you two.”

      Carla and Wendy immediately turned to see a figure on the far side of the room. They were flanked on both sides by many elderly Exceed, of which the old male cat that had led them here was quickly joining their side. And at the center of them, sitting upon a gallant throne, was a white cat with piercings along the right side of her face and sharp eyes. The royal attire she wore covered her completely with feathers along the collar to stick out.

      Shagotte, God Queen of the Exceed and ruler of all Edolas.

      As Carla looked at her she was surprised to see someone who wasn’t haughty or arrogant or looked at them like they were simply bugs. Instead, the older white cat seemed… tired… almost melancholic as she looked at them both. And something about her seemed so… she didn’t know how to put it. It was just odd to look at her.

      Shagotte slowly stood out of her throne and walked down the steps to come to their level. Her closest advisors followed behind her as she spoke, “Your names are Wendy and… Carla, correct?”

      Her momentary surprise subsided as Carla nodded, “That’s right. I am one of the 100 Exceed you sent to Earthland to collect the Dragon Slayers. And this is Wendy, the Sky Dragon Slayer.”

      “Shagotte-sama,” Wendy respectfully addressed the queen as she bowed her head before speaking, “We’ve come to give you a dire warning. I know we invaded your castle and attacked your guards, but if we did not warn you directly then there may not have been enough time.”

      “The humans are going to attack Extalia! They’re planning to crash the giant Lacrima into your city and convert all of you into an eternal magic source!”

      The Exceed looked surprised by their warning before solemnly looking at each other. Shagotte closed her eyes, “I see… so that is how it is going to happen.”

      “They have already started their attack! They attacked your vanguard squad and reduced them to a giant cat Lacrima!” Carla announced, “They have been preparing this attack against the Exceed for some time! Probably years! And if you don’t hurry up then all the Exceed will be wiped out!”

      The elderly cats nodded, “We know, dear.”

      “Y-You know?” Wendy repeated in confusion.

      “Then why aren’t you doing anything?!” Carla swiped her paw out while yelling, “Do you still consider the humans so far beneath you that you won’t even consider their attack a threat? This is very much a concern for all of you—”

      “No, my child.” One of the elders shook his head, ‘It’s not that we don’t understand the threat at hand. It’s simply that… there is nothing we can do about it.’ The elders sadly hung their heads, “We are not strong enough to fight the Royal Army or stop the humans from attacking.”

      Carla’s eyes widened in shock, “W-What?”

      She looked around at all the Exceed in front of her — all the villains she believed controlled the world and left humanity to their own devices after abandoning them to live above the rest of existence. The monsters behind the mission to capture the Dragon Slayers and bring them to this world to be used as a resource.

      They all looked so sad. Ashamed and guilty of something they didn’t let anyone else know. And no one looked more miserable than the queen, who stared at her with a sense of deep sadness and longing that Carla couldn’t describe. It made other instances of pain — even the one she and Wendy felt when they lost Cait Shelter — look so much simpler in comparison.

      “B-But,” Carla quickly composed herself, ‘But you’re the God Queen, aren’t you?! You’re the Exceed that sits on high and decides the fate of the world, aren’t you?!’ She waved out towards the rest of Extalia that load behind the walls, “Every Exceed in this place extols your name and your abilities! W-What about that?!”

      Shagotte stared at the irate young cat in silence before her paw slipped out of her gown. She undid her holy garments and allowed them to drop to the ground.

      All that was left was a small and thin white Exceed, her body language telling them she was reserved and ashamed. And from her back spread only a single beautiful wing.

      Carla’s shock and disbelief were plastered all over her face. Shagotte shook her head, “I’m no queen or God. And we Exceed are not divine beings or angels. I am just… what you see before you.”

      Wendy looked between the bare queen and her shocked best friend. With a nervous gulp, she spoke up, “What is this?” She looked up to the elderly Exceed in front of her, “How is this possible?”

      “The truth is that Exceed are not the illustrious beings of power others believe we are. Exceed are naturally much weaker than most other species in Edolas. All we are gifted with are magic power, our wings, a long lifespan, and intelligence that make us a match for humans.”

      “Many, many years ago we were hunted by humans. Some believed they could take our internal magic power for themselves if they killed us. Others were simply envious that such a weak species had what they never could. Whatever their motives, their methods and results were the same. If we did not do something soon, we would be extinct.”

      “So we hid away. Fled from the human public for several years before our attackers’ numbers thinned and vanished. And we started spreading tales of the Exceed, guardian angels of Edolas that never interacted with the humans. And of our ruler, that stood above all of creation.”

      Wendy’s eyes widened, “You convinced the world you were divine, so you could protect yourselves?”

      “We did.” Shagotte nodded, “And I played my part too. To hide the Exceed away and keep them safe from danger.”

      “Shagotte-sama, please. Don’t take the blame for our actions. We’ve been keeping this lie going for so many years—”

      “But I still did what I did.” Shagotte confessed, “My name and my actions stirred the distrust and contempt in the humans against the Exceed. Because we built a wall of fear between us and the humans, their resentment has hit a boiling point and they now wish to annihilate us.”

      “IMPOSSIBLE!”

      Wendy and the others looked at Carla in surprise after her feverish yell. The little Exceed was breathing heavily with furious tears pricking the edges of her eyes, “You expect me to believe you haven’t planned this?! That you’re just some figurehead?! Then why slaughter so many humans?!” Carla’s voice hitched as a sob slipped out, ‘W-Why would you send 100 children to Earthland to bring back Dragon Slayers?!’ Carla caught her breath, “Tell me!”

      Shagotte lowered her head, “I don’t have the powers of a god, but I do have one ability that almost no one else has in Edolas. The ability to see pieces of the future.” The Exceed queen closed her eyes, ‘I see flashes of fate and things to come, and I tell the humans like it’s gospel. I see their deaths in accidents or coincidences, and we tell the humans so they believe it is divine intervention.’ She looked at Carla, “Even the order to go execute your friend… it went out because I saw you and that other boy fly down to rescue her in time.”

      Wendy asked, “But why send Carla and the others to capture us?”

      “Years ago, Shagotte-sama saw glimpses of a far future. A vision that unsettled us to our core. Now her visions mostly come in bits and pieces, but what she does see has always come to fruition.”

      “I saw the humans attacking.” Shagotte whispered, ‘I saw Extalia falling. I saw Exceed disappear from the face of Edolas. And when I saw that I knew we had to save the children at least.’ Tears filled her eyes, “So under the pretense of a mission and said we would help the Royal Army discover the Dragon Slayers they had heard legends about, we sent our children to Earthland before the attack on the Exceed could follow through. We waited years in bated breath… and now it seems today is the day.”

      “B-But—”

      “Carla, it’s okay.” Wendy knelt and hugged her feline friend as her breathing spiked and she started having a panic attack. She looked up at the Exceed leaders, “W-Whatever the reason, you have to tell your people the truth. You have to tell them they’re in danger and they need to escape while they can.”

      “We know dear…”

      One of the elderly Exceed pointed to the side where Nadi was standing, holding onto a Lacrima as tears streamed down his face sadly, “We’ve been broadcasting this meeting to all of Extalia. All of the Exceed know the truth now.”

    
    

    
      “Coco,” Faust seethed out her name, his hand tightening around his staff until his knuckles were white as he glared at the cowering girl, “You absconded with the key to our future, and betrayed us in our finest hour. You are a traitor to Edolas, and the punishment for treason is—”

      “Your Majesty,” Namikaze stepped forward before the king could act, ‘May I suggest we hold off on punishment for now?’ As Faust’s focused and furious expression regarded him, he looked between the elderly king and the frightened young girl still holding the key, “We have more pressing matters than retribution to attend to at the moment. Let’s worry about what to do with Coco when we’re on the other side of a world with eternal magic. Is that acceptable to you?”

      Faust seemed to consider the proposal with deep, harrowing eyes. The Fairy team silently waited to see his response and how they would have to act. Erza kept her stone-faced expression while a cold sweat dripped down Lucy’s face. And from above on his spot on the ceiling, Uzumaki carefully prepared to jump in and assist if things took a turn.

      Faust seemed to let out a sharp breath through his nose before his grip eased. He held out his hand and glared at Coco, “Give me the key.”

      Gemini played the part of a frightened child complying with the vicious monarch spectacularly. They stepped forward, holding out the key and raising it towards his bony hand. Lucy gulped and they all waited with bated breath—

      “Hold on,” Namikaze interjected again, stepping in between them and holding out his hand. The scarred blond looked over Coco’s head and at Erza, “Erza, while you were out there, did you locate any other intruders or escapees? And was Coco around them when you found her?”

      Erza spoke with a sharp edge, “I only found this lot while I was making my way back here. And I found Coco holding that key and frightened when she saw me so I grabbed her too.” She narrowed her eye at Namikaze, “If you’re worried, why not hire more effective people to work under you? Seems your current batch is lacking.”

      He sighed and shook his head, “Geez, you never miss a chance to break my balls, do you?” He scratched his neck—

      “Then again I don’t remember the last time you responded to me using your name.”

      Her eyes widened in shock, her hair shifting over her blue eye as she realized her mistake.

      A mistake that quickly followed with Namikaze drawing out his pistol and firing straight toward the ceiling.

      Uzumaki leaned aside, surprised as the bullet narrowly missed him and marked the ceiling by his feet—

      Before an extraordinarily powerful gravitational pull drew him in and kept him painfully stuck to the ceiling.

      Namikaze’s foot slammed into Coco’s chest and kicked her away before hooking around the key to drag it back in. As Coco burst into a cloud and revealed a flying Gemini, Erza released her friends and dashed in with a sword already drawn. Namikaze’s gun shifted into a blade and clashed against her sword as he tossed the key back into the hands of a stunned Faust.

      “Soldiers! At arms!”

      As every soldier in the room quickly raised their weapons, Natsu and Gray immediately slipped out of their restraints and prepared for battle. Lucy struggled to get out of her ropes completely as she yelled out, “Gemini! Go back!”

      “Sorry!”

      “Wish we could’ve done more!”

      As Erza and Namikaze struggled for supremacy, he growled out, “What did you do to her?”

      “Please,” She pleaded as her hair slipped aside and she looked up at him with mismatched eyes, “We just want our people back. Let us take them back.”

      “Get away from her!” Namikaze looked up and saw Uzumaki had escaped from his gravity attack to drop down on them. He jumped away from Erza as the two identical blonds faced each other down.

      Faust forced the key into its slot, “Activate the cannon!”

      “Fire at the Lacrima!”

      “Stop them!”

      “We have to save everyone!”

      As the pandemonium reached a chaotic tipping point—

      The doors burst open violently.

    
    

    
      Anger. Fury. Humiliation. Retribution. Determination.

      All of these feelings burned inside of her and pushed her forward. Despite the breeze, she felt her makeshift cloak flutter behind her. Despite the ache and injuries she still suffered after her battle. Despite her grip on her spear being so tight, her palm was nearly bruised.

      She rushed towards the doors and kicked them open, ignoring the startled guards that stood in her way as she burst in and roared—

      “SCARLET!”

      “Knightwalker?!” Scarlet reacted in shock as her doppelgänger rushed at her with her spear at the ready, the Second Commander hiding her naked shame with a cloak made of some curtains she tore off along the way back here. Knightwalker didn’t even seem to comprehend that the cannon was functional, there were multiple people from Earthland present, or that Namikaze was facing off with his counterpart.

      The only thing directly on her mind right now was the indignation that this bitch had beaten her and nearly disgraced her by using her name and face to ruin everything.

      Knightwalker’s spear vanished into a blinding flash of silver that Scarlet had to counter and parry amidst such a dangerous situation. The blades of their weapons crossed as Knightwalker seethed, “You nearly ruined everything!”

      “You’re going to take everything from us!” Scarlet yelled back as her anger started to boil over, “Do you not understand what you’re doing?!”

      “Erza!” Uzumaki called out to his partner and was about to join her side before he felt the intense killing intent aimed at him. He channeled his Armor and blocked the incoming blade with the back of his arm. Namikaze pushed against his arm harder, and the S-Class Mage resisted with a scowl, “We won’t let you get away with this.”

      Namikaze’s glare deepened, “You won’t stop us.”

      “Fire the cannon!”

      The whole room trembled as the Dragon Chain Cannon fired a concentrated blast of Dragon Slayer magic up at the Lacrima. The Fairy Mages looked up in shock, “Shit!”

      “Magnolia!”

      A blast of wind rushed through the lab’s open roof as a Legion came flying into view. From atop its back, Juvia leaned over and called out to the people below, “Everyone! Come on! We have to get up there and help before it’s too late!”

      “Hurry!” Uzumaki kicked Namikaze back and channeled his wind before releasing a sharp gust in every direction. The Fairies took this chance to retreat, Gray creating a staircase for them to run up and get closer to the Legion their friends were piloting.

      “Get back here!” Knightwalker shattered the staircase with a single swing and watched the icy particles scatter from above. But the Earthland invaders had already made their way up, jumping off the collapsing staircase and grabbing hold of the Legion as it started to take off. Knightwalker gnashed her teeth together, “Cowards!”

      Scarlet looked down at her with a conflicted expression before they started flying off to the Lacrima.

      Knightwalker’s spear blurred up, slicing off most of her long hair and letting it fall to her feet. The looks of shock she got went ignored as she turned and marched away, “All soldiers! Prepare to follow after them and secure the safety of the Lacrima!”

      “U-Understood, Commander!”

      “Go catch them, Erza.” Faust grumbled as he turned and stalked away, “I’m grabbing our ultimate weapon and assuring we don’t lose our prize!”

      As the soldiers and king went off to prepare for battle, Erza kept striding forward to recharge her Ten Commandments. As she locked it into place so it could regain the power it had lost in her previous bout, Naruto made his way over, “Knightwalker, are you alright? What—”

      She ignored him and walked towards her quarters. Naruto followed her as she marched ahead with grim focus, “Knightwalker? Knightwalker, dammit, listen to me!” She pushed the door to her quarters open before swinging it back shut. Naruto caught it before it closed and pushed in, “Knightwalker!”

      She discarded her makeshift cloak aside and stood naked as she grabbed her clothes—

      “Erza!”

      “Don’t!” She finally regarded him and snapped back in anger, “You should be getting ready to follow them! Not talking with me or consoling or whatever you think you’re doing!”

      “You’re hurt! You’re injured! You just came back from fighting your counterpart and cut off most of your hair! You need to take a moment to settle!”

      “No,” She refused as she started checking her wardrobe for a fighter suit, “What I need to do is follow them and make sure they don’t reach the Lacrima!”

      “The chain has already locked in! There’s nothing left for them to do but—”

      “Stop!” She turned and swung her arm out to silence him. She stomped over to him, unbothered by her current state of undress as she walked up close and looked into his eyes, “We can’t just wave them off or underestimate them! If they’re here then they’ve taken out the rest of your Oración Seis! Scarlet is much more of a threat than I anticipated! And I’m sure your other self is only going to make things worse!”

      She dug her finger into his chest, “We can’t let this opportunity slip away. We can’t lose the chance to have eternal magic — even if the methods make us monsters! It’s for the good of Edolas! For all its people! And for you as well!” She glared at him and reduced him to silence, ‘I don’t know what it is that made you lose your nerve after all this time, but for all our sakes then it’s time to make a compromise and accept that we’re going to hurt people.’ She pushed him back before turning to get dressed, “Get ready for a fight, soldier. That’s an order.”

      Naruto stared at her in silence before turning away and walking out, closing the door behind him before he made his way to the stables.

    
    

    
      “Whoa!” Gajeel toppled over as the island beneath him shook like crazy. He saw a bright light over the edge of the island and ran over to see a dragon-like spike in the side connected to a chain going to the castle, “What the fuck?! They didn’t stop it?!”

      Suddenly the island shifted through the air as the Dragon Slayer and Exceed atop it braced themselves. The island was quickly being dragged from its natural spot in the sky so fast that it nearly blew them off. And in their path was the floating island Extalia rested on. Happy looked on in horror, “W-We didn’t make it.”

      Pantherlily watched as Extalia drew closer and closer. With a melancholy sigh, he closed his eyes and prepared for what happened next.

      “It’s time… for this to end.”

    
    

    
      “Your Majesty, something is coming!”

      “T-There’s an attack from the humans!”

      “Y-You can stop it, can’t you?! Please!”

      Carla could only stare on in disbelief as she saw the citizens of Extalia cry out and beg their queen for protection. All the panicked and frightened Exceed looked at them as they exited the castle and walked out into the street. The peaceful creatures that had lived their lives completely separated from humans and believing themselves divine… now reduced to sobbing and quivering messes.

      And with a look over she saw Shagotte and the elderly lowering their heads. Apologizing to the whimpering masses, “We’re sorry everyone. We’re sorry for the lies we told.”

      “We thought we could prepare, but in the end, we stood no chance against the humans and their development.”

      “But—”

      “I-I don’t want to die.”

      So many voices. So many of them are scared to die. So many things happening all at once that Carla could barely think straight.

      “Everyone, p-please listen!” Wendy tried to speak up and was drowned out by the overwhelming noise of the Exceed. She tried to speak louder and get their attention—

      “ENOUGH!”

      Carla screeched as loud as she could, her cry echoing out through the street and passing over the Exceed horde like a wave. The youngest white cat looked at everyone with watering eyes and yelled, “What is wrong with all of you?! You’re scared?! You want your queen to fight for you when you know she can’t?! You don’t want to die?!”

      “Then get up and fight! Run away! Do something!” Carla cried out, ‘You can’t just hope for someone else to save you and salvation at a time like this! Unless you do something, you’ll die! You don’t want that, right?!’ Her wings popped out of her back and she lifted off with tears running down her face, “In my guild, no one just lies back and accepts defeat! We struggle and persevere and fight as long as we can! And I’m going to do just that, even if it’s alone!”

      “Carla!” Wendy called out as she started running down the street towards the incoming island, “Let’s go!”

      “Right!” She swooped in and picked the young girl up before flying away.

    
    

    
      “It’s getting closer to the other island!”

      “We have to get ahead of it!” Lucy called out, “Coco, can you get us in front of that island!”

      “I can try!”

      “Me and Gildarts work with rock and earth,” Jura yelled through the rushing wind, “But we can’t handle something that big!”

      “Well, we have to try!” Naruto yelled back, “Not doing anything is not an option!”

      “Here we go!” Erza called out as they got closer to the moving island. Once the Legion floated up by its side, they all reached out and pushed against the massive land mass of the island and felt a tremendous force being pushed back, “PUSH!”

      They all put as much of their body weight as they could behind pushing the island back. Erza summoned one of her largest armors to push back as Naruto channeled his magic to bolster his strength. Fire burst off of Natsu’s body with a furious roar as Gray’s ice spread and cracked the rock. Lucy summoned Taurus to assist her in pushing back and Juvia screamed while releasing a pulse of water. Laxus, Gildarts, Coco, Jura, Mask, and even the Legion they road on were all pushing back as well.

      “Hey!” Gajeel called from above as he and Happy looked over the edge, “What the hell are you doing?!”

      “What does it look like?! We’re stopping the island from crashing!”

      “Gajeel-kun, come down and assist us!”

      “Well, that sounds fun!” The pierced Mage grinned as he dropped down to join them.

      “Happy,” Natsu called to his best friend, “Could use some help here, buddy!”

      “Aye sir!”

      As the Dragon Slayer and blue Exceed went down to join their friends, Lily ran up and looked over the side. When he spotted his little brunette friend and their masked helper amongst them he called out, “C-Coco?! Mask?! What are you doing?!”

      “Hey Lily,” Coco smiled, “I realized that if getting eternal magic means hurting so many innocent people and abandoning my friends, then I think I’d rather not have it!”

      “Get away from there, you foolish girl!” Lily called out urgently, “You can’t stop this island from hitting Extalia! There’s nothing more you can—”

      He stopped as he looked up and saw a swarm rising from Extalia and heading their way.

      Exceed of all colors and sizes rushed towards them as quickly as they could.

      “Everyone!” Wendy and Carla called out from the front of the pack, “We’ve brought help! Just hold on!”

      “Stop the Lacrima!”

      “I don’t want it to end like this!”

      “We can’t keep relying on Shagotte-sama to solve our problems!”

      Lily could only stare in disbelief as the population of Extalia rushed in and pushed against the side of the island to try and stop it. His race so readily abandoned humanity and sequestered themselves away from the rest of Edolas to live in solidarity. That turned him away and branded him as Fallen simply for saving a dying human child before it was too late. Now they were here… fighting to keep themselves alive alongside the humans of this world and another.

      “Your Majesty!”

      Lily looked up in time to see Shagotte making her way over, trailing behind and failing to fly straight with only her single wing. The white cat gritted her teeth and continued to press on in hopes of reaching the island and assisting as well. But the struggle finally became too much and she started to fall through the sky.

      Lily leaped forward with his wings stretching out and rushed through the air to catch her, “L-Lily?”

      “Hello again, Your Majesty.” He solemnly greeted the tired royal resting in his arms. He watched the combined forces of the humans and Exceed struggle against the Lacrima, “It seems your people have finally realized the truth. And even after that, they were willing to follow you out here and help?”

      Shagotte sadly looked over and shook her head, “No, I couldn’t lead them here. One of the children that came from Earthland convinced them that if they didn’t want to fall this day, then they had to struggle and push on. They realized I can’t be their leader anymore.”

      “Your Majesty,” Lily muttered, ‘I was so angry with you and all of Extalia. So upset with my nation and people when they decided they were too good for the rest of the world. That even helping a dying child was something punishable because I brought a human to Extalia. After so long… so long among the humans and their strife… I couldn’t help but feel animosity toward you all again. But right now… I-I,’ Tears filled his eyes, “I regret it. I-I shouldn’t have let this happen. I should have spoken up before it was too late and now—”

      “Lily.”

      “I’m sorry.” He sobbed and apologized, “I’m so sorry.”

      “Lily,” Shagotte’s eyes watered as she looked up at the giant Exceed, ‘I’m so sorry for banishing you all those years ago. It was wrong that we had to do it just to keep appearances. That we should punish just an act of kindness.’ She then looked to everyone yelling as they held the Lacrima back, “But it wasn’t all for nothing.”

      “What?”

      “That day when you brought that boy you saved… and were banished because of it… I saw a flash of the future. A pillar of light to liberate us.” She looked up at the burly Exceed, “Your act of selfless kindness that day caused a ripple effect. A kind act paid onto another again and again. Something good and kind that affected the lives of others… and I believe—”

      “PUSH!”

      “COME ON!”

      “THIS CAN’T BE THE END!”

      “FOR FAIRY TAIL!”

      “FOR EXTALIA!”

      “FOR EVERYONE!”

      “PUSH!”

      They struggled and persisted against the island’s drift but were being pushed back inch by inch. They grew closer to the island of Extalia, and when they impacted they would all be destroyed in the resulting collision. But still, they pushed. Still, they fought. They had to—

      “HOLD ON!”

      Erza, Naruto, Wendy, and Lily all looked up in shock when they heard the familiar voice call out.

      Suddenly several staves flew down and embedded around the circumference of the Lacrima. A magic formation formed around the island and the Lacrima before it started to glow brightly. A wild cloud formation started forming over it and glowed as well before the two glows started to meld together—

      And create a blinding light across the sky.

      Shagotte whispered, “From that act of kindness, a pillar of light will save us.”

    
    

    
      The recovering Oración Seis looked up at the shining light.

    
    

    
      The Commanders that had finally woken up saw the spectacle.

    
    

    
      Faust saw the light before the darkness of the cockpit settled around him.

    
    

    
      Edo-Gajeel saw the shine along with the rest of the people of the capital. His journalist instinct told him something amazing had happened.

    
    

    
      The light finally disappeared and all the forces pushing on the island looked up in surprise.

      To see the island empty with the Lacrima suddenly gone.

      Natsu broke the silence, “Um, what happened to the Lacrima?”

      “I-It’s gone?” Lucy panicked, “Why is it gone?!”

      “Because I sent it back. Sorry, it took so long to act. Finding a large enough Anima to open to push it back through was quite difficult.”

      All eyes turned to see a blue-haired man standing atop a large bird as it flew into place beside them. He smiled in relief, “Magnolia has returned, as have everyone inside the Lacrima. They’re safe and back home.”

      “Mystogan!” Naruto smiled in joy.

      “I thought I heard you.” Erza sighed in relief.

      “O-Oh my god.” Coco gasped, covering her mouth as tears of joy came to her eyes, “You’re alive?”

      “I don’t believe it.” Jura scoffed, “I thought he died or something!”

      “What, you know him?”

      “Of course we do,” Laxus said to the Earthland Mages, “He’s the missing crown prince of Edolas.”

      “HE’S WHAT?!”

      Lily looked up in disbelief at the man. The boy he saved years ago that he believed had gone missing. He smiled, “Prince Jellal.”

      “Hello Lily,” He smiled warmly at his old friend, “I’m sorry I’ve been gone for so long. But I’m glad… I’m glad I could pay you back by saving your land.”

      The Exceed started to laugh and cheer as they saved their land. Jura looped an arm around Laxus and Mask and drew them in for a tight hug. Coco jumped into Lucy’s arms in delight as Juvia took the chance to jump Gray. Natsu and Wendy hugged Happy and Carla as they celebrated their victory by the skin of their teeth.

      Naruto and Erza looked up at Mystogan as he watched all of them. A content smile spread on his face as he knew he’d stopped the worst of it.

      Just not all of it.

      “GAH!” Lily cried as a blast exploded on his back and sent him falling out of the air. Shagotte immediately grabbed his hand and tried to slow his descent but couldn’t carry his weight atop her own.

      “LILY!”

      “YOUR MAJESTY!”

      Several Exceed flew down to chase after them as everyone looked in the direction of the attack.

      “THIS! ISN’T! OVER!” Knightwalker yelled as her spear shifted form as she, Namikaze, and a squadron of soldiers on Legions flew up to catch them, “NOT EVEN CLOSE!”

      “Oh shit!” Natsu freaked out, “The other Erza is coming to kill us!”

      “Wait!” Mystogan jumped off of his smaller bird and onto their Legion before running over to its edge, “Erza! Naruto! Stop this! Please!”

      Knightwalker’s eyes widened in shock, “Prince Jellal?!”

      “N-No way,” Namikaze muttered, “But we thought you—”

      “I’m alive! And I’m here!” Mystogan announced to the approaching army, ‘The Lacrima has been sent back through the Anima and returned to Earthland. It’s gone and this is over with.’ He announced, “There is no reason left for us to fight. Please lay your weapons down, and we can discuss this without resorting to violence!”

      The army seemed to hesitate, the redhead and blond leaders at the front sharing a look before looking back up at the blue-haired royal—

      ( “You foolish boy!”)

      “Watch out!” Someone cried out as a laser sliced through the air and caused a series of explosions to pop off around them. All the humans on the Legion tried to keep their balance as the fiery heat of the explosion washed over them. Coco toppled over and groaned before she looked to the ground below, “D-Down there!”

      A giant shadow broke through the trees to make its way closer to them. It shattered bark in every direction and toppled the forest in its path before finally emerging into their line of sight. A large mechanical beast stepped out into the open, its mechanical jaw snapping as it whipped its metal tail around before slamming it onto the ground. Faust’s voice blared out from the mechanism, ( “I should have known you were behind this! All this time you’ve been gone, you were sabotaging our chances to take the magic from Earthland, weren’t you?!”)

      “Father! This is madness! We can’t keep devolving like this just to keep the magic!”

      ( “Shut your mouth, my traitorous son!”) The mechanical beast roared, (‘If it means finally obtaining eternal magic, we should all be willing to become monsters! To sacrifice those that are necessary! To bring down those that mock us from on high! And to eradicate traitors that stand in the way — even if they are blood!’) The mecha opened its mouth as it gathered magical power, ( “And the Dragon Anim will pave the way through!”)

      “I-It is a dragon!”

      “Coco-San!” Juvia called out, “We have to move!”

      “O-On it!” The brunette quickly took the reins and swerved the Legion aside to fly away as the Dragon Anim fired and cut a path through the sky where they once were.

      ( “All soldiers! Attack the Exceed and eradicate the traitors! We will not let these fools stand in the way of our dreams again!”)

      “YES, YOUR MAJESTY!”

    
    

    
      “Wow,” Natsu remarked as he looked over the back of the Legion at the rampaging metal dragon, “They made a robot dragon! That’s so cool!”

      “That’s the forbidden weapon of the Edolas royal family.” Mystogan stated as they tried to fly away from their pursuers, “A dangerous weapon that monopolizes magical power and is listed as a war crime just to use. Our family sealed it away to never use it again. But to think he was so power hungry he would resort to piloting it like this.”

      “Yeah,” Jura nodded as his hair wildly whipped about, “Not sure if this was clear dude, but you’re dad’s kind of a colossal dick.”

      “Yep.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Barely know the guy but I could tell that much.”

      Lasers started to shoot from the pursuing soldiers and strike the fleeing Exceed, covering them in light before they turned into Lacrima as well. As the turned Exceed started to fall and the retreating ones cried in fright, Mystogan watched in anger as his people continued to press on. Until he felt an arm on his shoulder as he was pulled back to face Erza, “Mystogan, what do we do? What can we do to stop that thing?”

      “We can’t.” He shook his head as he looked back at the Dragon Anim, “It’s coated in Magic Canceller and can withstand any kind of attack we throw at it. And with the Exceed also being attacked—”

      “That’s not good enough!” Naruto yelled, stomping over and grabbing his collar, ‘You figured we could come here to save the guild! Now we have to stop these guys from attacking again!’ He flicked his forehead, “You’ve got a big brain! Use it, you idiot!”

      Mystogan stood in silence as he heard screams of panic and explosions all around him. His eyes narrowed before he stepped to the side of the Legion, “Everyone!” He called out to his allies, “Keep the Exceed safe and hold off the Royal Army as long as you can! I’ll see what I can do to settle this once and for all!”

      “Hey,” Jura called out, “Wanna give us any more or—”

      He jumped off and landed on his bird before it swerved down and disappeared into the forest.

      “Never mind. What an enigmatic douche.”

      The Earthland Mages could only nod and agree.

      ( “Jellal! You treacherous little bastard!”) Faust cried out as he started to check the monitors to locate his son, ( “Don’t think I’m going to let you run off so—”)

      “Fire Dragon’s Iron Fist!”

      ( “WHAT?!”) Faust cried out as a powerful fire strike barreled into the mechanical dragon and caused it to double over, ( “H-HOW—”)

      “Iron Dragon’s Club!”

      A metal club slammed into the dragon’s head and sent the king bouncing inside of the cockpit of the mecha, ( “But the Dragon Anim is immune to magic—”)

      “Sky Dragon’s Roar!”

      Finally, it was overwhelmed by a small vortex swallowing the mechanical beast entirely.

      “Maybe it’s immune to other magic.” Faust stared at the screen as Natsu, Gajeel, and Wendy stood to face him down, “But we were made to slay dragons.”

    
    

    
      “They’re standing up to the Dragon Anim?” Namikaze marveled at the sight of the three warriors facing down their strongest weapon as they flew overhead, “I can’t believe it.”

      “Don’t get distracted!” Knightwalker announced as she waved her spear forward, “Target the Exceed and cut off the Legion’s path! Block them in! Don’t give them an inch!”

      “Knightwalker,” Namikaze whispered to his comrade, ‘That… that was Jellal. He’s here. He’s alive. And he asked us to stop fighting.’ He paused for a moment, “Shouldn’t we—”

      “Namikaze,” She bit into his name with a furrowed brow, “Focus. Just focus right now. I need your help here and now. Can you do that?”

      …

      He drew out his gravity gun and fired at the Legion trying to escape from them. Several rapid shots slammed roughly into the beast’s flank and caused it to nearly topple out of the air. The escapees on its back stumbled and braced themselves before they could fall off. With one more well-placed shot it would topple out of the sky—

      He heard a booming echo out before he could fire the shot.

      And in an instant, a reflection of him with blue and brown eyes was in his face with a blade at the ready.

      Namikaze shifted his gun into a sword and blocked Uzumaki’s strike before it could land. The identical duo struggled against each other on the back of the Legion.

      Knightwalker immediately spun her spear around and prepared to slash through Uzumaki.

      But his foot lashed out and kicked against the spear’s shaft, grabbing Namikaze by the collar in the process as he jumped off the side of the Legion and they both went flying down towards the forest.

      “Dammit!” Knightwalker cursed as she looked over the edge as they disappeared. She was about to order her Legion to turn back and get him—

      But her beast was choking as a long chain was tied around its neck and growing tighter.

      A shadow rushed over her and Knightwalker looked up in time to see the flash of a sword.

      Scarlet dropped from above, her blade clashing against the Ten Commandments as Knightwalker glared up at her. The Fairy Queen narrowed her eyes, “Do you have time to lose focus?”

      “No,” The Fairy Hunter relented, ‘Namikaze can take care of himself. Now?’ She pushed back and knocked Scarlet into the air before jumping after her. As they fell towards another floating island she roared, “We have matters to settle between us!”

      “I suppose we do!”

      The moment they landed — the instant their feet touched the ground—

      Both versions of Erza rushed at each other and attacked.

    
    

    
      “Come on buddy! Come on!” Coco begged her Legion as it started to fall out of the air and towards the ground, “Just hold out a little longer!”

      “No time to waste!” Gray yelled as he grabbed Lucy and Coco and leaped off the Legion before it could crash into the ground. Juvia looked heartbroken by his choices of assistance but quickly followed after him as he and the others landed on the ground.

      Lucy looked up at the sheer number of soldiers coming to swarm them and gulped, “O-Oh man, that’s a lot of guys!”

      “H-Hey!” Some Exceed flew down to check on them, “A-Are you okay?! Do you need us to help you?!”

      “Just get as far away from the army as you can!” Gray slammed his hands together and prepared for battle, ‘Everyone! Get ready for the worst of it!’ Juvia changed her arms to water and Lucy drew out her whip, “Here they—”

      “Gildarts! Block their way!”

      “On it!” The older Fairy slammed his tool on the ground and created a giant slanted wall of rock between them and the soldiers drawing near them.

      “Hey!” Gray looked back and saw Laxus and Mask huddled by the injured Legion’s side with a Lacrima between them, “Do you guys have a plan because we can only hold them off for so long!”

      “We’re working on it!” The blond man barked back, “Coordinates are as follows! Can you pick up the pace?!”

      “W-Who are you calling?!”

      “Help!”

      “Laxus! Get your ass ready!” Jura yelled as he raised his fists while the rock wall started to crack, “Here they come!”

      “Carla!” Happy called out to his friend while grabbing a stick, “Stay behind me!”

      “Happy!”

      The rock wall tumbled over and the soldiers started to rush in with weapons at the ready.

      Before the ground suddenly burst open with vines and tree roots shooting out to ensnare anyone who got close.

      The Earthland Mages looked on in shock and quickly stepped back as more of the ground started to shift before a giant tree jutted out of the ground.

      A tree with a Fairy insignia on it.

      Lucy gasped, “Oh my god.”

      “Alright, assholes! Here we are!” A familiar voice called out as a horde of people rushed out of the tree, “Show these pricks who they’re messing with!”

      “For Fairy Tail!”

      Earth-Lucy’s eyes watered, “Edo-Lucy!”

      The short-haired blonde smirked back at her, “Hey Earth-Lucy. Sorry, it took so long to get reinforcements. Hey Laxus! Gildarts! You two still kicking?” The older blond chuckled and fell on his butt in relief as Gildarts smiled, “Good to see you two still alive!”

      “Is that your other self, Lucy?” Gray asked in shock at the confident, assertive version of Lucy taking command against the soldiers, “Wow. Things are different here.”

      “What does that mean?!”

      Juvia fumed, “Another rival? Or… the same one?”

    
    

    
      Sparks flew between the trees of the forest as two speedy fighters exchanged strikes in an instant.

      Clash after clash rang out through the silence as neither blond stayed still for even a second.

      Each punch was blocked.

      Each kick was evaded.

      Sword clashed against sword in an even exchange of blows.

      Namikaze shifted his blade back into a gun and fired a volley of gravity blasts at Uzumaki. The whiskered Fairy leaped and dodged the projectiles as they destroyed any tree that was unfortunate enough to be in the way, “Is running all you can do, Mismatch?!”

      “Maybe you need to learn to aim better, Scarface!” Uzumaki lashed out before stopping and chambering his fist. With a swell of magic in his fists and a roar, he sent a barrage of magical projectiles flying at the Royal Army soldier. Namikaze slid and avoided the barrage as they cratered the ground with each blow.

      Namikaze extended his blade and cut down a tree before affecting its gravity and sending it at the Fairy, “As long as my people need magic, I won’t stop trying to get it for them!”

      Uzumaki stood his ground and shattered the tree with a punch when it came close, “And as long as you keep messing with my guild, I’ll never let you get away with it!”

      As the tree shattered to splinters, Namikaze dropped from above with his leg in an ax kick. Uzumaki slid aside to avoid and ducked back before the gravity blade could scratch him. He flipped back and summoned his black blade, dropping down on the joint where Namikaze’s weapon extended out. The identical blonds struggled and tried to vie for supremacy with their blades—

      Until the blond Fairy roared and pushed down harder, causing a crack to form in Namikaze’s weapon before it shattered and released an explosive force of power that toppled the trees around them.

      Uzumaki bounced off the ground for a moment before quickly righting himself and skidding to a stop. He stood ready for a follow-up attack but didn’t sense one coming. As the dust started to settle he saw broken pieces of the blade littering the ground and Namikaze nowhere in sight.

      Uzumaki slowly stalked forward while keeping on his guard, “If you’ve lost your weapon, you should stand down now before you get hurt. No reason to throw your life away being stubborn.”

      All he heard was the speedy shifting of something by the trees before it all went silent.”

      “You know, there’s something that I thought was strange but haven’t had the time to think about with everything going on.” Uzumaki spoke up, “Before we came here, Mystogan warned us that magic would be limited and we couldn’t use it. Even so, he sent us here with confidence. He said that I should be able to manage even without my magic. Now I realize why he thought that… but something came to mind…”

      “I never told Mystogan that I have another ability other than magic. So how could he know about it well enough to trust it would work in a world we couldn’t use magic? And no answer I could come up with was good enough to make sense… except—”

      “HA!”

      Uzumaki twisted around and blocked the weak thrust Namikaze made with the broken hilt of his sword in his left hand. The attack was thwarted and his ambush was wasted…

      Except for the glow that emanated from his right hand.

      Uzumaki looked down… and was transfixed by the sight of the spiraling blue orb over his doppelgänger’s palm.

      “RASENGAN!”
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      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 72: Face Yourself x ɟʅǝsɹno⅄ ǝɔɐꓞ

      And we’re back very soon! To be honest I was thinking about several ways to do this chapter. Wondering if I should adds bits of Mystogan running around or the fight with Faust. But in the end I knew—

      This chapter needed to focus on two fights. And the people engaging in them.

    
    

    
      “Say cheese!”

      “Mom~, come on!”

      “Just one more! This is an important day!”

      “Honey—”

      “I won’t hear it! Our boy graduated from the academy so young, and we will have a commemorative photo! Now say cheese!”

      “Cheese.”

      Despite their protests, Naruto and Minato both smiled as Kushina got up by her son’s side and grinned widely as the camera flashed. The image captured both parents proudly standing beside their son after he had graduated from the academy at the early age of 6.

      “Ah, my baby!” Kushina gushed as she dropped down and tightly hugged her lightly protesting son, ‘My baby graduated early! Ah, he’s a genius!’ She turned to some of the passing villagers, “Hey, my baby boy’s a genius!”

      “M-Mom—”

      “Haha, my baby graduated! Can you believe it?!”

      “Kushina, you’re a little too excited.” Minato was quickly by his wife’s side and offered her a paper bag to breathe into before she started hyperventilating. The redhead immediately took it and started taking deep, shuddering breaths to try and calm herself down. As she stood by the side and tried to calm down, Minato knelt at Naruto’s level and smiled at his son, “You did it, Naruto. I’m so proud of you.”

      Naruto blushed at the praise, “It was no big deal.” He had spent so long studying and training with his mom and dad when he found the time from his duties as Hokage to assist him. The whiskered child couldn’t help but look down at his diploma, certifying that he graduated from his village’s ninja academy at such a young age before he grinned, “I’m glad you guys could make it.”

      “Are you kidding?!” His mother gawked in indignation before joining their side, ‘There is nowhere I would want to be more than right here celebrating your achievement with you!’ She grinned before her eyes widened, “Oh, we need to tell Rin, Kakashi, and Obito too! We can all go out and celebrate your graduation together! You’re going to be working with them from now on so it only seems right.”

      Minato chuckled, “Hey Kushina, I can’t make that. I have to go back to my duties at the Hokage’s office, remember?”

      “Yeah? So?” Kushina shrugged, “We can still go out and celebrate.”

      Minato looked struck by her words, “Y-You’d celebrate without me! H-How come?!”

      “I know you can make a clone to cover some of the work, Minato.” Kushina slyly whispered before smirking, “C’mon, our son only graduates once~. Live a little~.”

      Naruto had to think the strangest part of hearing his mom try to tempt the leader of their village was the fact it seemed to be working. Minato grumbled and closed his eyes before they snapped open, “Oh, I almost forgot! Naruto,” He looked down at him, “I bought you some presents for this occasion.”

      “You did?!”

      “Yep! Water, plastic, and inflated balloons!”

      …

      “Dad, you suck at giving presents.”

      “You’ll need them. And this too.” Minato retrieved a scroll and held it out to his son, “Because I’m trusting you with an advanced technique in honor of your graduation.”

      Naruto took the scroll and pulled it open. As he read the description and instructions on it, he gasped, “Are you serious?!”

      “Oh yeah.” Minato grinned and patted his head, “Congratulations son, I’m so proud of you for—”

      Minato suddenly stopped and looked back in time for several masked ninjas to land kneeling behind him. Anbu by the looks of them. He stood up, “What is it?”

      “Hokage-sama, we’re sorry to interrupt your celebration but a grave matter is occurring with the other villages.”

      Naruto looked up at his parents and their dire expressions.

      “It seems that war was declared on Konohagakure.”

    
    

    
      “RASENGAN!”

      Namikaze dug the spiraling orb Jutsu into Uzumaki’s chest while he was still open. The blond Fairy’s eyes widened in shock and pain as a terrible grinding sensation started to dig into his sternum. He felt his feet lift off the ground and spit fly out of his mouth as he let out a cry of pain—

      Before a massive blast sent him flying through the forest, spinning like a top as the vortex carried him for meters through the trees. The black blade in his hand slipped out as he was launched back and Namikaze fell on his butt as he watched his counterpart get sent flying into the darkness.

      After taking a moment to catch his breath and after hearing Uzumaki’s bodily crashing finally come to an end, he looked down at his right hand. He lifted his left hand into view, focusing and trying to conjure the same power and control in his palm to create another Jutsu. But his chakra failed to mold itself, let alone form finely enough to create his father’s complex technique. He sighed, “Well no change on that part. At least I still remember how to do it. Been so damn long since I tried.”

      He picked himself up and started walking down the furrow he had created through the ground and forest. Following the path of shattered and toppled trees, Namikaze started to speak, “Your observation was right. A long time ago, before Jellal disappeared, he found out about the abilities I could use through chakra. It was a marvel to imagine that in this world where magic is constrained to operation through items and Lacrima, a human could naturally use abilities like mine. Not through magic but through channeling and controlling chakra. An ability I guess he recognized that you could use as well.”

      Namikaze slowed to a stop and stared at the end of the furrow. A pile of broken trees and bark lay underneath the unconscious Uzumaki. A smoking grind pattern on his chest and a line of blood rolling down his chin while his head hung limply to the side. The scarred blond shook his head, “There is so much I wanted to ask you if I had a chance.”

      He started to weave hand signs together, “Your last name? How you came to be in your guild? I-I mean you can’t help but want to ask another version of yourself how they came to be. There’s so much running through my mind that I just needed to know. Unfortunately…” He curled his hand as bolts of blue lightning started to form out of his palm, “We had the misfortunate of opposing each other for what we believed in.”

      He stood over Uzumaki’s unconscious body and raised his hand to strike, “I’m sorry.”

      His electric hand swiped down to claw into his chest but stopped just a millimeter before making contact. Namikaze hissed in pain as the grip around his wrist tightened so hard that he imagined his bones and joints were creaking under the force. He looked down at his counterpart—

      In time to see his razor-focused blue and brown eyes glare back up at him.

      “That. Fucking. Hurt!”

    
    

    
      “Erza! If you’re done over there, then please bring over your basket!”

      “Coming Mother!” The little redhead called back as she gathered up the veggies and tossed them into her basket. With a little grunt, the child raised the basket over her head and ran it back to her home. When she spotted her mother she called out, “Mother, here you go!”

      “Thank you, dear.” Her mother thanked her with a warm smile. She took the box from Erza, her long braided scarlet hair bouncing at her side as she set the box on top of another and looked at everything inside, “Did you pick this all yourself?”

      “Uh-huh!”

      “Heh, you’re so great, Erza. You’ll make quite the little farmer someday.”

      Erza beamed a smile of joy at her mother’s praise. She then turned and looked back at the fields that lay across their farm, “Mother, I saw magical machines that automatically pulled the harvest and furrowed the fields when we traveled by the city. Why don’t we use a machine like that?”

      Her mother smiled sadly and gently patted her head, “Oh sweetie, I’ve wondered the same thing for a long time. This job would be a lot easier if we had a machine like that. Most jobs would benefit from being able to use magic more freely.”

      “Then why can’t they?”

      “Because King Faust and the Royal Army are restricting the usage of magic all across Edolas.” Her mother looked up at one of the flying islands that floated in view of their farm. With an exhausted sigh she shook her head, “One day this world will lose all of its magic, and when that happens, we don’t know what we’ll do after that.”

      Erza looked up at her mother, “Are we going to lose the magic soon, Mother?”

      “Oh no, dear.” She knelt by her daughter and pointed to the islands, “Those floating islands signal the amount of magic we still have in the world. When I was your age, they were even higher than they are now. But constant and unrestricted use of magic has caused our source to wane over the years. And even though the Royal Army is restricting various magics around the world, the magic they’re using in capitals and cities isn’t making it any easier.”

      Erza hummed and continued to stare up at the sky. After a moment she smiled and looked up at her mom, “Mother!” She looked down at her, “One day I want to give everyone in the world the chance to use magic! And I want to make sure we can enjoy it for as long as possible!”

      Her mother smiled and gently ran a hand through her hair, “You are so kind, Erza. Never lose that kindness, no matter what you might face in your life.”

      Erza just smiled and accepted her mother’s affection while looking up at the sky and the rocks. She enjoyed the sight of the creatures flying and the clouds gathering. It looks like a large cluster of them was swirling around overhead.

      Erza’s eyes widened, “What’s that?”

      Her mother looked up, “Oh, what a strange cloud formation?”

      “No! No! That! Something came out of the clouds!”

      Somehow Erza had spotted the small dot falling from the clouds and careening toward the ground. Erza suddenly started running in the direction of the falling object, ignoring her mother’s warning as she ran between the crops and towards the forest.

      A giant bird swooped in and nabbed the thing midair, probably planning to eat it. Before for some reason it cawed in pain and released its catch back towards the forest. Erza charged in as quickly as her little legs could take her and into the large trees. She looked around, seeing a path of disheveled leaves and broken branches rain down from the treetops. Following its path, the little redhead found a cornucopia of large glowing mushrooms along the trees. And the ident inside the largest one that had bounced off the thing that hit it.

      What looked to be… an unconscious blond boy? With whiskers?

      “Erza!” Her mother called out as she quickly followed her into the forest and found her, “You can’t just run into the forest alone! It’s dangerous to… w-what?”

      “Mother, it’s a boy!” She said as she quickly looked him over, “I think he’s hurt!”

    
    

    
      “HA!”

      The identical redheads charged at each other and crossed blades in an explosive shockwave of power. They immediately turned their weapons back on each other and attacked, stepping in and retreating whenever it was necessary while exchanging blows with their counterpart. Every stray swing and slash that was parried or riposted seemed to slice apart the ruins and stones around them. With one last clash, they knocked each other back—

      Knightwalker spun her spear around and lunged forward as it shifted, “Gravity Core!”

      Scarlet immediately changed into her Heavenly Wheel and slashed at the incoming attack, “Pentagram!”

      The powerful exchange of attacks canceled each other out and left both redheads open. Knightwalker immediately took the initiative, shifting her spear again into a flaming and freezing spear instead, “Blue Crimson!”

      Scarlet leaped back to avoid the contrasting attacks from landing, her wings spreading out behind her as she lifted off and started to fly. Knightwalker persisted, spinning her spears around and sending waves of ice and fire toward the Fairy Queen.

      Scarlet flew back and weaved through the air, narrowly avoiding her opponent’s attacks. As she flew across the island, she used the trees and ruins atop it to block the path of Knightwalker’s attack. Flashes of fire rushed through the ruins as waves of ice covered the nature that grew up and spread through it. All the while Scarlet flew and dove and avoided her counterpart’s attacks while spiking spare blades her way.

      Knightwalker’s assault had to stop as she swatted away and destroyed all the blades being spiked in her direction. And in that moment of reprieve, Scarlet swooped down and prepared to attack her again. Kngihtwalker’s spears fused in a shine of light, “Silfarion!”

      Scarlet glowed and appeared in a giant, bulky armor, “Adamantine Armor!”

      As the Fairy Hunter disappeared in a burst of speed and slashed at her doppelgänger, the Fairy Queen’s armor weathered the storm of attacks coming from all directions. Scarlet’s weight and mass made her drop straight toward the ground and cause a crater to form when she slammed into the island.

      Knightwalker landed on a ruin and crouched atop a column as she stared at the dust cloud that had been kicked up. As she stared at it intensely, her grip tightened on the shaft of her Ten Commandments until her glove started to creak under the stress.

      The wind finally blew the dust away and revealed Scarlet standing in the center in a new set of armor. She raised her head to look up at her counterpart as her scarlet hair billowed out of the way of her eyes.

      The identical pair were staring daggers at each other waiting for the chance to attack.

      They dashed at each other and crossed weapons once again.

    
    

    
      Smoke… a-and ash. The taste of something terrible in his mouth. It felt like such a monumental effort just to breathe. What had hit him? Something had hit him, hadn’t it?

      It was a big explosion he had been caught up in. This instant it happened his reflexes kicked into gear, helping him brace himself and avoid any rubble that came flying his way. He hadn’t avoided everything, and from the pain in his head and body, he took the brunt of something while he dodged.

      And now he… he wasn’t sure where he was. He opened his eyes and saw a blurry image rush by.

      “—ruto!”

      “Sta— -h us!”

      The voices pierced through the groggy haze in his mind and he tried to focus. He could see a yellow blur and a red blur around him as the surroundings rushed around in an unclear mess. Were-were they running? Were these the trees and forests by Konoha?

      “How’d the— -et so close?!”

      “I’m no— -pel them back!”

      Were they running? Running away? No, they were proud ninjas and even the Hokage of Konohagakure. They wouldn’t run. So then they were probably getting some space to strategize and consider their next move. And considering he was injured and couldn’t stand… they were probably figuring out where they could stash him safely to focus on the fight.

      He felt a sharp spike of pain as he was lying on the ground. The floor? He was somewhere where they wouldn’t have to worry about his safety. He must have let out some kind of noise because the two hazes seemed to hesitate and crowd around him. His eyes slowly opened and closed, hearing the muffles of them speaking but not quite recognizing the words.

      He felt a soft hand rub his cheek and another gently tussle his hair. And just as quickly they were gone. He wanted them back so badly but he looked up and saw the two colors make their way away and back to the village. To fulfill their duties as the proud ninjas of the village.

      He had overheard his father many times talking about the tensions with other villages. How the Third Great Ninja War had never been resolved but merely mellowed out. However, there were always rising tensions and problems discerning borders between the countries. In the end, things steadily ramped up over a long period. His father deduced that someone was pulling the strings behind the scenes but could never find proof of it. And now it led to this…

      An invasion and attack on Konoha. A sudden rush of enemy forces charged into the village to overwhelm them. And dropping giant summons and tailed monsters into the heart of the village to attack it.

      As Naruto tried to focus and lift himself, his eyes fluttered open and close. And each time they did he lost more of his sense of time. Sometimes it felt like only an instant between times when he closed his eyes… and sometimes it felt like an eternity.

      He saw flames rise from the village. Giant shadows loom over the buildings and attack each other. The ground seemed to tremble every few moments as beams and blasts flew off in every direction.

      Naruto wasn’t sure how long it had been when he opened his eyes again and found himself carried in the giant hands of the nine-tailed fox. He groaned, “M-Mom?”

      “Kushina took a hard hit, kid. We both did. Fuck! It’s hard to move when you’re missing tails and a fucking leg!”

      “D-Dad?” He muttered, ‘What about Dad?’ Kyūbi didn’t answer as he continued to run through the forest, “What—”

      “He fought for his village. Did what he thought was right. We needed to focus on getting you out of here.”

      “N-No!” Naruto called out, “I can’t leave. My parents—”

      “Want you out of here!” Kyūbislid to a stop and growled as shadows started coming their way. Multiple giant monsters the same size as him, “That was their last request, kid. To get you out of here alive.”

      “B-But—”

      “No arguing.” Kyūbi prepared to fight them off and protect him before a bright light started to shine around the area.

      Naruto could only see giant swirling clouds forming around a light in the sky. And he felt a strange, weak tug while under that light.

      “This world’s gone to shit.” Kyūbi grunted, “And there’s nothing left here to fight for. Konoha… your parents… I promised I’d keep you alive and safe kid…” He looked out at the other tailed beasts surrounding them, “And I can’t do that here.”

      Naruto felt like he was being lifted and raised toward the sky. Closer to the light…

      “I hope you find peace and safety… somewhere other than here…”

      The light was blinding… and then it was dark…

      And when he opened his eyes again… and saw flashes of red hair—

      “MOM!”

      “OW!”

      He shot up in surprise and slammed his forehead into an unfamiliar redhead girl that was hovering over him while he slept. He groaned and rubbed his head, “W-Wha—”

      “Hey!” The girl cried out while rubbing her head, “You didn’t need to shoot up like that! That hurt! Mother! The boy is awake!”

      As Naruto looked around in confusion at the small home he now found himself in, a taller and older woman with similar scarlet hair emerged from the kitchen in an apron. She smiled in relief, “Good, you’re finally awake. You’ve been asleep for days. Your injuries were so bad we needed to call a doctor to come to check on you.”

      Naruto looked around in utter confusion, “W-Where are my mom and dad?”

      “Sorry, but you were the only one we found.”

      “What about Konoha?! What happened to the Hokage?!”

      Both mother and daughter looked at each other in confusion, “Hokage?”

      “Konoha?”

      Naruto’s panic and dread started to reach a breaking point and he pulled himself out of the bed. He tumbled to the floor and the duo looked ready to help him up but he quickly got to his feet. The young boy pushed through the pain and rushed through the door to get outside.

      And saw a vast land, under a different sky, with a new sun and moon, with islands floating high in the air.

      “You fell from the sky. Through a cloud with light building up inside it. And you fell not too far away from our farm.” The little girl said as she stopped behind him, “You’re in Edolas. We’ve never heard of a Konoha or Hokage before.”

      He fell to his knees and sobbed silently as he tried to understand what was happening. But no matter how long he tried to figure it out, he couldn’t comprehend what was around him. All he knew… all he could tell…

      Was that it wasn’t a dream. And neither were the things he remembered before he fell asleep. His parents and village were gone. And now he was…

      Naruto could only weep quietly as he hung his head.

    
    

    
      Uzumaki’s grip nearly shattered Namikaze’s wrist as he pulled on his counterpart to stand back up. Despite reaching his feet the blond Fairy nearly buckled over and clutched the ground wound on his chest, “Son of a bitch!” He hissed, “Ahh, that stings!”

      “Let go!” Namikaze’s foot swung up and forced Uzumaki to lean back to avoid a strike on the chin. The Royal Army soldier turned on his foot, bringing his knee down on the Fairy’s arm and weakening his grip enough to pull himself out. Once he was free he jumped back to gain some distance and rubbed his wrist, “Your grip is ridiculous.”

      “Yeah well, that technique hurts way too much.” The S-Class Mage tried to catch his breath before frowning at his double, “What the hell was that attack anyway?”

      “The Rasengan. Our father’s jutsu, remember?”

      “What?”

      “What, did he not create the jutsu in your world?”

      “You… we had a dad?”

      Namikaze stopped rubbing his wrist and looked up at his counterpart in surprise. His mouth thinned into a straight line, “The Kyūbi helped transport me to this world through the Anima. How did you end up in your world?”

      “Kurama.”

      “What?”

      “His name isn’t Kyūbi… it was Kurama.” His hand rested over his stomach, “He told me that was his real name.”

      …

      A moment of pause came between the identical blonds as they looked at each other. In the heat of the battle, they focused on their missions and what they had to do. But right now it was truly starting to hit them…

      This was another version of them. Someone so similar yet so different. Whose only physical changes were different colored eyes or scars along the face. And yet whose histories differed so much that it was mind-boggling trying to comprehend.

      “There is… so much I want to ask. So much I want to talk with you about.”

      “I’m sure you have the same questions I do.”

      …

      “But…”

      “Yeah…”

      They immediately dropped back into fighting stances.

      Whatever they were curious about or wanted to know didn’t matter in the end. They both had something more important to see through right now.

      With a roar, both men charged at each other and struck.

    
    

    
      “Lily, are you sure it’s alright to fly like this? If it makes you tired I could have come out on a Legion.”

      “We don’t yet know the legitimacy of this claim, do we, Prince? I know you wanted to investigate it yourself so that not too much attention would be drawn to this matter, but we were only able to convince the king because I promised to guard you. I’m quite alright coming out here with you.”

      “Well yes,” The little blue-haired prince looked over the back he sat on as the Exceed flew them through the sky, “But are you okay with me sitting on you? Aren’t I heavy?”

      “Heh, I’m quite alright carrying your weight and more, My Prince.”

      “Well, you are built like a boulder so I shouldn’t be too surprised.” The young prince chuckled before looking down from their view in the sky, “I think that’s it.”

      They spotted a farm from high overhead and Pantherlily steadily descended until they reached the ground. Jellal carefully jumped off the Exceed’s back as his wings vanished behind him and the Exceed followed him up to the farmhouse. As they approached they saw a little red-haired girl about Jellal’s age sitting on the porch. As she was busy sorting through the produce they farmed, she looked up at them curiously, “Who are you guys?”

      “Hi, we received a call from Irene Knightwalker that there was someone here of interest.” The young boy then introduced themselves, “This is Pantherlily, and I am Prince Jellal of Edolas.”

      “You’re a prince?” The girl asked, “You don’t look like a prince. The princes in the stories are always tall and handsome and older. But you’re scrawny and a kid.”

      “W-Well I’ll grow up to be those things.” He petulantly said, “And you’re a kid too!”

      She seemed suspicious of the two new arrivals even as the tall Exceed chuckled at their exchange. She called out, “Mother, some kid calling himself the prince is here!”

      Moments later her mother emerged, drying her hands and smiling pleasantly at the duo, “Ah, My Prince, I’m glad to see you. I hope my daughter hasn’t been hassling you too much.”

      “He’s a Prince?!” The little redhead quickly stood up and bowed her head respectfully with her mother, “Sorry I called you scrawny and a kid!”

      “It’s alright.” Jellal smiled up at the older woman, “It’s nice to finally meet you, Lady Irene. Father’s labs and research teams have sorely missed your brilliance among their numbers.”

      She chuckled, “I have long since moved past that part in my life, Jellal-sama. Now I am content combing the fields of the country with my daughter.” Her hand gently settled on her girl’s head and carefully rubbed her hair. Her expression became more focused as she looked to her noble visitors, “The matter I addressed in my letter… he’s inside.”

      Erza followed her mother as Jellal and Pantherlily did as well. They walked down the hall and stood by the spare room that housed their unwanted guest. The door opened and they looked inside—

      To find the blond boy sitting on the ceiling with the same picture he had been staring at for days since his arrival.

      The whiskered boy looked down at the mother-daughter pair, as well as the stunned two newcomers that joined them. Storing his picture back in his scroll, he hid it in a seal on his arm and then released his chakra grip on the ceiling. He dropped back to the ground and asked with a dour expression, “Who are these guys?”

      “H-How—” Pantherlily stuttered, “You were just up on the ceiling!”

      “And you stored a picture on a scroll and then the scroll in your arm.” Jellal looked intrigued as he looked at the blond boy, “How did you do that?”

      “I have chakra. I heard you have magic tools you use in this world so I’m sure that’s not a term you’re familiar with.”

      “But it’s an energy you conjure from inside yourself, is it not?” Jellal rubbed his chin, “Fascinating.”

      “Who are you anyway?”

      “He’s the Prince of Edolas!” Erza quickly piped up, “I didn’t know either because he’s so scrawny but it’s true!”

      “Oh, a Prince?” The young visitor looked Jellal over, “Sorry if I’m not showing the right response or respect that’s expected of a royal. I don’t know your customs or—”

      “No, it’s fine.” Jellal quickly spoke up, ‘You came here from another world, right? Through a hole in the sky and clouds? That’s what we heard, correct?’ The blue-haired prince paused before stating, “I think the reason you are here… is because of a project my father and his team were working on.”

      His eyes widened, “What?”

      “My father, the king of Edolas, has been striving to find a way to prolong the longevity of our magic source. My whole family has for as long as we can remember. One of those methods involves absorbing magic from other worlds. Through a portal from our world to theirs. The Anima.” Jellal admitted, “I believe that is what brought you here.”

      “You guys brought me here?!” He asked anxiously while looking between the Prince and his guard, “Then can you get me back?”

      Jellal’s conflicted expression didn’t inspire much hope, “It should be possible… but I’m not sure how plausible it will be.”

      “W-What does that mean?”

      “We use the Anima to absorb the ambient magical energy in the atmosphere of other worlds. We’ve got some but… honestly, the amount is so minuscule that we can barely break even. We have to take from multiple worlds continuously. So much so that we haven’t monitored or logged the coordinates of the other worlds we absorb from. Some of them don’t even have ambient magical energy for us to absorb. And I believe one of them might have been your world. The only reason we know you were here was because it was a different reaction to the regular magical power we process through the Anima.”

      Naruto stumbled back and sat on his bed, “You can’t get me home?”

      “No, because I said I’ll try.” Jellal stepped forward as the blond boy hung his head, “It was our eagerness to draw in magic that caused you to come here. So I have to help you find a way home.”

      “Don’t bother.” Naruto mumbled as he shook his head, “Even if I did get home, I don’t think I have a home to go to. My village, a-and my parents. They were already…”

      Jellal was left speechless and he looked back at Pantherlily in surprise. The tall Exceed’s expression was pinched before he stepped forward and knelt by Naruto’s post on the bed. Even then he still had to look down as the crestfallen boy looked up at him, “Even when your home is gone… and there isn’t a place to go back to… I promise you that it’s not the end of the world. It might not seem like it right now… but you can find another place to call home. Another place to feel comfortable and safe.”

      Lily’s words hung in the air for a moment before Naruto lowered his head again. The Exceed looked back to his charge and sullenly shook his head—

      Until Erza stepped up from the side and slapped Naruto across the head. He yelped and held his head in shock as everyone else watched in silence as she spoke, “What is wrong with you? You’re getting a chance to find the answer for yourself! And all you can do is sit there and mope?”

      “What answer am I looking for? I already know my family is gone. There’s nothing else I can do—”

      “They’d want you to keep trying, right?” Erza pouted at him, “My mother would be upset if she left me alone and I didn’t do anything. If I simply sat, moping about the memory of her, and waiting for nothing to change, I know I would be disappointing her. And if your parents saw you just sit alone and be sad in a room by yourself, don’t you think they’d be sad too?”

      “…”

      “Your Highness,” Erza looked back at Jellal, “If you’re going to take him anywhere, I think you need to take me along. I’ll make sure he acts properly. Eats his food. Dresses himself. The basic stuff expected of a human.”

      “W-What?!” Naruto indignantly squawked, “I don’t need your help doing those things!”

      “Yes, you do.” Erza argued, “I’ve been doing that pretty much the whole time you’ve been here.”

      “T-That was just because I was upset!”

      “And you’re not going to be upset anymore?” When Naruto opened his mouth and struggled to answer, Erza nodded, “Then it’s decided. I guess I’ll still need to be your caretaker.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter!”

      “You do.”

      Lily leaned in towards Irene, “Quite the little firecracker you have there.”

      She sighed with a hand to her cheek, “Uh, more like a fire starter honestly. I hope His Highness doesn’t think them too rowdy to deal with now.”

      Lily looked down at his young charge and the growing excitement on his face as he saw kids his age argue and bark at each other at the prospect of coming to his castle.

      “I wouldn’t worry.”

    
    

    
      The Ten Commandments swung down and into the stone, pinning both swords in Scarlet’s hands down to the rock. And when she looked up, it was in time to see Knightwalker spin around the polearm of her weapon and kick for her face.

      Scarlet released her sword and jumped back to avoid the kick to her face. The moment she had the distance she summoned more swords and charged back in.

      Knightwalker swung her spear and sent the two blades she pinned flying at her doppelgänger. Scarlet quickly knocked them out of the air and then rushed in with both swords raised over her head. She brought them down on the polearm of the spear and the shockwave of their clash spread over the entire area.

      As both women pushed and struggled to beat the other in physical strength, their eyes met and they stared at their mirror image.

      “We won’t stop.” Knightwalker grumbled through gritted teeth, “Our dream is not one we can simply abandon after one failure.”

      “And we won’t stop fighting.” Scarlet returned, “As long as you put my guild and friends in danger then I will never lay down my sword. I’d suggest dropping your weapon and accepting that but…”

      “Right.” Knightwalker nodded, understanding her point, “We wouldn’t be Erza—”

      “If we weren’t stubborn and hardheaded.”

      With that realization, it became clear that there was only one way to end this.

      Complete and total defeat.

      “Million Suns.”

      Knightwalker’s spear shined brightly. So bright that Scarlet was nearly blinded in its proximity. Her eyes quickly shut themselves and she tried to shield herself from the brilliant light.

      And couldn’t see Knightwalker reel her spear back and attack while she was open.

    
    

    
      Naruto touched the seal on his arm and his scroll popped out of a puff of smoke.

      The lab rats all gasped and started to jot down data as they watched, “Absolutely fascinating!”

      “Remarkable!”

      “Do you think we could replicate the effect with Lacrima?”

      Jellal chuckled as he and Erza watched from the side with Boro and Faust. He leaned in towards the redhead, “He’s quite popular.”

      Erza nodded, “Yes but after you’ve seen him do it a few times it loses its surprise factor. He’ll have to show them more of his wall-sticking to get them intrigued.”

      “The whole thing is amazing beyond belief, child.” Boro stated with a chuckle, “A human with an internal power source separate from magic. Like an Exceed but akin to us. It’s mind-boggling to believe there are others like him covering a whole new world.”

      “One without magic. I suppose they made due.” Faust said with a grumble before he turned and walked away, “However we are still faced with the problem of our scarcity of magic.”

      “Father, I would also try to find Naruto’s home world so that we may return him to where he came from.” Jellal spoke up, “I gave my word as the Prince that I would do everything in my power to try and get him home.”

      “…”

      “Father?”

      “This may not have been the plan… but being able to bring people to our world with Anima…” Faust whispered, “There may still be hope for us yet.”

    
    

    
      Namikaze kicked off Uzumaki’s foot as it came swinging in from below. He went sailing back through the air and landed on the side of a tree before remaining there with his chakra. The Oración Seis leader looked up and quickly jumped aside as a bright blast of magic decimated the spot where he once stood.

      “Dammit!” Uzumaki cursed as he continued to throw a barrage of punches with his Armor magic that sailed through the air and felled the trees in its path, ‘Shit!’ He yelled as he threw his punches even faster, “Stop dodging!”

      “And let you hit me?! No chance!” Namikaze barked back as he leaped through the air as trees started falling behind him. His hands blurred together in a series of hand signs before he took a deep breath, “Fire Style: Fireball Jutsu!”

      A giant ball of fire rushed out of his mouth and enveloped everything below. Uzumaki had to quickly jump aside and land in a tree as he saw the sea of flames settle and spread through the forest, “What the fuck?! Do you spit fire?! Are you trying to give Natsu a run for his money?!”

      “Never got to learn more of the advanced jutsu before I came here. But what I did learn matches with my chakra nature pretty well.” His hands blurred with signs again before he launched his right hand forward covered in electricity, “Lightning Style: Thunderclap Arrow!”

      Uzumaki jumped aside and avoided the bolt aiming right for his head and through the tree. He landed on the ground and smirked, “That’s pretty cool, but compared to another lightning bastard I know, you’re coming up pretty short. And if it’s blowing things out of your mouth…” He took a deep breath before he blew out a sharp blast of wind, “Tempest Wave!”

      Namikaze’s eyes widened and he jumped off the tree as the rush of wind cut through the top. He landed on the ground against the light of the flames he raised and stared at his counterpart in confusion, “Was that your chakra? Was that a jutsu? How did you do it without hand signs?”

      “I practice molding and forming it without them.”

      “B-But I’ve never seen that before!”

      “Yeah, Hashi-Ji said he always thought it was restrictive to think that only hand signs were the way to control chakra.”

      “Who the hell is Hashi-Ji?!” Namikaze seethed and quickly caught his breath, ‘Talking with you is infuriating.’ His hand signs flowed in an instant and his chest swelled again, “Fire Style: Phoenix Flower Jutsu!”

      Several smaller fireballs curved through the air and slammed against Uzumaki much faster than the giant fireball from earlier. Namikaze remained on guard as he stared at the raging fires that consumed his doppelgänger.

      The fire suddenly intensified and swirled around before shooting forward in a blazing pillar. Namikaze quickly jumped aside and watched the burning pillar sear through everything in its path. He looked back toward the source of the fire and saw the flames coalesce around a white-hot saber in Uzumaki’s hands.

      “Pretty cool that you spit fire,” He swung his dragon sword down at his side with a smirk, “But I bet you can’t make flames like this! Blazing Dragon Tail!” With a slash, he sent a wave of flames at his counterpart who quickly had to jump and flip away. Before he landed Uzumaki immediately sent more and more flaming slashes at his opponent to catch him off guard.

      Namikaze couldn’t evade for much longer and had to retreat through the downed trees and burning forest. Uzumaki reigned back the flames on his dragon sword before running ahead to give chase, “If you think running away will end this fight then you’ve made a huge—”

      The bright shine of something in the darkness along with the crackle of electricity caused him to pause. And as his eyes widened he raised his dragon sword to defend himself while buffing his arms with Armor—

      In time for a blur to rush through the flames and unleash a dozen blinding slashes.

      His dragon sword shattered into pieces in an instant.

      And even though his magic guarded against the worst of it, Uzumaki still felt numerous shallow cuts open along his arms.

      He hissed and looked back to see his doppelgänger slowly turn back to face him. His right hand was covered in lighting and molded to form an edge like a blade.

      The other hand held Uzumaki’s black sword that he had dropped while getting blown away by that spiral jutsu.

      He narrowed his eyes at the soldier, “That’s mine.”

      He shrugged to the Fairy Mage, “Then you should have held onto it.”

    
    

    
      Erza was surprised at how comfortable she had gotten walking among the halls of the castle after so many years. When she first arrived as just a child she was awestruck at the majesty of the giant spire and its stunning view. But now that she was a young woman, she viewed the castle much like a second home. She had spent so much time here purveying the walls, training with the soldiers, and speaking with the people of the Royal Army that the castle had much the same charm to her as the farm did when she went to visit.

      Her mother seemed reluctant to her choice in joining the Royal Army. But even though she didn’t quite approve she did accept Erza’s choice and wished her the best of luck as she stayed in the castle. Both she and Naruto had taken up positions of apprenticeship under Pantherlily and learned the ropes of what it took to be a soldier.

      Naruto had prior training from his village and quickly made an impression with his abilities. Erza lacked that prior training, but something deep inside her refused to stand aside and let him get better and leave her in the dust. And soon she was setting records and accomplishments as well.

      Pantherlily said they had the potential to lead the Royal Army better than it had ever been led before. Erza suggested to Naruto that they compete to see who should earn that honor, and he seemed excited to see it through as well.

      She wasn’t sure at what point it had happened over the years, but he seemed to accept that this place could be his new home. She still found him staring at that old picture of him and his family now and then, but it wasn’t in desperate longing or depression anymore. He seemed to just miss his parents… as anyone would after losing a loved one. But he also seemed to accept that Edolas could be a place to live now. A world he could call his own and be happy with others in.

      For some reason that made her chest feel a little lighter.

      As she walked along, she spotted a head of blue hair standing at a railing and looking out over the city. She immediately stood at attention, “Good evening, Your Highness. A pleasure to see you again.” She waited for a response but didn’t get one. She looked over and saw him still staring out into space, ‘Your Highness?’ When she noticed the pensive expression on his face she approached, “Jellal?”

      “Huh?” That seemed to draw him out of his thoughts as he stepped away from the rail, “Oh, hello Erza. Are you done with your training today?”

      She saluted, “Pantherlily has up stepped away for the evening for scouting of the city. Your Highness, is something the matter?”

      “You could tell?” Jellal tried to smile but it didn’t quite reach the rest of his face, “I think… I think I just realized that my father may be trying to do something. Something he says is for the good of the nation… but I can’t help but think it will be a terrible burden to place upon all the people of the world.”

      “Your Highness?”

      Jellal thought deeply for a moment before looking to Erza, “Erza, will you always look after this land? I know things always seem dire in Edolas, but I believe all of us can make it through this. It isn’t magic that is important or must be preserved… but the people. That’s what I’ve always believed.”

      “O-Of course I will, Your Highness!”

      “Good,” Jellal smiled and nodded before stepping away, “I wish you luck on your outing. I’ll be sure to greet you three again on your arrival.”

      Erza wasn’t certain what was on his mind as he left, but she felt like she had joined a conversation partway through. Before she could ask him to elaborate on what was concerning him, she had to meet Naruto and Lily for their training. And by the time they arrived back in the castle the next morning…

      It was to the terrible news that Jellal had gone missing… and was presumed dead.

    
    

    
      Even though she had been temporarily blinded, Scarlet’s fighting instincts warned her to raise her sword. And as she guarded her face she felt the full force of Knightwalker’s spear thrust against her steel.

      “What?! How did you—”

      Scarlet’s hand whipped out and grabbed Knightwalker’s wrist before she could gain some distance, “I’m sure you’re not used to prey that fights back. But I’m more than familiar with handling fools and dirty tactics.” She brought the hilt of her sword up and slammed the pommel into Knightwalker’s jaw, disorienting her for a moment before kicking her away. She glowed bright and appeared in her Lightning Empress Armor with her spear in hand. With a mighty roar she lunged forward and slammed the tip of her spear into Knightwalker’s chest, “And I deal with fools like that the same way!”

      “GAAAAHHHHHHHH!” Knightwalker screeched as lightning rushed through every inch of her body before she was sent flying back and crashing into the ground.

      Lightning sparked off Scarlet’s spear as she stood strong and pointed her weapon at her beaten counterpart, “You won’t defeat me. It doesn’t matter what tricks or desperate maneuvers you resort to!” Her eyes slowly opened as her vision returned and she glared at the smoke cloud Knightwalker rested in, “It is my duty as a Fairy Tail member to protect and watch out for my guild! And to stop anyone that would try to hurt them! And I refuse to fail or fall while I’m protecting what I love!”

      …

      “So you expect me to give up on what I love? Are you expecting me to fail or fall while I’m protecting what matters the most to me?”

      A shadow stood up from the ground and appeared in the dust cloud. The shine of her spear broke through as her voice dropped low and growled, “What do you know of desperation? Of fighting and clawing for even one damn solution to a problem that seems never-ending and suffocating?”

      The light of the spear faded away… into a twisted and jagged weapon.

      Scarlet’s eyes widened when the dust burst apart as Knightwalker lunged straight toward her. She raised her weapon in defense—

      Only for her spear to be shredded to pieces in an instant.

      Quickly followed by her armor that was peeled away with bits of flesh and blood.

      Scarlet’s mouth opened in silent pain before she stared up at her doppelgänger.

      Knightwalker’s eyes were wreathed in anger and hatred. And the spear in her hand had turned black, jagged, and almost fully twisted by the blade. The blade shined under the sun as she growled out, “Sacrifar. I was warned that the damages this spear could do to a user with prolonged exposure to it could be damning, but considering what’s at stake…” She raised it, “What sacrifice wouldn’t I make?”

      Ruins and trees were blown apart from the ferocity of their battle. More explosions and toppling structures littered the body of the floating island. Cracks even started to appear along the side of its body.

      Knightwalker held the bloody and bruised Scarlet up by her neck. Even as the pain from using Sacrifar caused her muscles and veins to bulge in her arm, she said, “Nothing. Will stop us. From achieving eternal magic.”

    
    

    
      Naruto sat in his chambers and let his mind drift.

      It was a beautiful service broadcast to everyone in the world after the first anniversary of his death. Many people were heartbroken at the news. The kind and beloved young prince was gone and people were still left to mourn his passing.

      But for Naruto… one of his dearest friends was gone from his life.

      All the years spent with Jellal and Erza getting accustomed to this new world helped him overcome the worst pain he had ever experienced.

      The kindness of taking him in. Showing him around Edolas. Finding a purpose and place to call home.

      Naruto realized… he would never be able to pay him back for that kindness.

      With a knocking on his door, Naruto sat up from his bed, “It’s open.”

      The door slowly swung open to reveal Boro…

      And King Faust.

      “Your Majesty!” Naruto immediately stood to attention, “I’m sorry for not getting the door! If I knew it was you—”

      “At ease, Namikaze. There’s nothing to apologize for.” Faust stepped in, his stave clicking against the floor before he reached the bed and sat down. As he patted the space by his side and Boro closed the door, Naruto sat down next to the king, “It’s been a year now since he vanished.”

      Naruto solemnly nodded, “Yeah, I still can’t believe he’s gone.”

      “It’s tragic to think that with him gone… I have no heir. The Edolas royal line ends… with me. And with it our dream for more magic for everyone as well.”

      Naruto looked up at Faust, “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. But your dream of eternal magic is a dream we all share. One that will persist on even after we’re gone.”

      “But our methods to prolong the magic supply are becoming less and less effective.” Faust rested his chin on his stave, “The longer we wait, the worst it becomes. We need to find a solution.”

      “We need alternatives.” Boro spoke up, “If magic is a waning resource then we need a different source of power. One people can draw on and use for themselves as the magic starts to fail us.”

      Naruto looked between Boro and Faust quizzically. But as the pieces started to click in, he looked down at his hands and back up, “Your Majesty, I’m sorry but my chakra isn’t enough to replace magic for the world. And the other people of the world can’t use that kind of energy.”

      “Yet.” Boro stipulated, “The possibilities are still yet untapped because all we have done is… touch the surface of what your energy could accomplish. We need a more thorough examination. Harder work. And we need your help.”

      Naruto looked to Faust, who simply closed his eyes and sighed before looking at him, “We need your help, Namikaze. Will you let us try and learn more about your chakra?”

      This was quite a big ask. He wasn’t sure what it entailed to research his chakra so they could find a way to use it.

      But if he did help… maybe he could start repaying the debt to Edolas for taking him in and letting him call it home.

      Naruto’s eyes became focused with resolve as he nodded, “Of course.”

    
    

    
      “Rumbling Earth!”

      Uzumaki slammed his cleaver down and sent a tidal wave of broken rock out. A wave that was immediately shredded apart by a black sword and a lightning hand. Namikaze rushed through the destruction and charged at his alternate self with killer intent.

      Uzumaki jumped aside and avoided his direct path as he summoned his water sword in hand and thrust it forward, “Raging Stream!”

      Namikaze jumped over the pressurized stream of water coming out of his blade and even stepped on it to lunge across and cover the distance. The blond Fairy swung out with his dragon swords and watched them get reduced to scraps by Namikaze’s blades.

      The identical blonds were immediately facing each other and launching attacks at each other. Uzumaki released punches of solid magic at Namikaze who used the flat of the black blade to block against them. The sword swung out and Uzumaki leaned back to avoid it before he had to jerk aside to avoid the lighting blade that tried to cleave into his chest.

      The blond Fairy was forced on the back foot as his doppelgänger gave chase and swung his blades with lethal proficiency. The glint of the black blade and the crackle of the electricity followed each other without reprieve or even a moment’s hesitation. Uzumaki knew if he hesitated or slipped up then that would be the end.

      But still—

      He lunged forward and caught the black blade between his palms, “Requip!” His strongest sword returned into his separate magical space and Namikaze was so stunned by his sudden loss of weapon he was left open for a powerful punch under the ribs from the S-Class Mage, “HA!”

      “GAH!” Namikaze grunted and flinched before immediately pushing the pain down and roaring with a jab of his hand. The whiskered Fairy slipped by his lightning hand and grabbed his wrist before he had to guard against the left hand that followed, “You bastard!”

      “Is there a reason you aren’t using this lightning ability over both hands?” Uzumaki asked as Namikaze narrowed his eyes, “Can you not do it with both?”

      “Shut up!” He kicked off the Fairy’s chest and out of his grasp before weaving more hands signs, “Clone Jutsu!”

      “What?!” He looked up in shock as two more versions of Namikaze popped into existence. Uzumaki clicked his teeth and raised his guard as all three versions of Namikaze dropped down on him with lightning hands, “Bring it on you sonuva—”

      Only for all three of them to pop and fade away before even reaching him.

      Uzumaki’s eyes widened in realization and he quickly twisted around—

      In time for Namikaze’s lightning-coated hand to thrust forward and dig into his shoulder, just barely missing his heart.

      “AHHHH!”

      “I’m sorry about your people and your guild,” Namikaze said as he struggled to push his hand further in while Uzumaki gripped his arm through the pain. Even so, the scarred soldier gritted his teeth and persisted, “But for the sake of Edolas they are just one last sacrifice to make!”

    
    

    
      “Try and close your hand.”

      “G-Grgh, a-ah!”

      “Stop!” Erza quickly demanded as he stopped trying to make a fist with his left hand. With a hiss, his fingers started uncurling around the bandages that covered his forearm up to his palm. She looked down at his bandaged hand, “I can’t believe you let this happen.”

      “I didn’t think it would turn out like this, Erza.”

      “You can barely move your hand!”

      “That’s just because the pain is fresh. I can still feel it and it’ll be working again in no time.”

      “Can you even use chakra in this hand anymore?”

      Naruto didn’t answer… turning his head away in silence instead of looking at her.

      Erza’s mouth tightened in a frown before she shook her head, “You can’t do this again. You can’t agree to this experiment.”

      “The next round of testing will be tomorrow.”

      “You can’t use your damn hand, Naruto! At this rate, you’ll be crippled trying to let them examine and extract parts of your chakra network! You need to—”

      “I can’t!” Naruto barked back, silencing the redhead’s panicked order. He stared down at his bandaged hand and gently squeezed it, “This is how I can help the kingdom. How I can help it survive even after he is gone.”

      …

      Erza marched away and ignored Naruto’s calls to her. She charged down the hall with purpose and intent. With her pulse growing faster and her breathing becoming sharper, she stormed into the throne room. She spotted Faust on his throne and Boro discussing something with him close by, “Knightwalker, what—”

      “You have to stop the experiments!”

      Bork looked surprised by her declaration, “The process has only just begun. It will take quite a bit of time before sound results start to appear from the testing—”

      “You almost disabled his left hand! What’s going to happen if you continue like this?!”

      “It was a regrettable mistake, but one we shall learn from. From now on when we test with him—”

      “He’s the only person doing this test! If any more mistakes happen on levels like that he’ll become paralyzed or even killed! We can’t make him do it—”

      “We can and we will.” Faust interrupted. The room went quiet as his stern and commanding voice spoke, “Namikaze offered to take this role to help us discover an alternate power and we cannot waste it. With our reserve of magic still dwindling we need all the help we can get. Namikaze is a soldier… this is the kind of sacrifice expected of one for the sake of the kingdom.”

      Erza wanted to yell and scream in opposition. To tell them to find some other alternative energy if the magic was so scarce. But even if she did she knew it would never convince these people. They were so focused on having power, and as long as their magic supply grew smaller—

      “I’ll spare more magic.”

      Faust scoffed, “One soldier no longer using magic will not help the cause—”

      “I’ll find the people who use magic illegally and stop them.”

      Faust and Boro held their tongues as Erza walked forward with fire in her eyes, “There are still Dark Guilds roaming all over the world using magic beyond our restrictions, right? I’ll hunt them down and stop them. Are black markets still selling massive amounts of Lacrima? I’ll bring the hammer down on them. I’ll stop the reckless use of magic… and keep our magic supply going for as long as I can… as long as you stop testing on Naruto.”

      “You are a soldier. It should be your duty regardless.”

      “I am a soldier. And my duty is to this kingdom. But if you let Naruto go… my sole purpose will be towards prolonging our use of magic. And isn’t that more important than testing with the energy we may never be able to use?”

      Her question hung in the air tensely. Boro looked to the king as Faust quietly contemplated her offer. After a moment he closed his eyes and hummed, “I hope you know what this means, Knightwalker. From now on… you will be the judge, jury, and executioner that the people of Edolas will always fear.”

      Somewhere deep in the back of her mind, she remembered her promise to her mother to one day supply magic to everybody. She thought she could keep that promise going even if she worked in the army…

      But now she realized there were some things more important than a dream.

      “I do.”

    
    

    
      Scarlet gagged and gasped as the hand around her neck squeezed so tightly she could hardly even breathe. Knightwalker looked up darkly at her beaten counterpart and prepared to land the finishing blow, “You can never understand how far I am willing to go, or what I am willing to do, to see this dream through to the end!”

      Knightwalker went to skewer her on the end of Sacrifar, but Scarlet’s body shined at the last moment as she adorned another armor. The Second Commander tried to shield her eyes but quickly had to raise her weapon in defense as something giant came swinging her way. The redhead soldier suddenly felt herself get lifted and blown off her feet as she went sailing towards the ruins. She flipped through the air and skidded to a gradual halt before looking up at the Fairy Queen.

      Scarlet adorned her Purgatory Armor, black and darkened metals formed into a resilient armor with protrusions and spikes across her entire body. She lifted the heavy spiked mace and held it out towards Knightwalker with a dangerous glint in her eyes, “Of course, I understand how hard you would fight for what you cherish.” Her long hair swayed with a rush of wind and revealed her mismatched eyes, “I’m you.”

      Knightwalker’s short hair shifted as well as her breathing started to come out in short and angry bursts. She gritted her teeth so tightly she almost felt something snap until her foot dug into the ground—

      “SCARLET!”

      “KNIGHTWALKER!”

      The identical duo charged at each other in their fury and traded blows. Neither seemed to even bother being skilled or careful in their exchange. Instead, they only seemed focused on hitting the other one as hard and as fast as they could. Sacrifar and the mace swung around each other at blinding speeds, aiming for their opponent instead to try and end the fight as soon as possible.

      Scarlet felt her armor chip away and the blade of the spear score cuts against her.

      Knightwalker felt like her entire body was shaken by each blow of the spiked mace she tanked.

      Blow after blow was exchanged at blistering speeds. Blood flew and marred the ground around them. The island buckled and stressed under their intensity to the point that the cracks deepened and grew even further. And not once did either woman stop their roar of battle as they pushed each other to the brink.

      The dust finally settled and both redheads were exhausted beyond comprehension. Scarlet’s Purgatory Armor was in tatters and pieces with lacerations and blood seeping through the exposed flesh. Knigthwalker’s battle attire was ripped and shredded to reveal darkened and bruised skin while Sacrifar was merely a chipped mess of its former self.

      “I… I-I don’t think I have much left to give in this fight.”

      “N-No, neither do I.”

      Both of them remained silent, struggling to catch their breath after their brief confessions.

      “If it’s not your guild… then it’ll just be another one.” Scarlet looked up as Knightwalker lifted her head and stood up, broken and battered body ignored as she spoke, ‘And if we can’t form them with the Exceed anymore, then we’ll just resort to nabbing more and more places from your world until we can come to a conclusion.’ Knightwalker stood defiantly, “Until everyone in this world can have magic… until I know he is safe… I won’t stop.”

      “Yes, I know you won’t.” Scarlet stood up as well, her Purgatory Armor peeling off as she stood up as pieces of her mace fell to her feet, “Because I feel the same. Until I know my guild is safe… until I’m sure the people I love can live without being in fear… I won’t stop fighting either.”

      Sacrifar glowed in Knightwalker’s hand and was quickly replaced by a brilliant spear of dazzling white, blue, and gold, “This is Saint Spear, Ravelt. The ultimate form of the Ten Commandments and my trump card.”

      Scarlet’s body glowed until she was instead adorned in pink and white armor, with fairy wings stretching out over her form. She swung her winged sword down, “Armadura Fairy, the armor named after my guild, and the strongest I have in my set.”

      They both lowered their stances and raised their weapons, “This next hit—”

      “Will be our last.”

      …

      Both women charged at each other and yelled before making their strike.

      A light and grand explosion overwhelmed them. A shockwave and dust cloud raised out in every direction. And the island they fought on finally hit its breaking point.

    
    

    
      Things had changed wildly over the last few years. For some reason, the experimenting on chakra came to a complete halt with no warning. And Erza suddenly became a woman possessed with hunting down illegal magic.

      He had a feeling the two must have been connected.

      But as time went on and Erza became more renowned for her effective hunting of Dark Guilds, her name spread far and wide. Her accomplishments earned her the spot of Second Commander in the Royal Army. To most this was a sign of respect and accomplishment.

      But to him, it felt like a target on her back when she went out to crush Dark Guilds. And so he decided to join her, following her out on expeditions and guild crushing to secure the illegal Lacrima they collected.

      Until they found the big game… Fairy Tail. Years of following and cornering had finally led them to this day.

      Naruto challenged the leader of the Dark Guild and allowed Erza to pursue the other members. He believed he could handle holding back an old man almost in his eighties.

      But as he doubled over and spat up blood filling his mouth, he started to realize he might have bitten off more than he could chew.

      “What’s wrong, boy?” Makarov spoke up and mocked the blond, “I thought you were going to handle me?”

      “Keep talking, old man.”

      His blade switched to a gun and fired several shots in quick succession. Makarov jumped and slid aside as the gravity shots tore through the trees and forest. Naruto charged forward and jumped, firing a few more shots before his gun shifted into a blade. He swung down on Makarov—

      Only for the old man’s cape to lunge up and catch his wrist before he could swing fully. As Naruto was caught in place, Makarov chambered his fist and punched the whiskered teen in the chest. Naruto gagged and tried to pull back, failing to escape as Makarov prepared to punch again—

      “HAAA!” Naruto’s right hand crackled with lightning as he swiped up and slashed Makarov from abdomen to chest. The old Fairy hissed and tossed Naruto back as he clutched the wound that marked his body. As blood started dribbling out of the cut, he looked at the blond soldier, “What was that? That — that wasn’t magic, was it?”

      Naruto didn’t answer, picking himself up and raising his sword. He was preparing to engage with the master again—

      Until a bright light shined in the sky and cast a shadow over the forest. Both he and Makarov looked up as several flaming projectiles arched through the air and fell back down toward them.

      The mortars. They fired sooner than expected. Or maybe he had taken longer to finish this fight than anticipated.

      He couldn’t escape the blast in time. Not out of the range of the explosions.

      Naruto closed his eyes instead. The distant memories of his mother and father rushing off into battle came back to mind after so long.

      The explosions sounded off and Naruto felt his entire body shake and knock around as he hit the ground. The explosions sounded off over and over again as the attack never seemed to end.

      Until it finally did.

      When Naruto opened his eyes again he saw flames and scorched trees as far as the eye could see. Blood started to drip into his vision and when he touched his face he felt several distinct cuts. And beside some burns and small injuries he was completely fine after the bombardment. Was it a miracle?

      The pained groaning and wheezing answered that for him.

      He picked himself up and looked to see the injured and bloody body of Makarov covering part of him. The old master coughed up blood and groaned before he rolled on his back. Naruto picked himself up and quickly went to the dying old man’s side.

      “Why? Why did you shield me?”

      Makarov opened an eye, “Why did you close your eyes?”

      “What?”

      “Why did you close your eyes as the bombs fell? Why didn’t you try to protect yourself?”

      “T-There was no escaping from their yield.”

      “Then why did you just stand there knowing what would happen?”

      “Because I said I’d stop your guild. That I’d stop you.” Naruto said, ‘Even if it cost me my life.’ The memory of his parents running back to Konoha lingered, “That’s what it means to devote yourself to a cause. Even laying your life down—”

      “No, you damn fool!” Makarov yelled at him, grabbing his collar and startling him as he glared directly into his eyes, “That is not what it means to fight for something! It is a possibility — not an expectation! What you should strive to do is see the job through to the end! Make sure you can see everyone happy when it’s all over!”

      “B-But I—”

      “But you don’t understand that you and the kingdom have already failed in that regard.” Makarov coughed and struggled to breathe as he looked up at the sky, “What about my children? What about everyone else outside of the kingdom’s reach? Why do we all have to sacrifice magic just so the king and his people can horde it? Don’t we deserve to be happy too? Don’t our lives matter as well?”

      Naruto was left silent as the old man in his arms started to take his final belabored breaths. He looked around the forest, seeing the flames and destruction his side had caused just trying to hunt them down. And suddenly all the raids and hunting and fighting fell into a new perspective.

      His parents didn’t run to fight for Konoha because it was expected of them. They did it because they loved the village. They wanted to see everyone else that lived there be safe and sound as well, even if they didn’t make it out in the end.

      And what did he do? He twisted that thought as some kind of standard for duty. For sacrifice.

      All this time he fought… trying to honor what Jellal and the king gave him. And yet he turned his back on the rest of the people. The ones they should have protected just as dearly.

      “They do.” Naruto whispered, looking down as Makarov’s breathing slowed, “They’ll be protected. They’ll be safe. I promise.”

      …

      “Hmm,” Makarov grunted as his eyes slowly lidded over, “I’ll hold you to it.”

      He passed in his arms, and Naruto wasn’t sure how long he sat there holding him.

      “Namikaze!” Pantherlily called out to him as he descended through the smoke and burnt trees. He landed a few meters away and slowly approached, ‘Is that him?’ Naruto solemnly nodded, “Did you…”

      He looked up at his superior and even Lily went silent at his expression. The First Commander was about to help his friend to his feet before his ears perked up at the sound of something.

      “Did you hear that?”

      “What?”

      “I… there’s something over there.”

    
    

    
      Uzumaki gritted his teeth and tightly gripped the hand digging into his shoulder as it shocked him. Namikaze pushed down, trying to cut through his counterpart’s chest with gritted teeth, “I’m sorry but we have to do this. For the sake of everyone in this world then we have to see this through!”

      “Grgh,” Uzumaki struggled against the numbing pain of Namikaze’s electric hand before he reached out and grabbed his shirt. He mashed his teeth and looked up at his scar-faced doppelgänger, “Y’know, you’d be so much more difficult to fight… if you weren’t so wish-washy and half-assed!”

      Wind and magic suddenly gathered around his fist and solidified before he punched forward, digging his fist into the Oración Seis master’s chest and blowing him off his feet. Namikaze gagged and hit the ground rolling before finally coming to a halt. He coughed and clutched his chest before looking up at his alternate self, “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Uzumaki nursed the gouge in his shoulder and hissed as he stood back up, “I always thought I’d be a pretty tough guy to fight. Everyone is always telling me I’m so damn stubborn, and even Erza says I pretty much never fall over. I do. So many times. But for the sake of my guild and friends, I refuse to stay down or stop fighting. I’ll push on and through anything to help them. I was sure you would too,” Uzumaki frowned at his other self, “But you’re pretty damn hesitant for someone so determined to change the world.”

      Namikaze scowled, “You think that even after my fingers dug into your shoulder?”

      “Oh, you’re a good fighter, no denying that.” Uzumaki shrugged, ‘But you’re a liar too. You’re lying to the people. You’re lying to your friends. You’re lying to yourself. You’re so focused on your lies and convincing yourself you’re doing the right thing that you can barely see anything through to the end.’ Uzumaki shook his head, “If you of all people can’t put your everything into what you’re doing… then you need to stop.”

      Namikaze stared at his alternate self in shocked silence. His eyes slowly narrowed in a deep, resentful glare that overflowed with anger. His hand tensed and lightning started to build up over it again in a ferocious rush. The scarred blond roared, “WHAT THE FUCK DO YOU KNOW ABOUT WHAT WE’RE DOING?! OF COURSE, I HESITATE AND STRUGGLE, BUT FOR THE SAKE OF EVERYONE IN EDOLAS THIS NEEDS TO HAPPEN!” The lightning grew in intensity and power and he lowered his stance, “DON’T YOU TELL ME TO STOP! DON’T YOU TELL ME TO JUST GIVE UP!”

      “WELL IF ALL YOU’RE GOING TO DO IS KEEP DELUDING YOURSELF,” Uzumaki swung his arms out and channeled wind and magic, “THEN I’LL JUST HAVE TO BEAT SOME SENSE INTO YOU UNTIL YOU STOP!”

      “YOU BASTARD!”

      “COME ON!”

      Namikaze dashed forward, his arms sticking out behind him as he rushed at the Fairy Mage in a blind rage. With a guttural roar he jumped off the ground and lunged at Uzumaki, the blond Fairy dodged aside as the soldier’s hands became a blur of light and carved through the tree behind him.

      Uzumaki yelled as well, jumping in and starting to throw punches that released a burst of magic and wind with every strike. Namikaze weaved around them, deftly avoiding his attacks and the extra space they released when launched. Avoiding the crushing magic blows and the cutting wind, his hands wrapped around his counterpart’s arm and twisted to toss him over his shoulder.

      As Uzumaki was tossed through the sky, Namikaze rushed at him and prepared to skewer him—

      “Void Storm Step!”

      Uzumaki released a burst of wind to jump off of that slammed into Namikaze and sent him flying back. As Uzumaki soared through the air, he twisted around and righted himself as he fell back down to the ground. As he fell, his wind and Armor gathered around his hand, “Here comes the next one, Namikaze!”

      The blond soldier clicked his tongue and raised his hand. Another spiraling orb of chakra formed in his palm. He hefted the Rasengan up and roared, “Bring it on, Uzumaki!”

      The identical Naruto pair roared and slammed into each other with their attacks as the forest around them was blown away.

    
    

    
      “How are you feeling?”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You look like you can’t stand.” Erza looked over his bandages and the wraps around his face. They would surely scar once they healed over. She gave a faint smile and reached down to take his hand, ‘You helped stop the greatest criminal among the Dark Guilds. I know it wasn’t without sacrifice… but people will always admire you for what you’ve done. His Majesty is even talking about giving you a promotion.’ She smiled, “Maybe we’ll be able to work together more often, huh?”

      …

      “Erza…” He lowered his gaze, “Should we keep doing this?”

      “Huh? What do you mean?”

      “Hunting down Dark Guilds… is it necessary?”

      “Yes, of course, it is.”

      “But the magic tools they use — the magic they consume — it’s a drop in the bucket!”

      “But those drops pile up. They need to be stopped so that as much magic can last as possible.”

      “But…” Naruto shook his head, “We don’t need to do that.”

      Of course they had to. As long as they worked to stop the extraordinary use of magic, then the supply would last longer. And they wouldn’t have to start working on alternative sources.

      They wouldn’t have to experiment on him anymore.

      Between letting him become the guinea pig for the next tests of consumable energy or hunting down Dark Guilds…

      Erza stood up and Naruto looked up at her, “I will hunt down every Dark Guild in Edolas. Without exception. Until no one uses magic outside of what the Royal Army sanctions.”

      …

      Not another word was said between them. Wordlessly they felt something settle between them.

      Erza turned and walked out of the room.

      Naruto made no effort to reach out to her.

      And just like that… a strain to do what they felt was right marred the connection between them.

    
    

    
      The island started to break and fall apart as its structural integrity was ruined. The giant cloud of dust at the center of its destruction blew away and the two figures at the center panted for air.

      Scarlet and Knightwalker were both bloody and injured from the result of their confrontation. And worse of all—

      “M-My Ravelt.” Knightwalker stuttered as her spear broke apart in her hands, “Impossible.”

      “Dammit,” Scarlet cursed as the broken pieces of her armor faded away in the light, “My magic. I don’t have anything left.”

      Both redheads were left to stand upon the breaking pieces of the island as they hurtled back toward the ground. As the foundation they stood on collapsed and dropped out of the air, both women looked at each other—

      And Knightwalker felt her anger rise.

      “It doesn’t matter!” She dashed across the falling island and leaped across the gorges, catching Scarlet off guard as she kicked her across the face, “I have to put you down now!”

      “You fool!” Scarlet grabbed her legs and pulled her in before slamming her into the ground, “You still want to fight even now!”

      “Of course!” Knightwalker’s knee swung up and slammed into the Fairy Queen’s chin to knock her head back. The Fairy Hunter quickly picked herself up and tackled her doppelgänger, “None of this will mean anything if you still stand in the way!”

    
    

    
      In the smoke cloud of their collision, Uzumaki and Namikaze were brutally trading blows. Despite their exhaustion and the injuries that covered their bodies, they focused solely on the effort of beating each other.

      Uzumaki felt the punch strike his cheek and rattle his brain but gritted his teeth and struck back, “You bastard!”

      “That’s right! I’m a bastard!” Namikaze growled through the fist in his sternum, “We’ve already come this far! We’ve no choice but to see it through to the end!”

      “Doubling down isn’t the right choice!”

      “Backing out and stopping is unacceptable!”

      “You coward—”

      Namikaze grabbed him by the collar and started repeatedly punching him in the face, “This was the answer! The solution to all our problems and strife!”

    
    

    
      “We can save our world!” Knightwalker yelled, “No more hunting! No more fighting! We can finally achieve our greatest goal with this chance!”

      “But you’re stealing my friends! My family! The people I love!” Scarlet yelled back, taking the kick to her ribs before lunging in and head-butting her counterpart, “Do you not understand that?!”

      “I do!” Knightwalker grabbed her by the hair and punched her in the nose, “But I don’t care!”

    
    

    
      “We’ve been desperate! We’ve been afraid! We’ve despaired at the idea of losing magic!” Namikaze conjured lighting and cut along Uzumaki’s chest with his hand, “But this is the answer to it! Even at the sacrifice of innocents — for the good of Edolas that’s something we have to accept!”

      “People I love and care for! They should be sacrificed just because you don’t want to lose magic?!”

      “Everyone in my world needs magic! We need this!”

    
    

    
      “I promised I would get magic for everyone! I promised I would save this world! And I promised I would make sure he was safe and never threatened again!”

    
    

    
      “I love this world! I love this kingdom! And I would sacrifice whatever I had to help everyone in it! To see a world where we can all be safe and happy on the other side is what I have strived after for years!”

    
    

    
      Knightwalker raised her fist, “THIS IS SOMETHING—”

    
    

    
      “—I HAVE TO DO!” He roared as he punched his other self in the face.

    
    

    
      But her fist only met a palm that tightly gripped it and dragged it down—

    
    

    
      —so he was forced to see his counterpart’s angry and pitiable glare.

    
    

    
      Scarlet raised her fist, “You idiot. YOU CAN’T DO IT—”

    
    

    
      “—ALL BY YOURSELF!” He punched Namikaze and sent him stumbling back in pain.

    
    

    
      Knightwalker almost felt her jaw break from the punch as Scarlet followed up and landed body blows, “You compromised yourself! You fell further and further away from what you intended to be! All for the sake of power! And so you could protect him!”

      “Of course!” Knightwalker tried to fight back but could only weather Scarlet’s ferocious onslaught, “I had to!

      “Did you ever ask if that was what he wanted?!”

      “No! Because he would refuse! That fool is never concerned for his safety!”

      “Then you should have reached out! Told him that! Trusted in him to help carry this burden! That was your problem, Erza! You bared this weight all by yourself! Closed yourself off to deal with it your way! If you had worked with others, then you could have found another way!”

      “If I didn’t find more magic, they would have taken him and his chakra! If that happened—”

      “Then you should have found another way! You never considered an alternative! Helping him escape! Standing your ground in opposition to what you so strongly refuse! And most importantly — that if magic has made you this desperate and afraid, then maybe you shouldn’t have it!”

      “How dare you!” Knightwalker grabbed Scarlet’s hands and wrestled her back, “That’s easy for you to say! You have magic so you’ll never understand the plight of Edolas! If we lost magic — if we lost what we have held onto for so long—”

      “Then you’d still be here!” Scarlet roared back through the breaking island and rushing winds. Knightwalker felt the pressure consume her as Scarlet got up in her face and yelled, “It would be hard! So much more difficult than anything else you’ve faced! But you would have each other! You could make it through together!”

      Knightwalker tried to argue and fight back but Scarlet pressed on, “DON’T YOU UNDERSTAND, ERZA! YOU DON’T HAVE TO DO THIS ALL ALONE!”

      Scarlet’s desperate cry echoed out around them before the island finally crashed into the ground.

    
    

    
      “It’s you that had to save the people! It’s you that has to save the world! It’s you that has to save everyone!” Uzumaki shook his head in shame as Namikaze wiped his bloody chin, “You idiot. This was too big of an endeavor for you to handle yourself. When you realized the mistakes you were making, you should have stopped, not dug in your heels and pressed on.”

      “What do you know? I had to do this!” Namikaze pounded his chest, “This world gave me everything after I lost my home! My family! I owe it so much! And every person in this world deserves to live happily too! If I can pay them back with my efforts, then—”

      “You idiot!” Uzumaki roared, ‘That’s your problem! Do you think you have to pay them back like this?! You think kindness is some balance that has to be evened out?!’ The blond Fairy shook his head, “You be kind to others to pay them back! Not twist and turn and betray yourself to make up for it!”

      Namikaze scowled, “The kindness wasn’t enough. Not in the face of a global crisis.”

      “Then you do what you can… as yourself. But fighting for a goal you can’t stomach… using methods you can’t condone… wrestling with where you stand… is not the way to do it.”

      …

      Namikaze narrowed his eyes and straightened his hand like a blade. The lighting chakra building over his hand reached a critical point and started to shoot out with its intensity.

      Uzumaki simply chambered his arm as the wind started to gather and concentrate around his fist. A small vortex started to form at his side as he prepared to meet his other self in battle.

      With one last desperate roar, the two blonds charged and met each other, their wind and lightning-coated hands collided in a bright and destructive explosion that consumed them both.

    
    

    
      At the center of the crater the crashed island had created, the two exhausted redheads lay on their backs. They both stared up at the sky, unable to move even a single muscle after their battle.

      “I… I can’t keep going.”

      “Neither can I. I suppose this is the end.”

      …

      “You,” Scarlet looked across from her as Knightwalker spoke, “You make it sound so easy. Lose magic? And come together? You don’t think it’s that simple, do you?”

      “No,” Scarlet chuckled, “But it might not be as hard as we think. We do tend to overcomplicate things, you and I.”

      “Heh,” Knightwalker laid back and scoffed, “Yeah… I suppose so.”

    
    

    
      “Ugh,” Uzumaki groaned as he pulled himself out of a pile of trees he had been sent flying into after the result of their exchange. The pins and needles and pain of the attack rocked his body as he slowly tried to stand up, “Shit, that hurts like hell.”

      “At least you can move.” He looked over and saw Namikaze sitting against a giant boulder he had crashed into. The other whiskered blond didn’t even make a move as he laughed, “I should have known better than to attack headfirst like that. My lightning attribute is weak against the wind, and of course, that’s what you had to use.”

      “It is?”

      “You didn’t know that?”

      “N-No I did! I-I recall hearing that when I was learning about chakra—”

      “Stop, you’re embarrassing yourself.” Namikaze spoke up, “The point is you can move and I can’t. So I guess you win. Although considering you can barely move at that—”

      “Hold on.” Uzumaki summoned his sky sword and carefully channeled what magic he could spare into it. The glow was faint but he did feel some of the pain start to subside. Once enough of it was gone he gingerly picked himself up, “There we go.”

      “Well, that’s just cheating.” Namikaze remarked as Uzumaki walked up to him, “How did you know anyway?”

      “Know what?”

      “That I was lying about things. No one else could tell but you. How?”

      “People say you killed Fairy Tail’s master, right?” Uzumaki asked, “Well that’s how I knew. I knew that was a lie.”

      “It is, but how did you know?”

      “Because I don’t care where you’re from or how you might be different than me,” Uzumaki shook his head, “I refuse to believe there’s any version of me that would take pride and gloat about killing someone. Even if you had to… you wouldn’t pat yourself on the back for it.”

      The way he said that… made it clear he spoke from experience. But instead of prying, Namikaze struggled to lift his hand and press it to his arm. When he did, a scroll popped out of the seal and fell into his hand. He looked up at the curious Uzumaki and nodded toward it.

      The blond Fairy knelt and picked up the scroll before unfurling it. As he read the instructions and illustrations he deducted, “Are these the steps to learn that jutsu you used?”

      “That’s right. That is the last thing I have of father’s from our world. Well, that… and go further.” Uzumaki read on and opened more of the scroll before he found another seal. With a nod from Namikaze, he touched the seal and channeled some chakra. And when he did, a worn-out picture appeared in the air.

      He nabbed it and stared at it deeply. A picture of a young whiskered boy, a proud blond man, and a smiling redhead in front of a school.

      “Are these—”

      “Minato Namikaze and Kushina Uzumaki. Our mother and father.” Namikaze answered, “I’m guessing from the look on your face you never knew them. Well, that’s what they looked like. I wish I could offer you that picture but that’s the only one I have and I refuse to let it go. So memorize—”

      The scroll and picture shined in a glow for a moment before identical copies of them appeared just above them. Uzumaki snatched the ones he made with Copy and nodded before dematerializing them to look at later.

      Namikaze blinked, “What was that?”

      “I made a copy of them for myself.”

      “I didn’t give my consent for you to do that.”

      “Yeah, but I’m you so do I need my consent?” Uzumaki joked with a smile as he furled the scroll back up and handed them over.

      “Gah, you’re a dick.” Namikaze took the picture and scroll back carefully. And after he did he felt a sword press against his chest as it started to glow. Slowly he felt some of his worst pain subside, “Why are you doing that?”

      “Because there’s still stuff to do.” Uzumaki said with a faint smile, “Plus, I’d like to talk with you a bit more.”

    
    

    
      Done

      The story of Knightwalker and Namikaze. Hopefully I made the parallels between this pair and our pair pretty clear. How they were still as strong and tenacious as our couple… but how much weaker they were for fighting alone and for things they couldn’t full commit to.

      I think this is the chapter I’ve been thinking about the most in this arc. For every arc of every story, I always have at least one chapter in mind as the lynchpin that I need to focus on the most. And this time around this is the one.

      I hope you all enjoyed it! I should be back soon in celebration of the anniversary! Hope to see you all then!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye
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      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 73: Take Care! X ¡ǝɹɐꓛ ǝʞɐꓕ

      And here we come to the end of the arc! Another story beat I’ve been looking forward to, and now I get to put in the rearview. Thanks for staying with me through it…

      And most importantly… thank you all for keeping with me this long. For those of you that started from the beginning. To those of you most recent who wanted to check this out. And to everyone in between that’s given this story a chance… I can never thank you all enough for enjoying this story and engaging with me.

      Thank you all so much!

    
    

    
      He took the time to step through the halls and look around wistfully as he did. As he walked towards his destination he remembered distant memories that littered this hall from a lifetime ago.

      “Is this alright?” The little bandaged boy asked while looking up at the muscular Exceed that found sanctuary in their castle, “I-It just doesn’t seem fair, that you have to come down here just for helping me. I-I’m sorry—”

      “Do not be sorry.” Pantherlily assured the young boy as he knelt and held his shoulder, “Even if I can no longer be with my people… I refuse to believe what I did was the wrong thing. Sometimes even if everyone else spits at you in spite and anger of what you do… if you believe it is the right thing, then you cannot doubt yourself.”

      He walked further and looked down another hall.

      “Huh, so this is a castle?” Naruto muttered in a faint voice as he looked around at the interior of the castle after being shown everything on a tour, “It’s so big. Bigger than anything that was in the village.”

      “Did your world have any castles like this?”

      “If it did I didn’t know anything about them. The largest building was the academy with the Hokage’s office in it, and the largest place in the village was Hokage Mountain.”

      Erza tilted her head, “What’s Hokage Mountain?”

      “It’s the mountain at the back of our village where we carve the faces of our leaders into the side of it to always remember those that have led us.”

      “You carved peoples’ faces into a mountain?!” Erza balked in surprise, “That seems so needless. And such a waste of time.”

      “It is not a waste of time!” Naruto defensively stated, “They’re a symbol across our entire village for people to see and recognize the heroes who lead us! And they’re way better than some dumb castle!”

      “What?!” Erza growled back, “Castles are useful as fortresses and places for people to live! Better than some dumb carved stones!”

      “Now, now,” Jellal quickly spoke up and tried to mediate between the two before things could escalate, “There’s no reason to argue about this. It’s not—”

      “Jellal, if you want people to respect you, you need to get a mountain and carve your face into the side of it!”

      “No, Your Highness! Stick with the castle! In fact — make it even bigger! So big no one can ignore it!”

      Jellal chuckled, “O-Okay, this conversation is quickly derailing.”

      A faint smile at their old antics spread over his face before he looked towards the lab.

      “Jellal! Jellal! Where are you?” An older Naruto called out for the prince before finally finding the blue-haired royal admiring the landscape of the city from above, “There you are! We were looking everywhere for you!”

      Erza frowned at the blond, “Idiot! You have to address him as Your Highness! It’s the proper way of speaking with someone of the royal family.”

      “Pfft, whatever, that’s stupid. Jellal is Jellal.” Naruto waved off Erza’s warning and seemed to irritate the redhead to no end before looking back at his friend, “Jellal, we need your help!”

      “Oh, what for?”

      Erza continued, “We’re going to be picking our specialty weapons today. I’m taking up a spear my mother engineered when she worked in the lab years ago. Naruto on the other hand—”

      “I’m struggling to pick a specialty.” He admitted, “You’re good with those staves, right, Jellal? Can you give me any pointers”

      “Um, sure. I’m not sure what I can do to help but anything I can offer I’ll give.”

      “Thanks, Jellal!”

      “We’re grateful, Your Highness.”

      Jellal’s smile thinned as a sad, wistful look took its place. Things had been — or at least seemed — so much easier back then.

      “Your Highness?” Jellal looked up and saw Lily standing by the entrance to the deepest point in the castle with Shagotte and Nagi still helping him stand, “We’ve found it.”

      “Thank you, Lily. I’m sorry for making you search while you’re recovering.”

      “My injuries were not that bad, Your Highness.”

      “You get nothing from fibbing.” Shagotte reprimanded him with a small smile.

      After the attack on them during the raid, Jellal had flown down to find them and helped patch them up on the way back to the castle. With most of the soldiers out fighting, this place was effectively abandoned, and holding what they needed to proceed.

      “This is it,” Jellal said as he faced down the familiar giant machine that sent him to Earthland years ago, “The Anima machine.”

      “This was the machine that sucked up the Lacrima from Earthland?” Nagi gulped as he stared at the enormous and intimidating machine, “Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything this amazing.”

      “Prince Jellal,” Shagotte spoke up to the blue-haired royal, “What are you going to do?”

      “What needs to be done, Shagotte-sama.” He answered, “The people of Edolas will never stop searching for an eternal source of magic. They will hunt the Exceed down for eternity until they can use you to fulfill their goal. And even if you all leave and vanished from the public eye, they will reap and pillage Earthland for magic, sacrificing countless lives just to fuel their obsession for a little bit longer.”

      “And what will this machine do to help that?”

      “If it can take magic from Earthland to Edolas, I shall reverse the effects.” He answered as the Exceed looked at him in shock, “I’m cutting this obsession off at the root. If we would go so far to keep magic that we let ourselves become monsters… then we shouldn’t have it anymore.”

    
    

    
      “Hold them back!”

      “There’s no end to them!”

      “Retreat!”

      “Come on, you bastards! Come see what happens when you try to mess with the Fairy Tail of any world!” Gray yelled as he swung a wave of ice out toward the incoming soldiers. He stepped back and let himself hit something soft before he looked back, “Oh shit, sorry about that man.”

      “O-Oh, no worries. I didn’t feel it. I’m super protected with all these layers.” The man behind him said, “I’m just glad you’re not—”

      The Grays of both worlds recognized each other and looked over each other in shock. Despite the battle they were in they took a moment to size each other up—

      “TAKE SOME CLOTHES OFF, WEIRDO!”

      “HAVE SOME SHAME, YOU PERVERT!”

      “T-Two Gray-samas?” Earth-Juvia muttered incoherently, “J-J-Juvia can’t believe what she’s seeing!”

      “Two Gray-samas?” Edo-Juvia tilted her head while having an army soldier’s head locked under her armpit and pushing up by her breasts, “Juvia can’t believe what she’s seeing.”

      “J-J-Juvia-chan, please don’t compare me to this pervert!” Edo-Gray pleaded to the blue-haired girl, “I don’t want you to think there’s any version of me that likes running around showing off my naked body like it’s a fetish!”

      “Pfft, jackass.” Earth-Gray scoffed as he watched his other self beg his Juvia to reconsider. It was only after a moment did he notice his Juvia looking at him with teary eyes and a pout, “W-What is it?”

      “That Gray-sama calls his Juvia Juvia-chan, and wants to clear up misunderstandings with her! Why aren’t we that close, Gray-sama?!”

      “N-Now is not the time for that!”

      “If not now then when?!”

      “H-Hey, Edo-Lucy,” Earth-Lucy called out to her counterpart as she tried to catch her breath between all the rapid whipping and dodging she was doing, “Uh, you guys are more used to fights like this than we are. How long do you think it’ll be until things work out better for us?”

      “Oh, I have no idea!” The more boisterous blonde said with a grin, “We never actually try to stand up and fight these many guys! We turn and run with our tails between our legs, remember?”

      “S-So what’s different this time?”

      “You guys running in and risking your lives!” Edo-Lucy confessed, ‘How am I supposed to sit back and stomach not fighting when you guys step up all by yourselves and do what we never had the nerve to do?’ She waved to all the Fairies around them, “Something about your stupid bravery hit a chord with us! Maybe you’re from another world but a Fairy is a Fairy, and we stick together no matter what.”

      Earth-Lucy chuckled, “So this is a ‘gun blazing’ kind of fight, isn’t it?”

      “Pretty much.” The identical girls laughed and knocked fists before diving back into the fight. Edo-Lucy charged through and kicked everyone out of her way, “Laxus! Gildarts! You two have been gone for a long time! Are you sure you aren’t too rusty?”

      “I-I am.” Gildarts said while catching his breath and waving his weapon to create a barrier between them and the approaching soldiers, “I am not prepared for battle!”

      “Well suck it up, old man! Now’s no time to be soft!”

      “Jura!” Laxus called out to their ally with the majestic head of hair as he smacked some oncoming soldiers away with his lightning rod, “If we can give you some space, can you contact Lamia Scale for backup?!”

      “Man I don’t know what to do!” The muscular man whipped his arms out and creates spires of rock before smirking, “Bring the others in to join in the fun, or keep it all to myself? Because damn, this is cathartic!”

      Well maybe asking Jura for sound strategic advice in the middle of a fight wasn’t the best option.

      “Forget about pushing back Fairy Tail!” One of the soldiers commanded the others, “Secure the Exceed and then retreat!”

      “Oh no! Happy! Carla!”

      The two little exhausted Exceed looked over from where they had been fending off soldiers from attacking them. Happy was far more tired than Carla because he had chosen to strike down the soldiers that Carla lured in. And that exhaustion had been noticed because one soldier aimed his cannon and fired at the flying cat.

      “NO!”

      “HAPPY!” Carla immediately flew in between the oncoming attack and the blue cat. She shielded him and closed her eyes in anticipation—

      Only for a shadow to swoop in and block the incoming shot before it could land.

      The shadow then rushed forward, swinging its sword down and releasing a massive wave of wind that quickly knocked back most of the soldiers and separated them from the Dark Mage’s attack force.

      “S-Shit, can you not move around so roughly? Still not at 100% here.”

      “Neither am I but I still need to act.”

      “Naruto!” Earth-Gray called out as he saw his blond friend stand before the Royal Army. He wasn’t sure whether the soldiers had stopped because he appeared to blow them away, or because he had his injured counterpart hanging onto his shoulder for support, “About time you showed up! We were getting tired of waiting for your lazy ass to finally get back!”

      “Well sorry, turns out I’m a tougher fight than I expected.” Uzumaki shrugged before looking back, “Although I guess I shouldn’t be surprised since I’m so strong and — Gray, why are you wearing so many layers?”

      “U-Um—”

      “Dude,” Uzumaki looked away from the confused Edo-Gray and saw the normal Earth-Gray standing there half-naked and unamused, “I’m me. That guy is the Edolas version of me.”

      Uzumaki looked back at the overly clothed doppelgänger. And then let his eyes wander over the rest of the Edolas crew and the other versions of his guildmates. He blew a raspberry with his lips, “This is just a mindfuck.”

      “I get you, man.”

      “Hey,” Namikaze tapped his counterpart’s shoulder and got his attention again, “Let me go for a second.”

      “Can you even stand?”

      “I’ll manage.” Uzumaki pulled his arm back and let Namikaze stand on his own. The Oración Seis master steadied himself before standing up, clutching some of his aching injuries before he faced down the Royal Army members, “Soldiers, lay down your weapons and turn around. Recover any soldiers who are injured or can’t make the trip back on their own. We are retreating to the castle.”

      “W-What?”

      “But sir, our orders are to—”

      “Capture the Exceed and eliminate all enemies standing in the way of our goal.” Namikaze solemnly stated, “I know… but we’re abandoning those orders. We don’t need to risk any more casualties in pursuit of this goal.”

      “But—”

      “Look around, soldiers!” Namikaze announced to his forces, “The Exceed have already retreated! The only ones left are these two young ones, and standing between us and them is the entire Fairy Tail guild! There isn’t any reason to fight the Fairy Tail guild and risk our lives! We’re retreating.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      Namikaze turned around and found himself at the end of several weapons pointed at him by members of Fairy Tail. Despite their exhaustion from fending off so many soldiers, they looked more than ready to get into another fight with him. Lucy narrowed her eyes, “You might not have a reason to come after us, but we got more than enough reason to come at you.”

      “You and your people have hunted us for years!”

      “We’ve lost friends and family because of you!”

      “You killed our master!”

      “Y-You,” Edo-Natsu trembled in fear but kept his grip on his weapon tight as he glared at the older blond man, “It’s your fault that Lisanna is gone.”

      Namikaze faced them all down, unflinching and stone-faced in front of all the weapons aimed at him.

      Until someone stepped in between them and defended him.

      The Fairies stared at the masked person in surprise as they guarded Namikaze. And even the whiskered soldier was surprised by Mask coming to his defense.

      “Get out of the way!” They called out, “That man has to pay for everything he’s—”

      She reached up and removed her mask—

    
    

    
      “This is going to be a difficult thing to keep hidden. Retrieving appropriate care and medicine for her without raising any awareness is no easy task.”

      “Thank you, Lily. I appreciate this.”

      “So what’s the plan exactly? Once she’s recovered are you going to arrest her?”

      “No. I can’t.”

      “Then are you going to keep her in this room forever?”

      “No.”

      “Namikaze, I hope you have a solution in mind. At the moment it just seems like you’re making it up as you go along.”

      “Does it? Well, I guess that can’t be helped.”

      “Namikaze, this is a dangerous choice you’re making. Are you sure it’s one you want to take?”

      “Lily… when you saved Jellal… you knew there were going to be consequences, right?”

      “Of course I did.”

      “But you still did it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it felt like the right thing to do.”

      “That’s what this feels like. Hunting others… stopping them from using magic… I always just followed along even though it didn’t seem right. But now… it just leaves a bad taste in my mouth. I know this is against everything I swore to do as a soldier but—”

      “But you compromised. I understand. When I saved Prince Jellal I expected that I would receive punishment. Exile was not the severity of what I had in mind, but still, I do not regret my actions. Some people expect to live their lives following their convictions as staunchly as possible… but I have learned it isn’t really like this. It’s a life of finding loyalties… and compromises.”

      “I think I realize where my loyalty needs to be.” The yellow blur in her eyes stated, “It needs to be for the betterment of the people of Edolas. Not just the Royal Army… and not just the king.”

      She tried to move but felt no strength in her body. And when she did she gasped in pain and started passing out.

      “H-Hey, she woke up!”

      “Hold on, okay? You’ll be alright.”

    
    

    
      It was some time before she was able to stay conscious without passing out.

      Naruto visited her during those early days in this solitary room in enemy territory with medicine and painkillers. The bandages around his face were taken off to reveal scars from his battle with the master. And as she rested he spoke to her…

      “Your master saved me during a bombardment attack from the army. An attack that you got caught up in and hurt so badly. That’s why it’s taken so long for you to recover.”

      She nodded in understanding. But then shrugged as she stared at him for an answer.

      “Once you’re healed enough, we’ll find a way to get you out of here. And if you need help finding your guild again,” He shrugged, “Well I’m sure you might have some problems with me going there.”

      She nodded. She was thankful for his help, but some part of her still felt like this was a trick. A ploy to get her trust and to bring him to the guild so that they could be crushed in one simple move. She was skeptical about getting his help—

      “I don’t want to fight your guild anymore. I don’t want to fight any guilds anymore. I… I feel like there has to be something better we can do.”

      Despite her reservation… she did feel some modicum of earnestness in his words.

    
    

    
      She didn’t want to admit it but she may have dropped the ball on evacuating like this.

      She grabbed a mask and some robes to hide completely and escape from the castle without anyone noticing.

      But the further she went the more she realized just how sluggish and achy her body was. She had pushed herself too soon and her body wasn’t up for an escape in its current condition. Yet still, she pushed forward desperately and tried to escape before anyone could find her—

      “You! Halt!”

      She stilled in fright and looked back in horror. Her eyes widened in shock behind her mask as she saw the terrifying redhead that had been the bane of the Fairy Tail guild for years. She strode forward, spear in hand, and called out to her, “I don’t recognize you, and you’re away from the rest of your team. What are you doing here?”

      She tried to make up an answer, but her voice was still weak and her throat couldn’t make a proper sound. And as her silence carried on, Erza’s patience grew thinner, “I expect an answer in the next several seconds. If you don’t—”

      “Ah, there you are.”

      They looked over as Pantherlily and Naruto walked down the hall towards them. Naruto picked up the pace, faking a smile as he came to her side, “Hey there you are! We were looking all over the place for you!” He put a hand on her shoulder and turned her away, “Thanks for finding them, Knightwalker. They must have gotten lost making their way around. We’ll—”

      “Namikaze,” She called out to him suspiciously, “Who is that person? Why were they—”

      “They’re a new hire I recruited.” Pantherlily piped up and started to address Erza’s concerns to get her attention away from them, “I believe that Boro could use some help on his staff.”

      Naruto helped lead her away, supporting her with his arm as he carefully helped her back to her room.

    
    

    
      “You can’t do that again.” He warned her, “I know you want to get out of here but if you draw attention — especially from someone like Knightwalker — then all of this sneaking around and recovery will be for nothing. If she finds out who you are, she will kill you without hesitation.”

      She understood that… but having to stay here still left her feeling like ants were running around under her skin.

      “If we just wait a little longer until you are more recovered, we can get you out without much trouble.”

      That seemed like something she was going to have to keep waiting for if it ever did happen.

      Hiding her frustration, she mimed making a call.

      “You want a communication Lacrima?”

      She nodded. She wanted to reach out to her guild. See if she can let them know she was alive.

      He considered it for a few moments before nodding, “I’ll see what I can do.”

    
    

    
      She finally got her hands on a communication Lacrima when she came back to her room. She was able to find a moment to grab one while so many forces were heading out on a raid.

      A raid on Fairy Tail from the sounds of it.

      Punching in a hailing frequency to her guild, she waited for a moment before she finally got an answer.

      ( “Hello? Hello, is someone there?”)

      She tried to speak up but got into a coughing fit as her voice still struggled to come out from her injured throat.

      ( “How did you get this number? Who is this?”)

      She couldn’t warn them. She had to tell them to stay safe. If she didn’t warn them in time—

      A hand reached over her shoulder and snatched her Lacrima. And she looked up as Naruto held it to his mouth, “A raiding party is heading your way. North-northeast at 10 clicks. If you don’t want to get caught I suggest you prepare to run.”

      ( “W-What? How do you—”)

      “Just do it.” He cut off the line and let his warning to them stick with the end of the call. He looked down at her surprised expression as he handed her the Lacrima and turned to leave her room, “I hope they take the warning. I’m not sure what else we can do from here.”

      He… meant to help them?

    
    

    
      She stuck around to help with the research team, testing out new types of magic siphoning and more proficient uses of Lacrima. All the while she also made sure to collect any information she could about the army’s plans and if any raids were going to be underway.

      She and Naruto exchanged information whenever they learned anything, making sure they had everything they could to offer before warning Fairy Tail.

    
    

    
      Even with their warnings, the guild could not prepare entirely for the raids that followed. Over time some members were captured and imprisoned. Some were able to break out with help from their friends before it was too late. While others decided to stick back so that their friends wouldn’t be put in danger.

      Laxus and Gildarts didn’t know who she was, but she made sure they were always fed properly and not withheld any basic amenities.

    
    

    
      No matter what happened or where she was, the tattoo on her body always helped her remember.

      She was a Fairy Tail member… and even alone in this castle, she would do what she could to help her family.

    
    

    
      “Lisanna?”

      She removed the mask completely and looked at the stunned expressions of her guild. Her hair had grown back from the initial attack, and even though she had healed over the years there were still burns along her neck until the side of her chin. She looked at her old friends in silent anxiousness for their reaction.

      But the first thing she saw was two people pushing through the crowd to meet her. Heads of white hair like hers immediately stood in front of her and stared at her in disbelief. Her big brother looked on the verge of tears as her older sister stepped up slowly, “Lisanna… is that you?”

      She reached out and grabbed Mirajane and Elfman’s hands. As her eyes started to water she nodded and spoke in a hoarse, weak voice, “Mira-nee, Elf-niichan… sorry I took so long.”

      “L-Lisanna?”

      She looked over and saw Natsu stare at her in disbelief. His eyes were watering and he looked like he could barely hold his weapon. Even as her eyes welled up, she grinned his way, “You were right… about staying in the car.”

      “I-It is you.”

      The dam seemed to burst and the Strauss siblings couldn’t hold back their tears any longer. They lunged in and grabbed their little sister in a tight, encompassing hug that let them know this was real and not just some kind of trick. As their sobbing and joyous laughter broke through, Mira pulled back and looked at her baby sister with tear-ridden eyes, “H-How is this possible? Where have you been?”

      “I-I was hurt during the raid. And I—” Her voice grew weaker and scratchier until she had no choice but to cough and struggle to breathe. As her siblings quickly looked over her and fretted in a panic, she rubbed her throat and tried to tell them this was a normal reaction to talking too long. She tried to catch her voice, “I—”

      “She was rescued, and since then she’s been our informant.” Laxus stated, walking over and looking at his formerly lost young friend fondly, “She’s been the one warning us of raids. Trying to make sure we were two steps ahead of the Royal Army. And always safe. She’s been staying inside the Royal Army as a spy and helping us out from there.”

      He looked over at the injured Namikaze, “With some help I presume?”

      The whiskered blond didn’t answer.

      Members of the Fairy Tail guild stared at Namikaze in shock, “You… you saved her?”

      He didn’t respond—

      “Sir! You helped them?!”

      “How could you do that?!”

      “You traitor! We trusted you!”

      The soldiers got into an uproar and prepared to turn on the scar-faced man in retaliation—

      “W-Wait!” Coco cried out as she quickly jumped in front of Naruto and defended him from any attacks that might have come. As the soldiers paused for a moment, Coco exclaimed, ‘I think what Naruto did was right!’ She looked back at him, “He must have realized earlier than any of us! T-That fighting like this wasn’t leading us anywhere! Look at them! Look at these people!” She motioned to the members of Fairy Tail, “Do they look like traitors?! Like the monsters, we need to stomp out for the sake of magic?! No!”

      “They’re people! People of Edolas! People we were supposed to defend! Who we had a duty to protect and serve! A-And we made them enemies! So many people across Edolas see us as enemies! The tyrants who take their magic and hunt them! Even these people,” Her eyes welled up as she looked at Fairy Tail, “We’ve hunted them and terrified them and separated them from the people they love! This is what we let ourselves become! We should be working together a-and working on magic together! Not stealing people away! Not throwing away lives! Not making enemies!”

      Coco sniffled and tried to dry her eyes as quickly as she could, “This isn’t worth it. What we’re doing isn’t worth it.”

      Her sobbing seemed to strike a cord in the Royal Army as they lowered their weapons and reconsidered their attack. Fairy Tail remained together, counting their losses and celebrating the reunion with their lost friend.

      Coco felt a hand gently pat her head and looked up at Namikaze’s proud smile. She sniffled and rubbed her eyes, “If we lose each other getting magic, it doesn’t feel like it’s worth it anymore.”

      “Yeah… I guess not.” He glumly agreed before looking out towards the forest in the direction of a smoke cloud still rising over the trees. He started making his way over there before his legs started feeling weaker and he stumbled—

      Only to get caught before he fell over. He looked up as Uzumaki looped his arm around his neck and lifted him up at his side, “What are you doing?”

      “Pretty sure we’re going the same way.” Uzumaki answered with a chuckle, “And watching myself fall face-first into the ground isn’t something I need to see right now.”

      Namikaze rolled his eyes but allowed his Earthland counterpart to assist them as they made their way toward the crater.

    
    

    
      ( “Ahahahahahaha! It serves you right! This is what you get for standing against us!”)

      The Dorma Anim’s Black Heaven metal creaked and groaned as it stood over the beaten Dragon Slayers of Fairy Tail. Natsu, Gajeel, and Wendy struggled to catch their breath and handle the injuries they had earned from furiously fighting off the Edolas king and his war machine.

      It started well enough as they overwhelmed the Edolas monarch’s mech with a flurry of attacks he couldn’t quite keep up with. Even as he started to fire his arsenal, Natsu and Gajeel knocked the weapons away as Wendy supported them from behind with spells to boost their strength and speed. Faust couldn’t keep up and even in the sturdy dragon machine, it looked like their victory was assured.

      Until he activated his weapon’s ultimate form, Black Heaven. The grey metal tinged black and the power it wielded skyrocketed in an instant. The amount of magic it soaked up from the world’s reserve was dangerous and that was why the weapon was forbidden, but the king had gone off the deep end and decided that even if it took a chunk out of the reserves, as long as they secured eternal magic then that was an acceptable loss.

      Faust chuckled in the cockpit of his machine, his voice rising maniacally as his hair and beard became more disheveled with his madness. He stared at the screen and the visual of the defeated Dragon Slayers that lay before him unconscious, ( “Your pathetic interference was effective for a time. You’ve caused us more strife and panic than anyone else has in millennia. I suppose that’s a point of praise I can lobby towards your efforts. But now… now it has come to an end.”)

      A vile chuckle slipped through his teeth, ( “With you beaten, and the rest of your invading team left to the mercy of my military force, we can resume our plan. Collecting the magic of your world and fueling ours for eternity. Now, this long crucible can finally come to a close. And you shall help usher in a — wait what?”)

      The dragon mech leaned over and looked down at the floored Fairies. As he observed them he noticed only two of them in sight, ( “What is this? There were three of you a moment ago? How did—”)

      Suddenly a powerful strike hit the back of his dragon mech and caused the cockpit to tremble from the force. Faust panicked, ( “W-What is this?!”)

      “Hehehe!” Natsu snickered on the back of the Dorma Anim as his hands latched onto the doors of the missile launchers. The Fire Dragon Slayer grinned viciously as he pulled back the port as much as he could and spotted the ammunition inside, ‘These are those bombs you were lobbing at us before, right? The big ones that went boom in our faces? They got a whole lotta power in each one of them.’ Natsu grinned as a fire started to build up in his mouth, “I sure hope they can take the heat!”

      ( “W-Wait you—”)

      Natsu breathed fire through the opening and superheated the missiles inside until they suddenly ignited. The compartments and chassis of the dragon mech were assailed from the inside by the eruption of its ammunition. Natsu was blown clean off the black-coated mech as it stumbled and broke from the force of those explosions.

      ( “Ah! Damn monkey! I will make you pay for that you little — ah! W-What is this?!”)

      “This thing moves around way too fast for something of its size. And trying to catch it is a huge pain in the ass!” Gajeel yelled, his shoulder lodged into the foot of the mech as his arm stretched down through the ground and created a metallic hook that forced the mech’s leg into place, ‘So the best thing we can do,’ His other arm shot out with a metal spike and lodged into the other leg to immobilize it completely, “Is clip your little legs so you’ve got nowhere else to run!”

      ( “Damn you!”)

      “Kid! Use your breath on him!”

      “H-Huh?” Wendy asked as she steadily got back on her feet, “What—”

      “Yeah Wendy, take a deep breath and get ready!” Natsu agreed as he emerged from the forest, his clothes mostly singed after getting caught up in the explosion before he swallowed it. He grinned as he ran back over to join them, “Make it as big and powerful as you can make it!”

      Honestly, she was hurt all over. It felt like a great effort just to take a breath and stand on her legs. If she didn’t keep her concentration for even a second then she probably would have toppled over and clocked out right there on the ground.

      So she focused on everything she had been trusted with. The Fairy Tail guild of this world. The Exceed of this world. Her town. Her guild. Her friends. Her family. Carla announced that if they wanted to survive they had to fight.

      So she fought. Even as she took in a deep breath so large that her lungs ached she continued to breathe in. And remembering what she had been training over with Naruto, she raised her hands and started to guide the wind and sky above her like a vortex. Steadily her control got faster and sharper, as the winds collecting around her grew larger and more powerful.

      Natsu stared up at the sky she was gathering and smirked. He ran up to stand in front of her and started to increase his flames until they raged like an inferno, “Hey old man! That dragon’s scales seemed pretty flimsy! And its talons can’t seem to handle a little prick holding them down!”

      “Fuck you, Salamander!”

      “So I think all you’ve got left to prove is the roar!” The flames burned white hot as he yelled, “So come on! Be a dragon! Show your roar!”

      ( “You little bastard! ALL OF YOU! DIE!”)

      The Dorma Anim reared back, its legs still restricted by Gajeel as light gathered in its mouth. Natsu yelled over his shoulder, “Wendy! Roar at me! As strong as you can!”

      She nodded and closed her mouth before releasing, “SKY DRAGON’S ROAR!”

      All the winds gathered together and joined with her roar, creating a great vortex that sucked in all the trees and leaves around it. Natsu leaped up into the vortex of wind and spun with the force of the roar. His flames spread through the trees and leaves and ignited the roar into a flaming tornado. Natsu screamed at the top of his lungs as he blew forward with Wendy’s attack and sailed straight toward the magical mech.

      It fired a beam of magic, ( “DIE!”)

      “UNISON RAID: FLAMING SKY DRAGON’S PIERCING EDGE!”

      Natsu shot straight through the magic beam and slammed into the Dorma Anim, tearing through its chest and cockpit. As he flew forward, his hand snatched something amid his spinning before he blew out the other side.

      Gajeel retracted his arms and jumped aside as the dragon mech toppled over above him. Wendy fell to her knees and gasped for air after her ultimate attack. And Natsu slammed into the ground, Faust still in his grasp as he watched his ultimate weapon fall, “N-No!”

      “Hey guys, look what I found!” Natsu said cheekily as he raised the shocked Edolas king for them to see, “Wonder what we can do with him.”

      “Kick him in the balls!” Gajeel said as he lay exhausted on the ground.

      “L-Let’s not.” Wendy moaned from the ground, “We have enough enemies here already.”

      “Well looks like we need a tiebreaker.” He chuckled, “What do you think, old man?”

      “You fool!” Faust clawed his way out of Natsu’s grasp and struggled to catch his breath as he glared up at the pink-haired man, “You think you’ve won?! That you’re safe and your people are secure?! E-Even if you kill me, we will never stop chasing your people! We have fought for years to earn this magic! It is the only thing we have strived for since the beginning of history! We will not stop clawing for it!”

      Natsu sighed, “Man, you guys just sound sad talking like that. If magic made me out like this, I’d probably just wanna get rid of it.”

      “Shut your mouth! We will never—”

      “N-Natsu-San!”

      “Salamander! Look!”

      “Hmm?” He looked up and tilted his head, “What is that?”

      Faust looked up as well and lost his breath, “N-No!”

      Magic was rising from the very foundation of the earth and towards the sky at an incredible rate. And as it did, the islands started to lower quicker as some started to crash into the ground.

      “Is this the magic?”

      “No! NO!” Faust crawled over the ground and tried to grasp the magic with his hands, “Stop it! Why are you leaving?! NOOOO!”

      “The magic is leaving?” Natsu asked, “Why is that—”

      “Hey! You over there!” The Dragon Slayers looked up as Nagi came flying through the air towards them, “Dragon Slayers!”

      “What the—”

      “O-Oh,” Wendy sat up, “Nagi-San? What are you—”

      “I’m glad I found you!” The lanky Exceed said as he floated over them with his paw still swinging at his side, “It was the right move to follow the big flaming tornado. Prince Jellal has made his move!”

      “Mystogan? What did he do?”

      “He’s using the Anima to drain the magic from this world!”

      “What?”

      “Why would—”

      “NOOO!” Faust cried out, ‘What is that little bastard thinking?! He would betray us like this?! ALL OF US?!’ Faust screeched in anguish as his disheveled hair fell around him like a madman, “I-If he has done this, then he has made himself the greatest enemy in Edolas! And a hundred — a thousand deaths won’t be enough for him to pay for his transgression! MY SON, THE TRAITOR OF EDOLAS!”

      They all stood in shock at Faust’s maddening roar as the magic raised into the sky. As it happened, Natsu looked between the fallen king, the escaping magic, and the city in the distance.

      And grinned a devilish grin.

    
    

    
      “T-The magic!”

      “It’s leaving!”

      “W-What’s happening?!”

    
    

    
      “Boro, is this what I think it is?”

      “Yes, I believe so.” The diminutive Chief-of-Staff stood with the other defeated Commanders and Oración Seis as they watched the magic rise through the air. The old man solemnly shook his head, “The magic is vacating our world. We theorized that something like this wouldn’t happen for at least a few generations, but it’s come around now. And much more violently than expected.”

      “End of the world.” Cobra sighed and leaned back on his hands, “Hell of a thing to watch.”

    
    

    
      “Mommy! The islands are falling!”

      “Q-Quickly! Pray to the Exceed! It’s our only hope!”

      “It’s the end! The end of the world!”

      Gajeel watched the people around him panic and devolve into pandemonium as magic raised through the streets and ground below to rise towards the sky. At the same time, the islands started to falter and fall. As they landed far away in the distance, he felt a terrible shake through the ground each time.

      “Hmm, the end of the world?” He mused while sipping on his coffee and writing some notes down with his other hand, “Never thought I’d be the journalist that got to witness this historic event.”

    
    

    
      “O-Our weapons!” Edo-Gray called out as he futilely waved her weapon around to no avail, “It’s not responding!”

      “What?!”

      “T-The Lacrima is drained!”

      “The magic! It’s vanishing!”

      Earth-Lucy looked around at the panic going across both Fairy Tail and the Royal Army. She spotted Juvia, Gray, Happy, and Carla all caught up in the fear around them as well. Counterparts of her friends panicking and huddling together as they expected the worst.

      She saw Coco looking up at the sky with a forlorn gaze as her eyes started to water, “This is what we deserve, I suppose. The magic is leaving us.”

    
    

    
      Irene looked out over the apocalyptic sight and felt the shake of the ground each time an island toppled out of the sky. Things inside her little house fell over and broke with each crash that followed. She stepped down and reached over to grab a fallen picture frame.

      One she had of her standing proudly with Erza and Naruto after they had officially joined the Royal Army.

      She looked out over the distance, “Erza… Naruto… please be safe.”

    
    

    
      Scarlet craned her head back and saw the waves of magic lift from the ground, “Is this what I think it is?”

      “It’s the magic of Edolas. It’s being drained and sucked away.” Knightwalker said, closing her eyes and sighing as the worst-case scenario started to unfold right before her eyes. And yet after the battle she had just experienced, she didn’t feel the same dread or horror at the concept as she did before. With a melancholy shake of her head she looked back up at the sky, “I guess that argument we had about what I’d do once the magic was gone will be getting an answer real quick, huh?”

      “I suppose so.” Scarlet agreed while lying back, “Your biggest worry was that they would use Naruto for power, right?”

      “They tried to harness his chakra and he lost the use of it in his left hand as a result.” Knightwalker groaned, “I didn’t want to risk that happening to him again.”

      “You’re going to have to look out for him properly from now on, aren’t you?”

      “Yes… I suppose I will.”

      The two redheads sat in comfortable silence as they watched the magic fly away.

      “Hey,” Knightwalker spoke up, “If we lose the magic, how are you going to get home?”

      …

      “Oh shit.”

      “What’s got you so worried?”

      They looked over and saw Uzumaki and Namikaze standing at the edge of the crater they were in. Namikaze pulled his arm away from Uzumaki’s shoulder and the blonds went to their respective redheads.

      Knightwalker frowned as her scar-faced comrade carefully made his way over, “You look terrible.”

      “I feel terrible.” He groused as he gingerly sat on the edge of the crater by her side, “You look like shit.”

      “Don’t you start.”

      Scarlet chuckled and looked up as Uzumaki walked to her side, “You seem surprisingly full of energy. I’m guessing you won your match?”

      “Of course I did!” He said with a big grin, “Now he might have been a pretty tough opponent, but he wasn’t the real deal! And in the end I—” He slipped on a pebble and dropped to his side where he coughed violently and clutched his chest wound, “Ow! Ow — oh shit! Oh, that stings!”

      Scarlet looked at the remnants of the injury on his chest, “What happened? It looks like something scraped off your chest?”

      “Yeah, that jackass shoved some spinning chakra orb in my gut. It hurt like a bitch!”

      “You used the Rasengan and still lost?” Knightwalker rolled her eyes, “Shame on you.”

      Namikaze’s eyes started to twitch before he growled, “Can’t help but notice you don’t have the Ten Commandments with you. Wonder what happened to those~?” He said in a mocking tone before he noticed her arm and the strain on her muscles and veins. He gently touched her arm and heard her hiss, “D-Did you use Sacrifar?! You idiot, that spear was prohibited! What’s wrong with you?!”

      “This was an important fight! We had to bring everything out!”

      “Not the stuff that hurts you too!”

      “You do not get to lecture me about doing things that are detrimental to your health!”

      Scarlet and Uzumaki watched from the side as their counterparts argued. He gently lifted her, supporting her shoulders and back as she thanked him and started getting some feeling back in her body. He nodded towards their doppelgängers, “Looks like they don’t get along so well.”

      She shook her head, “No, the opposite I think. Even if they aren’t like us, they still care about each other.”

      “Heh, yeah, I guess so.”

      “You are so judgmental!”

      “Yeah well, you never listen!”

      “That’s because your voice is so annoying!”

      “Well, you liked it when I got loud in bed!”

      Scarlet and Uzumaki’s eyes widened in surprise. Their cheeks turned pink, “O-Oh?”

      “Y-You two had that kind of relationship?”

      Their counterparts shared a looked before scoffing, “It wasn’t anything serious.”

      “We just decided to be each other’s first. And then a few times after that when we were both stressed out.” Namikaze informed, “Although sleeping with this madwoman was not worth the time.”

      “Pfft, you’re not convincing anyone.” She mocked him, “By the way, I faked it every time.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “Yes, I did. A little raising of my voice and throwing my head back and we were set.”

      Scarlet suddenly felt Uzumaki’s very pointed glare aimed at her, “I-I would never do that to you.”

      “Oh yeah? Well, I faked it too.” Namikaze countered, “I sped up a little and tossed some cream on your back and I was done with you for the evening. Couldn’t be happier!”

      This time Scarlet glared at Uzumaki. He frowned, “What are you looking at? In case you forgot I leave evidence so faking isn’t an option!”

      “He just said—”

      “He’s lying! O-Or something — I don’t know! Hey! Dipshits!” He called out over the crater, “Stop being stupid and causing us problems!”

      “Go to hell!”

      “You first!”

      “Enough!” Scarlet yelled and silenced her partner’s argument before she stared at her other self, “You should probably speak clearly about what you want to do next.”

      Knightwalker scowled at her other self before taking a deep breath and blowing it out her nostrils. She looked up at Namikaze, “Hey,” He looked down at her, “If the magic is leaving, then people might come for your chakra as the next source of power. And I don’t want you getting hurt. So if you have to, turn and run. Don’t stick around and risk your life.”

      Namikaze stared at her before closing his eyes and sighing, “I was helping Fairy Tail all these years. And the other guilds must have gotten word from them as well.” He confessed, “I… I know you’re worried about me risking my life. A-And I promise I won’t just throw it away. But I want to help everyone in this world. The citizens. The Dark Mages. My comrades. And you. I want us all to be happy.”

      …

      Knightwalker groaned, “We just make things so much harder for ourselves, don’t we?”

      He chuckled, “Yeah, I guess we do.”

      Scarlet and Uzumaki looked at the scene with a smile, “I guess it’s the same in every world, huh?”

      “Yep, looks like it.”

    
    

    
      Lily stared at the Anima as it dragged the magic through its portal. He gulped, “Prince Jellal, do you understand what this will do?”

      “Rob us of all the magic items we use every day.” Jellal answered, “Without our technological advances, our people will resort to the ancient ways of living. Fear and panic will become commonplace for a time. And if they hope to get through the worst of it, they will need a leader.”

      Shagotte looked up at Jellal, “And you will be that leader?”

      “No, I can’t.” He shook his head, ‘My family’s greed — its compulsion for magic — led us to this point. Isolating the citizens of our nation who weren’t in cities. Demonizing the members of the guilds for using what magic they could scrape together to help others. And hunting down the Exceed like a resource. My family has been the head of these problems for ages. And I have not walked along these grounds or cared for these peoples’ problems in years.’ Jellal looked back at Lily, “I was so concerned with our moral standing — with not hurting the people of another world — that I turned my back on these ones and the help they needed. I cannot be their leader.”

      Lily looked at him in shock as Shagotte spoke up, “Then who would lead the people instead?”

      “I robbed the world of magic. I sent us into a crisis of utility in the blink of an eye because of my selfish decision. End me and you put the royal line of Edolas down for good.” He turned and looked at Lily, “I am the villain that stole magic from the world, and you can be the hero that ended me. A noble, righteous spirit that can bridge the gap between humans and the Exceed. A leader all the people trust and can look to for guidance.”

      “I-I—”

      “You saved my life even as a human. You guided Erza and Naruto in their youngest days. You fought for the sake of all people, not just your race. And when you saw the wrongdoings of the army and their plans for the Exceed, you knew how wrong it was. You see how important life is, human and Exceed, and that is what the people need.”

      “YOU ARE INSANE!” Lily yelled at the top of his lungs as Jellal simply stood in silence. The large Exceed glared at the boy he saved and growled, “You expect me to take your life? To kill you? I can’t do that!”

      “If you can punish me before the people as they learn of my crime, you’ll gain their support—”

      “I WON’T DO IT!” Lily denied him completely, “I REFUSE TO TAKE YOUR LIFE! YOU THINK YOU’RE SAVING THE WORLD, BUT YOU ARE SIMPLY RUNNING AWAY FROM THE PROBLEM! THIS IS SOMETHING YOU HAVE TO SEE THROUGH TO THE END! LET ME TAKE THE BLAME!”

      “No,” Jellal shook his head, “I will not heap this on you! After everything you have done you deserve to live your life happy and to the fullest!”

      “I WANT THE SAME FOR YOU IDIOT!” Lily yelled before shaking his head, “A world — any world — built on a foundation of sacrifice and bloodshed is doomed to crumble.”

      The two stared at each other in silence as the magic continued to disappear and the sounds of crying could be heard from the city. Jellal hung his as he realized his plan wouldn’t succeed like this—

      “It wouldn’t have worked.” Jellal and Lily both looked over as Shagotte spoke up at that moment. She looked up at the silent blue-haired man, “Prince Jellal, even if Pantherlily did execute you and heap the blame of all of this on you, he couldn’t become king. Since magic is going to be expelled from Edolas, it means all magic. Including the magic inside of your friends from Earthland and all the Exceed.”

      “What?!”

      “I-Is that true?!”

      “Yes,” She nodded, ‘My vision of this being the final day of Exceed was correct I suppose. We may not be killed, but the Exceed will no longer belong on Edolas.’ She lowered her gaze, “I suppose that will be for the best.”

      Jellal looked dumbstruck as he struggled to comprehend the enormity of what she said. He palmed his face and rubbed his head as he looked back at the magic being siphoned by the Anima, “I-I was so shortsighted. I didn’t take into consideration how internal magic will be affected. B-But at least my friends will be able to get home. But then what do I—”

      “Prince Jellal,” Shagotte spoke up, ‘I understand how you feel. As a person in charge, you realize the choices you make have a greater effect on others than most do. And that every one you make has some consequence that you have to take into consideration. Even choices you make for the best and to help your people,’ She shuffled uncomfortably, “Can weigh on your soul heavier than any sin you make.”

      “Your Majesty.”

      “And I understand the need to be punished for your decisions as well.” She nodded, ‘The guilt you have feels like something that can only be resolved with your life. But that is the easy way out.’ She clarified, “First you must help your people through the consequences of your decisions… only then can they decide what should happen next. That’s what I decided for myself… and I believe you need to see your people through the trouble you caused them after magic is gone.”

      “But how can I unify them? How can I settle their panic when I’m the one that caused this?”

      “You wanted a villain, correct? Someone to take the blame for this exodus of magic?” She nodded, “Well there are more options than just you and Pantherlily to bear that cross.”

      “What do you—”

      Bright light and the sound of rushing flames followed by the screams of citizens drew their attention away.

    
    

    
      “AHAHAHAHAHA!” The demonic shadow bellowed atop the roofs of Edolas’ buildings as the fire raged around him, “Run, puny fools of Edolas! Run before you earn my wrath!”

      “AH! W-WHO IS THAT?!”

      “H-HE’S SHOOTING OUT FLAMES EVEN THOUGH THE MAGIC IS FAILING?!”

      “NO, HE HAS THE KING!”

      “THAT’S RIGHT!” The pink-haired monster laughed manically as he stood over the frightened citizens of the city, ‘I am Demon Lord Dragneel, and I have come to destroy your world!’ He waved to the unconscious Faust that was tied to a log at his side, “Your king robbed my world of magic and crystallized it into a Lacrima, right? And he was going to use that magic to save your world? Well, that Lacrima had my friends and loved ones in it! And I stole it back!”

      “Y-You did what?!”

      “But that wasn’t enough!” He smirked cruelly as he waved to the defeated king, ‘Your ruler was going to do it again and again until he had all the magic he wanted, so I took all your magic! AHAHAHAHA!’ He laughed manically as he raised his hands to the air, “I’M STEALING THE MAGIC OF YOUR WORLD AS RETRIBUTION FOR WHAT YOU ALL HAVE WROUGHT!”

      “No!”

      “Please give us back our magic!”

      “Never!” Dragneel laughed before waving out his arms, ‘In fact, you all still need to be punished! Your greed for magic led you to this point! And now you must pay for your crimes!’ He waved his arm out, “Redfox! Marvell! Get out there and strike fear into their hearts! Leave their world in shambles!”

      Two more shadows rushed out and landed in the streets. The people screamed and ran in panic as the demon lord’s servants descended upon them without mercy.

      The larger servant with metal piercings laughed like a hyena as his arms became serrated blades that tore through the buildings and structures around him. People cried and screamed in terror as they ran away from the metal madman decimating everything in his way.

      The other servant was a little girl who gathered the wind when she arrived. She turned her arms around and summoned a steady stream of air that gently washed over the citizens, “AAHHHHH — oh wait, this is quite pleasant.”

      “Such a nice breeze.”

      “How lovely.”

      “Y-Yes,” She quietly murmured before announcing, “B-But it is wind gathered from the dying gasps of others! C-Can you feel the death of their breath washing over you?”

      The citizens just looked at each other as the pleasant wind continued to run over them.

      Until the shadow of the metal man came crashing down and shattered the ground beneath him, “WRAAAHHHHH!” He roared at the top of his lungs as the citizens screamed and ran away, “THAT’S RIGHT! RUN! RUN AND DON’T LOOK BACK!”

      Gajeel turned and looked down critically at the embarrassed and ashamed Wendy, “What the hell was that? We’re supposed to be intimidating these people, remember?”

      “I-I’m sorry.” The little Dragon Slayer apologized, “I-I’m just not that comfortable with scaring people. It doesn’t come as easily to me as it does you, Gajeel-San.”

      “If I didn’t know you were a pushover, I’d say you were talking shit.”

      A rush of flames overhead drew their attention to Natsu as he blew out another plume of fire, “It’s amazing how convincing Natsu-San is.”

      “Well of course he can play a convincing asshole… cause he’s an asshole.”

      “NATSU!”

      The fighting and destruction and screaming came to a halt as a Legion came flying down and hovered by the building Natsu stood on. Jellal stood on its back and called out over the gap to the pink-haired center of destruction, “What are you doing?!”

      “Oho, Prince Mystogan! You finally reveal yourself!”

      Gajeel palmed his face as Wendy panicked and whispered, “Natsu-San, his name is Jellal! Prince Jellal!”

      “J-Jellal?”

      “Prince Jellal?”

      “T-That’s not possible.”

      “But didn’t he die?”

      Jellal looked down at all the citizens looking up at him in confusion and wonder before shaking his head. He looked back up at the viciously smirking Natsu, “Natsu, what are you doing here?”

      “I’m making you all pay!” The Dragon Slayer roared for everyone to hear, “It’s time to pay for the sins of your father! I’m taking your magic, and I’m taking your life!”

      “Nat—”

      “He’s saving us!” Edo-Gajeel announced from the road below after deducing what was happening, “Prince Jellal will save us from the Demon Lord!”

      “Y-Yes! Save us, Prince Jellal!”

      “Save the magic!”

      “Please!”

      “W-Wait—”

      “Haha, just try it, you fools!” Natsu flared with fire before leaping over the gap. He grabbed Jellal’s shoulders and knocked him off the Legion before throwing him down below. He yelled, “Redfox! Marvell! Put this fool in his place!”

      As he quickly turned in the air and landed on his feet, he had to move aside as Gajeel’s polearm shattered the building behind him. He stayed mobile and backed away, “Gajeel, why are you doing this? I don’t—”

      “Man, you must be stupid or something, Mystogan.” The pierced man said with a smirk, “We heard about your plan to take the blame with the magic, right? Well easier to blame people disappearing forever, ain’t it?”

      “But—”

      “Just consider it our going-away present.” Jellal caught the Dragon Slayer’s punch as he leaned in, “Thanks for helping us save the guild. But next time, don’t stick me with Hunter. He… he is just too much of a pain in the ass.”

      Jellal was stunned by his words. He was going to say something back before something charged into his chest and knocked him into the debris. As the citizens and people screamed in fright, Jellal found himself in the middle of a dusty fog. And when he looked down—

      “I wanted more time.” The little Mage said into his chest as she hugged him as tightly as possible, “There was so much left unsaid… all these years I wanted to find you, a-and when I found the other you, he had lost his memories, I-I thought there was nothing left I could say. But you were here… alive and okay and in Fairy Tail.”

      “Wendy—”

      “Thank you,” Wendy looked up at him with watery eyes and a runny nose, “Thank you for recusing me and being my friend. If you didn’t find me that day, I never would have been in Cait Shelter or Fairy Tail. I never would have found Carla and all my friends. If this is the last time we’ll meet, thank you for everything.”

      Jellal’s eyes started to water as he gently patted her head, “I’m glad you found a home.”

      “Alright crybabies, time for the finale.” Gajeel snatched Wendy off of Jellal as she let out a squeak, ‘Good luck, Mystogan. GAAAHHHH!’ He feigned getting hit and jumped back while carrying Wendy as well, “The damn bastard is too strong!”

      “Damn servants, let me handle this!” Natsu jumped down and blew away all the dust with a blaze of fire. He rushed at Jellal, throwing a series of haymakers and fast punches that the S-Class Mage had to parry and block, “You’ll be okay without the guild here for you?”

      “Yes,” He nodded, “I owe a lot to Fairy Tail and all of you, but I… I need to stay here now. I have to help my world.”

      “Got it. I’ll tell everyone you said goodbye.” Natsu and Jellal started to trade punches, ‘Do you remember the three rules for leaving Fairy Tail?’ Jellal nodded as he weaved around his punches, “First, never reveal sensitive information about the guild, because you have to protect it even when you’re gone.”

      “Second,” Jellal continued, “Never contact a prior client without permission for personal gain or profit. Probably won’t be a problem because they’ll be a world away.”

      “Yep!” Natsu grinned, “And of course the third rule…”

      “Live your life to the fullest.”

      “Never consider it as something small or disposable.”

      “And never forget…”

      “The friends you have back home.”

      Jellal’s fist came through and struck Natsu straight in the face. The pink-haired Mage went flying back and hit the ground with a thud. Everyone watching stood in complete silence as Mystogan stepped up and stood over the defeated invader.

      Natsu’s body started to glow as he smiled, “See ya, Mystogan.”

    
    

    
      “Your Majesty,” Nagi spoke up to Shagotte, “I think it worked!”

      “Thank you for reaching out to them, Nagi. You helped us greatly.” She looked at Lily with a smile, “Prince Jellal has great friends, doesn’t he?”

      “He does.” The Exceed smiled contently as they started to glow, “I’m glad… glad he got to know such wonderful people.”

    
    

    
      Lucy, Gray, Juvia, Happy, and Carla all started to glow in the middle of Edolas Fairy Tail’s ranks. The natives looked at them in surprise as the light steadily started to get brighter.

      Earth-Lucy could tell what this meant and quickly reached out and grabbed Edo-Lucy’s shoulders. Her counterpart looked startled, “Hey! I need you to say you’ll be alright!”

      “What?”

      “Say you’ll be okay!” Earth-Lucy repeated, “Say you’ll all be alright after we’re gone! That even though the magic is gone that you’ll be safe and happy after this! Please!”

      “I know you guys won’t have the magic anymore, but that doesn’t mean everything.” Earth-Gray nodded as he looked at the others, “You still have each other in Fairy Tail to rely on. And all of you helping and supporting each other? What more would you need?”

      “Juvia got to come to Fairy Tail because she was working with magic,” Earth-Juvia said with a smile and she touched her chest, “But if she ever lost her magic, she would still come to Fairy Tail. Every day. Because this was the place she called home.”

      “Yeah!” Happy joined in as well, “Wouldn’t you guys still want to be a part of Fairy Tail even if you couldn’t do magic?”

      “This can still be your sanctuary, even without magic.” Carla nodded, “It was ours in our lowest moment.”

      Edo-Lucy looked between the other glowing Earthland Mages before looking at her counterpart. Seeing the earnest look on her face asking her to be safe even without magic around. As she felt the pull on her shoulders and realized the other Lucy was starting to lift off the ground, she nodded.

      With a faint smile, she said, “We’ll be okay.”

      “You have to promise me you will! It’s gonna be so hard going back home thinking you guys will be in trouble so—”

      “Alright! Geez, we’ll be fine!” She quickly said to cut her counterpart off, ‘God you’re a pain in the ass. Pretty clear the only way we’ll be set without causing you to worry is to handle things as they are.’ She smirked, “You can trust Fairy Tail to handle things from here.”

      Earth-Lucy smiled as well, “Good! Thank you so much!”

    
    

    
      Uzumaki and Scarlet started to float up while Namikaze and Knightwalker watched. The Earthland duo looked surprised as Scarlet looked around, “I wasn’t expecting this.”

      Uzumaki chuckled, “Can we fly now?”

      Knightwalker scoffed, “You two look like idiots.”

      Namikaze called out to his counterpart, “Hey, about that scroll I gave you! If you use it, use water balloons, rubber balls, and regular balloons! In that order!”

      “W-What the hell does that mean?”

      “You’ll figure it out!”

      The redhead and blond duos of both worlds stared at each other as they separated. And as they looked at each other the same thing crossed their minds—

      “TAKE CARE OF YOURSELVES!”

    
    

    
      Jellal stared up at the sky as the last vestiges of magic started to disappear into the sky. Along with the figures of the Exceed and people with magic flying up with them. He looked over to the castle, where he knew Pantherlily was being hoisted away by the Anima. He smiled at all the disappearing figures and nodded…

      “Thank you everyone… I’ll never forget you.”

      The lights fully faded away…

      And magic was gone forever…

      “Prince Jellal!”

      “What’ll we do now?!”

      “We don’t have magic—”

      “We don’t need it!” Jellal yelled at the top of his lungs, climbing to the top of some debris to look out over his people, “We won’t let losing our magic to those monsters be the nail in our coffin! We shall persist and fight and struggle on! In a world without magic! We are humans and we will thrive!”

      The crowd cheered in return to his words. He smiled and looked up at the sky, thanking his friends for helping him save his world.

    
    

    
      “We’re back.”

      “Yep.”

      “Looks like the town is back too.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Think that means everyone got home safely.”

      “Seems like it.”

      “Just wish the weather hadn’t followed us too.”

      The Fairy Mages all stood silently in the forest as the rain pelted down from above. After such a stressful adventure, debilitating injuries, and exhaustion of which there was no comparison, getting waterlogged was just the perfect way to cap everything off.

      Oh, except of course—

      “Wow, this is Earthland!” One Exceed said among the flock of them as they flew around.

      “You feel that? The magic is so abundant here!”

      “I think I’m gonna like it here!”

      “E-Everyone, please! Please come down here for a second!” Shagotte tried to announce to all her people as they continued to fly around overhead, “E-Everyone—”

      “HEEEEYYYYYYY!”

      Everyone flinched and leaned away from Natsu after his ear-splitting roar echoed through the forest. All the Exceed froze and looked down his way as he pointed to the queen, “This lady is talking!”

      “T-Thank you.”

      “No problem!”

      Naruto nudged Wendy’s side, “Who is that?”

      “Oh, that’s the queen of the Exceed. Carla and I pleaded to her for help but it turns out she wasn’t the all-powerful deity we thought she was but just one Exceed trying to protect the entire race from being attacked by humans. She sent Happy and Carla here among 100 children years ago to protect them from the attack because she could see into the future.”

      “Uh-huh,” Naruto hummed with a blank look on his face before looking down at the little Dragon Slayer, “And why do you three look like bandits about to attack someone on the street?”

      “Oh, Natsu-San, Gajeel-San, and I were all attacking the capital and playing ourselves off as the villains while attacking Jellal to help the Edolas citizens see him as someone worthy to be the king.”

      …

      Naruto nodded and stood back up before whispering to Erza, Gray, Lucy, and Juvia, “This has been a wild experience, hasn’t it?”

      They all nodded.

      “Everyone, we’re here in Earthland now.” Shagotte announced to her people as her council, Nagi, and Nichiya stood by her side, “I’m sure somewhere in this world are the other children we sent here for safety. We’re not familiar with what this world has to offer so I believe we should stay cautious. Considering what you know now, I understand if you won’t follow me anymore. And if there is some punishment you wish to see me go through, I accept that as well.”

      “N-No way!”

      “We can’t do that, Your Majesty!”

      “You’ve helped us so much! It just wouldn’t be fair to blame you for protecting us all these years!”

      Shagotte and the council looked stunned by their words as her eyes watered. She quickly dried them and nodded, “Thank you, everyone.”

      “Alright, well now you will all be staying in this world, but I don’t think we can handle housing an entire nation of Exceed on such short notice.” Carla spoke to the leader critically, “So I don’t think you can stay here right now.”

      “We understand,” The older white cat nodded, ‘We have to look for the rest of the children here in Earthland so we have a lot of ground to cover.’ She smiled softly, “We’ll probably have to leave and travel a long way away.”

      “I see.”

      “I’m sorry for all the trouble we caused you and your guild.”

      “Never mind that.” Carla dismissed her apology as she knew that heaping the blame entirely on the queen would do nothing to resolve matters. Instead, the little Exceed asked, “There’s something I’ve wanted to ask you since the throne room. If we didn’t have a mission to bring back the Dragon Slayers, then why did I know about it? It felt like such a clear bit of knowledge in my head but how—”

      “It wasn’t an order that you were experiencing, Carla… it was a vision of the future.” Her eyes widened as Shagotte continued, “You must have caught glimpses of it as a child and pieced it together as a mission placed on you by us. I-I’d say this was just a coincidence, but that seems unfair after the experiences you had. So let me just say I’m sorry for what you had to go through.”

      “I have visions?” Carla muttered to herself in shock. Faintly she remembered moments in the past when she experienced something like déjà vu just before an event happened but always chalked it up to panic during stress. She looked up at the queen, “Why do I have visions?”

      Shagotte sweated, “O-Oh, uh — j-just a coincidence I guess?”

      Carla looked at her curiously—

      Until Shagotte stepped forward and gently hugged the little Exceed, “If you ever wish to learn more about your abilities, or the race you came from, just come find me. I will always spare time to talk to you.”

      Carla was surprised at how… warm it was in her arms.

      Shagotte and the rest of the Exceed quickly flew into the air and waved their Fairy friends goodbye. Within just a few moments all the flying cats vanquished into the rainy night.

      “Do you think they’ll be okay?”

      “They want to live however they can in this world now. I’m sure they’ll be okay.”

      “I don’t know about you guys but I could use a nap.”

      “We should get back to the guild and tell them what happened.”

      “They need to know about Mystogan too.”

      “Well hey, we all made it back and saved Magnolia! Alls well that ends—”

      “WAIT!” They all flinched and looked back at Gajeel, “Where’s Pantherlily?! Was he with the rest of the cats?! He was gonna be my partner! He can’t just leave!”

      “I didn’t leave. I’m over here.”

      Everyone heard the deep voice speak up from the side—

      Where a small black Exceed the same size as Happy and Carla stood.

      “Oh my god!”

      “He got so tiny!”

      “Your muscles! Where did they go?!”

      “I’m not sure.” Lily said as he looked over his new form, “I suppose this new world doesn’t quite agree with my other form. But it doesn’t matter, I can make do with it. Anyway, I was hoping I could stay here and see the guild Prince Jellal was a part of while he stayed here. If you don’t mind—”

      “MY CAT!” Gajeel tackled and hugged Lily tightly, “I HAVE A CAAAAAAAAAATTTTTTTTTTT!”

      …

      Naruto groaned, “Fuck, he’s gonna be such a pain in the ass now.”

    
    

    
      The magic was all gone. There was nothing left.

      She should have been panicking, but honestly, Irene felt relieved to know it was finished. With a small smile, she walked over to the counter and tossed the magic heater away from her tea kettle. Reaching into a drawer, she grabbed a flint to light a small flame under it instead.

    
    

    
      “Whelp, these are a bust.” Jura tossed his gauntlets aside and whipped his glorious mane around, “I guess I’m gonna have to go find my guild the long way, won’t I?”

      “You’re more than welcome to join us for the time, Jura.” Laxus extended to his comrade as he and his guild gathered their things together. He looked over and saw his guild still crowding around Lisanna and catching up with her after all this time. He was going to have to talk with her as well when he had a chance.

      “C’mon everyone, time to head back to the city!” He looked over and saw Coco preparing the soldiers for the march back home, “I’m sure there’s a lot of work to do back there now.”

      “Ma’am, what should we do with our weapons?”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure. Without magic, they’re pretty much just weighing us down. Leave them?”

      “Hey!” Laxus called out, gaining Coco and some soldiers’ attention as he walked over. Coco quickly picked up the pace to meet him, “Thank you for all your help.”

      “Oh, no problem! I’m glad I could help before things got out of hand.” The little brunette said, “We’re all heading back to the city now. Do you all want to come with us? I doubt Fairy Tail’s criminal status will last much longer now that magic is gone—”

      “No,” Laxus smiled sadly, “I appreciate the offer but even though things have changed now… I-I think it would be too soon for us to just forgive and forget so quickly.”

      “Right, of course.” Coco nodded sadly, “I understand.”

      “But,” Laxus added, “That doesn’t mean we won’t one day. Just give us time. I think that’s just what we all need.”

      Coco smiled and nodded in return. She looked past him and at his guild, “The way you and your guild treat each other… I hope one day I’ll be able to have something like that with my friends as well.”

      The sound of feet shuffling drew their attention over as Lisanna walked over. The silent white-haired girl stood across from a confused Coco before she leaned in and hugged the little brunette. Coco was startled for a moment before smiling and hugging her back.

      As Laxus watched the scene in front of him he couldn’t help but think… this was what his grandfather would have wanted.

    
    

    
      “You’re jostling me too much.”

      “You weigh too much.”

      “Not my fault you’re so weak.”

      “It’s your fault you eat so much.”

      “Classy thing to say to an injured woman.”

      “I’m injured too, stupid!”

      “Prince Jellal! Prince Jellal!” The duo looked up as they made their way through the shattered remains of the city. As Erza was carried piggyback by Naruto towards the center of the city, they noticed the blue-haired man being pestered by a reporter at the center of things, “Where have you been? Now that you are the ruler of Edolas, shall we call you King Jellal? What will be your first degree as ruler—”

      “I’m sure I’ll think of something.” He quickly warded the reporter off, ‘But right now making sure everyone is okay is our top priority.’ He stepped aside and walked over to the old man muttering to himself, “Father? Are you—”

      “T-The magic. W-We n-need the magic. You took the magic. H-How could you? H-Have to get it back. We have to get it back.”

      Jellal stared down at his father in the middle of his breakdown. With a sad shake of the head, he stepped away and prepared to continue helping others. Before he spotted the injured duo making their way over. He quickly ran over to meet them as Naruto gently placed Erza down on her feet, “You’re back.”

      Naruto smiled, “We could say the same to you.”

      “King Jellal now, huh?” Erza chuckled, “Never thought I’d see the day.”

      “Neither did I.”

      “So… what will you do with us?”

      “We were your father’s closest conspirators attacking that guild on the other side. And we attacked you too after you showed up again. I guess treason and execution?”

      “Right now, Edolas needs all the hands it can get. To both help its people and prepare a new form of energy.” Jellal looked at Naruto, “One that doesn’t need to cost someone their life. So if you both are still willing—”

      “Yes.”

      “Of course we are.”

      “Good.” Jellal smiled while looking between them. His eyes settled on Naruto before his expression soured, “I… I’m sorry. With magic gone… I won’t ever be able to get you home. I know I promised that a long time ago—”

      “I am home.” Naruto grabbed his shoulder and resolutely nodded, “This is my home. Always has been.”

      Jellal nodded and grabbed his shoulder in return…

      …

      His eyes started to water and grabbing Erza as well he pulled them both in for a hug. The redhead and blond quickly hugged the blue-haired man in return as they all hid their crying faces from each other.

      “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Welcome back.”

      “You took long enough, dick.”

      And so… in the middle of a world robbed of magic… and offered a new start… three old friends reunite… and swear to make things better.

    
    

    
      Done

      And so Edolas comes to an end. I think I might follow up on these guys a bit later down the line. Not chapters but just some omakes or something. Feels unfair to just leave them be after so much work.

      Anyway, now that we’re back it’s time to move onto other adventures! I have four chapters in mind of mostly original stuff before we get into the next doozy of an arc. And with the next chapter I can introduce a project I’ve been working on for… damn, awhile.

      Anyway, I want to say again that thanks for coming along on this journey. I’m not sure how much longer it’ll take to get to the end, but I hope you all enjoy it with me.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    74. Exclusive! The S-Class Special Edition

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 74: Exclusive! The S-Class Special Edition

      Happy holidays to all! Here’s a little present from me to you!

    
    

    
      “You want us—”

      “—to be the stars—”

      “—of Sorcerer Magazine’s special edition—”

      “—The S-Class of Fairy Tail?”

      “SO COOL!” Jason pumped his fists in excitement, “You guys are just the coolest! And you’re so in sync that you can even finish each other’s sentences like that!”

      “Yeah, honestly I’m not sure how that happened.” Gildarts confessed before looking around the table, “Did you guys practice that or something while I was gone?”

      The younger S-Class Mages shook their heads.

      “Anyway, it’s almost the end of the year and we need a huge pull for the last issue! So we wanted to do a special edition that nothing else could compare to! And Fairy Tail is the hottest guild at the moment, with you guys being the coolest of the cool! If we could reach out to the other S-Class Mages—”

      “Actually at the moment, we are the only S-Class Mages.” Erza clarified, “Mystogan recently left the guild and Laxus is… well wherever he is now.”

      Naruto followed, “Yeah, so if you want the S-Class of Fairies, you got them.”

      “So cool! It’s an honor to meet all of you guys at the same time!” The excitable photographer blurted out in a hurry, “Anyway, what do you guys think? Would you be interested in checking it out?”

      “Uh, do we get paid? Or any kind of rewards?” Gildarts probed, “Because I think I’d like a lifetime supply of issues for the rest of my days. I remember the ladies in that thing being pretty damn hot.”

      “Sicko,” Naruto groused, “Mira’s pretty much the poster girl for that magazine now. Most of the issues would be of her.”

      “Oh… yeah, that’s weird.” Gildarts immediately retreated, “Okay, cash’ll do.”

      “Gildarts! Don’t be a stingy dick and just do it!”

      “I’m sorry! I didn’t know it was so wrong to ask for compensation! In case I need to remind you I just got back from a long-ass job without much payment to go on!”

      “I think this sounds like fun.” Erza quickly jumped in, “You’re always talking about the photoshoots you work on, Mira, so I think it would be an experience to be a part of one.”

      “Yeah, it’s a lot of fun.” The white-haired barmaid nodded, “And I think if we all went together it would be even more fun!”

      “Well, that’s more than enough for me.” Erza nodded before looking at the two males of their group, “And what about you?”

      “Sounds like a blast!” Naruto grinned, “Count me in!”

      “Eh, alright, no harm having some fun now and then.” Gildarts shrugged, “I’ll do it too.”

      “COOL!” Jason pumped his fists, “We’ll send you all the information about the location, time, and schedule later! Haha, all the S-Class Mages of Fairy Tail are gonna be here! It’s gonna be the best!”

      Jason was pumped up with excitement, and the S-Class was prepared for a fun time at the photo shoot.

      And both parties were completely unaware of the dread and unease the rest of the guild was plagued with in an instant. Expressions of fear, dread, and dour resignation crossed the faces of almost everyone. And Makarov in particular was already giving a silent prayer to whatever higher power would show them mercy.

      Wendy, Carla, and Lily looked around in confusion as the newest members of the guild, “W-What’s wrong, everyone?”

      “They look like all the life just left their eyes.”

      “Feels like a funeral all of a sudden.”

      “Seems appropriate.” Lucy mumbled, “Pretty sure someone’s going to die.”

    
    

    
      “Oh, Akane Resort looks just as nice as the last time I came here!” Mirajane said with a bubbly smile as she and the other S-Class Mages arrived down the road of the beach. All four of them were dressed in lighter, beach-going clothes as they walked towards the photo shoot, “And I’m glad the weather is so much more accommodating than Magnolia.”

      “I think so too.” Erza noted with a big, eager smile on her face as her sun hat blocked the strongest of the beams bearing down on them, “So Mira, what can we expect while being on set with these people?”

      “Well, they’re probably going to interview us. Ask us a few questions about being in the guild and what jobs we do. And maybe some of our interests. Nothing bad, boys.” She quickly added in as Naruto and Gildarts scoffed, “And while they’re taking photos you’re going to see a lot of flashing lights. And they’re going to want to reshoot and get different angles. Some of them might not even end up in the final product.”

      Naruto and Gildarts shared a look, having a suspicious inkling where those photos ended up after the photoshoots were done.

      “Oh, there they are!” Mirajane pointed out towards the beach and they spotted a large portion of it sectioned off for their personal use. As they approached, Mira greeted the photo crew with a smile and waved, “Hi everyone, we made it! Sorry if we’re late!”

      “Mirajane-San, you’re just in time!” Jason said as he greeted them, “I am so stoked that you all agreed to this! I just know this is gonna be our biggest showcase yet!”

      “Mira-chan!” An eccentric older man with wild hair and glasses pushed past Jason and greeted the white-haired beauty with a quick hug and chaste kisses on the cheek, “So good to see you again! It’s been dreadful without you here! So busy! So tiring! Jenny-chan is a doll but things are brighter when the star is around!”

      “Heh, I appreciate that but we both know you wouldn’t stop shooting even if I wasn’t around.”

      “Darling of course not! I was just being nice saying you’re the star! It’s me and I won’t stop shining!”

      “Everyone, I want you to meet Worhall-San. He’s the photography director for Sorcerer Magazine and the best in the business. Worhall-San, these are Erza, Naruto, and Gildarts.”

      “Yes I’d love to meet all of you but we don’t have all day — everyone! Get your cameras ready and the props set! Talent, get dressed we’ll call you when we’re ready!”

      …

      “Talent means us.” Mira explained, “He wants us to go put on swimsuits.”

      “Oh.”

      “That was not clear.”

      “Should’ve just said that.”

    
    

    
      Naruto and Gildarts got changed in their tent. Gildarts put on some shorts and a summer vest before looking over at his young friend, “So what was it like being in another world?”

      “Fucking weird. I-I can’t even describe it.” Naruto said while fixing his bathing suit, “There was no magic other than Lacrima. Fairy Tail was a Dark Guild hunted by the government. And every one was different in some way. Gajeel was a reporter eager for a story. Mystogan was the prince the whole time. Jura—” He shuddered in disgust, “Wasn’t bald. And you were an architect that hated wrecking buildings!”

      “Well, that doesn’t make any sense.” Gildarts bemoaned, “I mean I don’t like breaking buildings but I don’t lose sleep when one of them might accidentally topple over.”

      “Walking straight through someone’s home with Crash doesn’t count as accidental.” Naruto quickly corrected, “And that’s the point! There was something about us that was twisted around or just plain opposite! How do you think it felt looking at a Gildarts that was conscientious of his surroundings and didn’t blatantly destroy everything in his path like a dumbass?!”

      “Is this you asking a question or just taking a cheap shot?”

      Naruto raised his hands like scales.

      Gildarts tried reaching for him to tear him a new one.

      Naruto quickly ducked away before the oldest S-Class Mage could lay hands on him. And as he kept on the back foot, he saw the shiny new prosthetics that Gildarts was wearing, “How do they feel?”

      “Weird.” Gildarts said, lowering his new arm and flexing it even though nothing bulged when he did, getting used to the motion, ‘I mean it feels like it’s still there, but I can’t feel anything when I do this. It’s just a weird shadow of what it used to feel like. Gonna take some getting used to. This too,’ He said as he pointed down to his prosthetic leg, “Walking while it feels like there’s still my leg under me is so unsettling. Did you ever have to deal with this when your Reformation Metal was around your arm?”

      “Yeah, I lost all feeling in my arm after it was applied over my corrupted one. Getting used to having the prosthetic was the worst during the first month, but after that, the phantom pains and twinges started to subside. It still took some time to get used to it like it was an arm but it happened in the end. Give it time and I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” Gildarts shrugged before looking himself over, “You don’t think they’ll kick me off the photo shoot because I have prosthetics and gauze holding in my stomach, right?”

      “I don’t think so?” Naruto shrugged before pointing at the large scar that circled his shoulder, “If they got a problem with that then they’ll probably have a problem with all the marks on my body. And if they got a problem, then they can just forget about taking pictures of us. I mean I invite four S-Class Mages and kick two of them out? What are they gonna do; have an entire special based around Erza and Mira?”

      …

      …

      …

      The mental image of the armored redhead and white-haired barmaid making poses together, basking under the hot sun, and wearing skimpy swimsuits lingered in the minds of both men.

      “We should probably ask and make sure.”

      “Totally.”

    
    

    
      “You and Naruto fought other versions of yourself,” Mira stated in amazement as she tightly tied the string of the lower half of her bikini. Once it was properly secured she gently giggled, “I can never believe how crazy your adventures get when we’re not looking.”

      “Sorry, we didn’t free you and the others in time to help us fight off the army. I’m sure you all would have been an invaluable help.” Erza said as she pulled up her top and readjusted her breasts so they fit comfortably, “The strangest part was seeing a version of myself that hated Fairy Tail and wasn’t on great terms with the Naruto and Jellal of that world either.”

      “Lucy and Juvia told me that the Lisanna of that world was believed to be dead but was working with Naruto to save Fairy Tail?”

      “Yes, and the me of that world was very angry with him because if they couldn’t find a solution to the magic, it would put his life at risk using his chakra.”

      “Oh no. So, did they find an alternative before you left?”

      Erza quietly shook her head, “If anything, the state we left things in put him in even more danger than before. Despite everything we went through I do hope they found some compromise and peace.”

      Mira stared at the back of her friend as she finished getting dressed but let her thoughts linger on the people of the other world. With a quick tap on her shoulder, Erza was drawn out of her thoughts and looked back at a warmly smiling Mira, “If it’s the two of you working together, I’m sure you have nothing to worry about.”

      Erza let a faint smile grow on her face, “If anything the fact it’s the two of us working together has me more worried. But yeah, you’re right Mira. All we can do is trust in them and hope for the best.” Some of her earlier peppiness returned as the redhead perked up and turned to the tent’s exit, “Well, we shouldn’t keep them waiting.”

      “Right.” Mira agreed and both women made their way out onto the beach in their swimwear. They didn’t pay much attention to the looks of amazement they were getting from everyone before they spotted their friends conversing with Jason by the set, “Huh? I wonder what they could be talking about?”

      “And it isn’t a problem?”

      “Of course not, Gildarts-San! You guys gave so much in the line of work and you deserve to show that! Plus you’re hardly the first Mages we’ve done pictures of who have had scars or prosthetics! You guys are cool!”

      “Well, that’s good.” Naruto breathed a sigh of relief before looking himself over, “And you’re sure your buyers won’t be put off by—”

      “Naruto-San, trust me, whatever part of your body might be scarred won’t stop people from wanting to look.”

      “Oh… hooray?” Naruto said while also covering his chest and suddenly feeling dirty. Jason walked off to help with the rest of the crew while Erza and Mira started to approach, “Hey, you two look good. Ready for the photoshoot?”

      “What were you talking about?”

      “Me and Naruto were just clearing up that it was fine for us to be on camera considering,” He motioned to his arm and leg, ‘And also,’ Waving at Naruto and the marks on his body, “Or if they might not want us in the frame.”

      “For scars? That’s ridiculous. I have scars.” Erza pointed out, pointing to some faint lines on her abdomen and arms before moving her leg to show one along her shin.

      “Me too.” Mira turned around and moved her hair to show a few along her back, “Any Mage without scars from their career probably isn’t doing a good job.”

      “Or are really good at their job.” Erza countered as they all shrugged in agreement, “Plus even if they did kick you off, what would happen then?”

      “Yeah? Would they just do a special with only us two in it?”

      Erza and Mira laughed at the hypothetical situation they imagined.

      But Naruto and Gildarts looked the girls over in their bikinis and realized they were right to check beforehand.

    
    

    
      “Yes, Mira-chan, yes! The camera loves you! You’re perfect, baby!”

      The white-haired beauty lounged back on a towel and bathed under the sun. With a flash, she was then on her back, the strings of her bikini undone to show her bare back. And with another one, she was smiling at the camera and giving it a flirtatious wink.

    
    

    
      “Erza-chan, you’re gorgeous! Simply wonderful! Yes! More!”

      The Fairy Queen emerged from the water, throwing her head back and sending her hair out like a whip. The light of the camera and the sun sparkled off every droplet of water that stayed upon her body. And Erza gave the camera a mature, mysterious look as she pulled her hair over her shoulder.

    
    

    
      “C’mon, Naruto-chan! We need more! More power! More shine! Women want to be with you! Men want to be you and be with you! Give them want they want!”

      Naruto spiked a volleyball that had been served by one of the crew. And slid through the sand to knock it up before it hit the ground. Once he was done he stood up, sand and sweat glistening on his chest as he wiped his cheek and grinned at the camera.

    
    

    
      “Yes! Gildarts-chan, you’ve got the wise wanderer look down pat! Oh, I bet the ladies just love you!”

      Gildarts walked along the beach with his jacket slung over his shoulder. The sun shined as he passed by. And some interested young ladies giggled and waved at him as he sent a charming smirk their way.

    
    

    
      “And I’m spent.” Worhall sighed as he tossed the camera aside and walked away, “I’m going to take a break and recharge. Be back for a few rounds later.”

      “I… t-there was no reason for him to phrase it like that.”

      “Guys, you were awesome!” Jason said in excitement as he ran up to the Fairy Mages, “Worhall-San is going to take a quick break and during that time I think we would like to ask you a few questions.”

      “That sounds like fun. Ask away.”

      “Alright, so there is so much people would like to know about the S-Class Mages of Fairy Tail! The Hunter! Titania the Fairy Queen! The Demon! You guys are legends in the magic community and your names have spread far and wide! But some of our readers would like to know how you gained your famous nicknames in the first place.”

      Naruto, Erza, and Mirajane all stood silently and looked up in thought…

      Erza was the first to answer, “Honestly I’m not sure how I got my nickname. I was just going about my day and I heard people call out to me with the name Titania. I thought they were calling out to someone specific before I realized they were referring to me.” She tilted her head, “I think it might have had something to do with me warning the members of my guild of any problems they might have but I don’t think that would be enough to earn a nickname.”

      Erza didn’t quite realize the force and severity of her warnings came across with when she spoke to the members of the guild. And from the outside, that command and presence made her almost seem like the leader of her guild. So in time, people started to recognize her as a queen among the rowdy and powerful guild members she could bring to heel with just a few words.

      Naruto rubbed his chin, “I think me and Mira got our nicknames a lot sooner than you did. I think I got mine in the first few years I was in Fairy Tail. Although I don’t know why. Like was someone watching me camp in the forest and thought I was hunting game? Did they think I was part of one of those Hunter guilds I see now and then? I have no idea but the nickname Hunter kind of stuck with me after that.”

      When Naruto was first starting as a Mage in Fairy Tail, many of his first jobs involved tracking down lone Dark Mages or criminals spotted in certain areas. To make an impression on his new guildmates and the people around him he put all of his focus into making sure he did the job right. So whether it was waiting in a stakeout for most of a night or following a crew from one town to another he would eventually find his man and strike them down. That kind of wild tenacity is how people started to see him as a man that tracked down and hunted his prey to completion.

      “And as for me, my nickname is simple. They just started to call me Demon because that was the style of magic I used.” Mira smiled charmingly with a hand to her cheek, “There’s not much else to tell about it honestly.”

      She tried to play it off as just being a name based on her magic, but anyone who knew her as a kid knew that was wrong. When Mira was still an active Mage, she was ruthless when she went on jobs. The people who hired her cowered in fear when she would nearly bust down their door either to inquire more about the job or to tell them that it was finished. The terror she wrought as she grew older and even more powerful was enough to strike fear into the hearts of anyone that saw her coming.

      “Pfft, nicknames.” Gildarts scoffed, “That was such a weird little fad that’s been gaining momentum over the last few years. When I started as a Mage you didn’t get a cute moniker while you were doing your job. You just focused on the job and carried on.”

      “That’s funny because I know you have a nickname.”

      “I do?”

      Erza hid her smile as Naruto grinned widely, “Yep. You’re called the Walking Calamity.”

      “Oh?” Gildarts perked up a little, “That’s a pretty cool name. I like it!”

      Erza giggled, “You shouldn’t. Mahiro told us that was your designation in the Magic Council because you cause more damage than everyone else combined.”

      Mira snorted and covered her mouth as Naruto fully laughed and pointed at the older man’s frowning face. Gildarts pouted and crossed his arms, “Nicknames suck.”

      “Ah, it’s so cool to meet people with names in the magic world!” Jason excitedly jotted it all down, “Naruto-San, Erza-San, you two have been dating for a while now, right? Is there anything you can tell us about your relationship?”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “The things our readers want to know; when did you start dating? What does a date look like between two famous S-Class Mages? Who confessed first? Is one of you the jealous one in your relationship?”

      Naruto chuckled and shook his head, “Okay we don’t need to go any further. Some of this stuff is ridiculous anyway. Erza and I trust and respect each other enough—”

      “Naruto’s the jealous one.”

      “—that we — THE FUCK?!” Naruto immediately turned on Erza after her quick comment, “What do you mean I’m the jealous one?!”

      “Just that. That you are the jealous one.”

      “I am not!”

      “Pfft,” Gildarts laughed, “Oh Naruto, did you become a jealous little bitch while I was gone? Hahaha, for shame!”

      “I-I did not!” The whiskered blond argued as his cheeks started turning red in indignation, “There’s no way I’m the jealous one!”

      “Well, you were quite cross when Edolas Laxus and the others commented on the armor I was wearing.”

      “We were in the middle of a serious situation! We had to focus!”

      Mira continued, “And I hear you got annoyed when everyone was cheering during the Miss Fairy Tail competition!”

      “I was just so excited my grip cracked the table! Sue me!”

      “This is a bad look for you, kid.” Naruto turned on Gildarts as the smarmy man smirked and chuckled at his expense, “I mean if you’re the jealous type, imagine how bad it’ll be when everyone picks up these issues and starts tossing it—”

      “ENOUGH!” He quickly exclaimed so loudly it reverberated across the beach, “Can we please just move on?!”

      “Um, okay?” Jason quickly wrote something down before continuing, “Naruto-San, you’ve had metal over that arm of yours for years now, right? After it was gone did you have a hard to get accustomed to your weakened state?”

      “Weakened state?”

      “Well yeah,” Jason nodded, “A human arm is a lot weaker than a metal one, isn’t it?”

      “I’m not in a weakened state just because of my arm!” The blond quickly defended himself as he flexed his left arm, “Granted it was a lot thinner and weaker when it first changed, but now it’s just as strong as my right arm! No loss of power or strength at all!”

      “Kid, you don’t need to save face so pitifully.” Gildarts tried to comfort his young friend. And didn’t say that with a shit-eating grin on his face that immediately got on Naruto’s nerves, “So you’re weaker now. No shame in that. People can appreciate when someone shows vulnerability.”

      “Oh, that’s it.” Naruto threw his arms down in a huff before looking around, “You wanna see for yourself?”

      Naruto immediately stepped between Erza and Mirajane as the two women looked at him oddly. He knelt down and immediately lifted them with one hand each as they let out a shriek of surprise.

      “H-Hey!”

      “Naruto! What are you—”

      “Check this out!” Naruto said with a smirk as he easily balanced both women atop his hands while they were raised over his head. The crew working on the setup for the next batch of photos saw this feat and watched in amazement before they started taking pictures, “No magic needed! I’m way stronger now than you’d ever believe!”

      Erza sighed as she crossed her legs and got comfortable sitting in his palm above everyone, “You shouldn’t let his little provocations get you to act crazy. If he can rile you up like this then he’ll always be the adult getting a rise out of the kid you used to be.”

      “C-Careful!” Mira was a lot less comfortable in this position, trying to stay balanced in his hand, “Watch it! And where do you think your hand is?!”

      Gildarts looked at the display of strength and nodded in approval, “Pretty good. Not a bad kid. You’ve come a long way since the brat back then.” He said as he walked around Naruto and stood behind him.

      With a yell, Naruto was lifted off his feet and Gildarts held him up in the air with just one hand. The crew clapped and cheered as the oldest S-Class Mage smiled to the flash of cameras, “Not bad kid, but you still got a ways to go before you can compete with me.” With a casual flick of his wrist, he sent Naruto, Erza, and Mira flying away until they were planted into the sand, “Come see me when you wanna join the major leagues.”

      Erza groaned and lifted herself while rubbing her backside, “He realizes we were up there as well, right?”

      “I think so,” Mira groaned as she wiped the sand off her chest, ‘I just don’t think he cared.’ She noticed Naruto moaning and rolling around on the ground, “Naruto, are you okay?”

      “He lifted me with a wedgie.” Naruto hissed as he rubbed his butt and crotch, “Oh god, I think my swimsuit dug into me. Oh fuck, nothing feels right.”

      “I’d say poor baby, but you get what you deserve.”

    
    

    
      “And you’re not jealous at all?”

      Erza looked up to Gildarts, “What do you mean?”

      “I mean it’s pretty easy to point the finger at your boyfriend and say he’s the jealous one, but what about you? Any dark urge to pull him in and never let go?” Gildarts prodded with a smile before pointing over to the photoshoot where Naruto was lifting Mira on his shoulders as they laughed, “Anything rubbing the wrong way seeing him be playful with another beautiful—”

      “Gildarts, I’m not as easy as Naruto. If you want to get a rise out of me, you’ll have to do a lot better than that.”

      “Ah man, when did you kids get so composed? I remember like it was yesterday that you brats would hang off every word I said and believe whatever I told you.”

      “Are you reminiscing about the old days now? My, you are getting old.”

      Gildarts scoffed and waved off her ridicule before making his way over to a chair. With a grunt, he fell back into it and then hissed before he rubbed his leg and knee. Erza took notice and sat down in the chair beside him, “Are you alright? Does it hurt?”

      “Meh, it’s fine. You kids need to stop worrying so much. I came back alive and well.”

      “Yes and also maimed. Don’t ask us not to worry about you after you’ve gotten hurt.” Erza quickly reprimanded the older Mage, “Is the pain acting up in your joints?”

      “You know it?”

      “Naruto’s shoulder used to ache now and then when he fought extra hard. Which happened pretty much all the time because he never knows when to slow down. I’d tell you to take it easy but you’ve never been one to stop doing whatever it is you wanted to do, have you?”

      “Nope, and that’s just how I live.” With a quick chuckle, he leaned back in his seat, “It’s crazy to think I’m back home so soon.”

      “I know it’s a faux pas to unveil secrets about an unfinished job, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested to know what the 100-year quest had to offer.”

      Gildarts smiled with a chuckle, “Who knows, maybe you’ll take up the job yourself one day.”

      “I don’t think so.” She quickly answered, “Putting aside the fact I’m not sure I’m strong enough to handle it if taking it means leaving the guild for so long then I’m not sure I would be up for it. If I missed Koyuki growing up, or Mahiro coming home, or everyone becoming stronger and better Mages then I don’t know what I would do.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll see. And also; you don’t think you’re strong enough? Pfft, no use trying to play the humble card with me, kid.” The two shared a quick laugh as they watched the camera flash around Mira as Naruto rubbed suntan lotion on her back, “Speaking of Mahiro I saw her again when I landed in Hargeon.”

      “You did? How was she?”

      “Good. Handling the job the Magic Council gave her with serious focus. When she found out I was back but badly hurt she sat with me for a night.”

      “Tell me you didn’t try to do anything.”

      “I joked but I’m pretty sure I would have flatlined if I convinced her. No, we just talked most of the time. She told me about what had happened with the guild while I was gone. I told her about what happened on the job. She even told me a little about Koyuki’s dad.”

      “She told you about him?” Erza sighed, “That must have been one deep talk.”

      “You know about him?”

      “Of course I do. Mahiro told me a few stories. They seemed to get on very well before he started taking a turn and becoming a risk for them being around. I know it must have been hard for her but for both her sake and Koyuki’s I’m glad they ran away from him.”

      “Does Koyuki know?”

      “Not yet. We’re waiting until she’s older and can understand things a bit better before telling her. It’s something very important, and we want to make sure we approach it as best we can. She’s our little sister, and we want her to know that even if she doesn’t have a father, she is loved and adored by her family.”

      …

      “Heh,” Gildarts reached over and patted the redhead on the head, “You kids… have come a long way while I was gone.”

    
    

    
      Mira dragged some sand over her foot and made a makeshift sandcastle. She looked up and saw Erza standing across from Gildarts as they both took stances for battle. He had his fists raised and Erza had her Excalibur and Kusanagi in hand to make it seem like they were about to trade blows.

      Thankfully it was just a setup because if that happened then Akane Beach would be wiped off the map.

      Mira looked up from her rough sandy creation and noticed Naruto focused on a scroll in his lap. She looked over and saw it covered in writing and illustrations, “Is that the same scroll you had Levy translate for you?”

      “Yeah, it’s something I got from the me in that other world. It’ll help me learn how to use a super powerful technique he used on me.”

      “I talked with Erza about it earlier but again; it is insane that you met and fought another version of yourself. And you got to learn a whole new attack from him too!”

      “Yeah…” Naruto looked up from the scroll and stared across the beach in silence. He sent Mira a quiet but thoughtful look before holding out his hand, “This isn’t all I got from my other self.”

      With a concentration of his Copy magic, he summoned the imprint of the photo back into his hand. And as Mirajane got a look at it her eyes widened. She immediately recognized the small boy in the center as her friend only with two blue eyes. But what immediately drew her attention were the man and woman on either side of him, “Are these…”

      “Yep. Kushina Uzumaki and Minato Namikaze. That was their name.”

      “Wow,” Mira gently took the photo and stared at it in stunned silence, “They’re so beautiful. And man, you take after them, don’t you?”

      “You think so too?”

      “Uh-huh.” Mira nodded with a warm smile before passing the photo back to him. And as she noticed the faint but melancholic smile on his face she knew something was wrong, “I’m guessing you’ve been thinking about them?”

      “Yeah. I mean I’m with the guild and they’re the only family I need. And if these two were my parents then I’m guessing they’re gone now. The other me told me that his parents died fighting to protect our village so it probably happened to mine as well. And if that’s true then that’s it. Nothing more to think about.”

      “Except you can’t stop thinking, can you?” He quietly shook his head, “Did you tell Erza about this?”

      “She said she understands better than anyone. When she first set out from the Tower, all she wanted to do was find her family. And when she joined Fairy Tail she originally wanted to keep looking for them. When I had to tell her what happened to her parents I knew I was putting an end to that dream she had pursued so long. So she knows what this feels like… but…”

      He sighed and scratched his head, “I never even thought about this before. All my life the thought of my parents only brought up nameless, faceless shadows that never had any impact on my life. I thought they just abandoned me or gave me up and died. Now…” He held up the photo, “Now they have names and faces and I have an idea of what they were like. And there’s nothing I can do about that now.”

      Mira reached over and pulled his head in to rest on her shoulder. She patted his hair gently, “I’m sure you’ll find the answer you’re looking for. I know it feels complicated and meaningless without a lead, but the fact you’re here is because they loved each other and they loved you. In some way.”

      Naruto closed his eyes and appreciated the way she tried to ease his concerns. He smiled and lifted his head, “Thanks, Mira.”

      “And hey, if it’ll take your mind off it,” Mira stifled a giggle before pointing over at Erza, “T-Try not to think about the fact you unconsciously acted on an Oedipus complex with your mom.”

      “Ew, Mira!” Naruto looked at her in disgust, “We don’t even know my mom! Can you please not go assuming she’s got a weird thing going on down there!”

      “Oh my god — I love having you as a friend!”

    
    

    
      The two male S-Class Mages simply stood in silence and watched the photoshoot intensely.

      Moments of Erza and Mirajane splashing water at each other.

      A picture of Erza sneakily undoing Mira’s string while she protested.

      The shot of Mira rubbing oil on Erza.

      Gildarts took a deep breath, “I can’t say anything about this because it would just be weird. But you on the other hand are the same age and dating one of them. What do you think?”

      “Shut up, Gildarts.”

      “Your girlfriend… getting washed up and frisky with your friend… in front of a crowd. I imagine—”

      “Shut up, Gildarts!”

      “You’re gonna wanna cross your legs too.” The blond man growled and started grinding his teeth… before actually crossing his legs and glowering off to the side, “Ah relax kid, I’m just poking fun.”

      “I know. I’d be madder if you weren’t a crusty old fart trying to get some joy back in your life.”

      “Ah, there he is! There’s the mouthy little shit I remember!” Gildarts punched him in the shoulder and Naruto chuckled as he rubbed the spot. As they looked back at the girls getting their photos taken, Gildarts asked, “So how exactly did you and Erza finally end up together?”

      “Why do you wanna know?”

      “I leave with you two awkward losers fumbling over being around each other and saying nothing. I come back and you’re still awkward losers but you’re dating. I gotta know what happened.”

      “Well, there’s not much to tell. Erza and I were out on a job and traveling out from the guild. We talked. We argued. We yelled at each other. Then she told me she loved me before a storm suddenly came rushing in.”

      “Oh, so she was the one that took the first step?”

      “Yep, can’t argue that. So we went to a room, all soaked and fired up. We talked a little more… and then…” Gildarts leaned in towards his face with raised eyebrows before Naruto looked away, “Do I even have to say?”

      “Wow~.” Naruto groaned as Gildarts smirked, “She got you on the first date? You’re pretty easy, aren’t you?”

      “Shut up. After that, we got back to the guild and we just knew we wanted to be together. And we’ve been together ever since.” After he finished he waited to hear the cocky retort from Gildarts. But as almost a full minute passed he looked at his orange-haired elder, “Well? No joke? No jab? Nothing?”

      “Honestly I’m just glad you two finally realized how perfect you were for each other.” He patted Naruto on the head with a smile, “I wish you the best, kid. She’s a keeper, and when you find the perfect one you better make sure not to lose her.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Experience.”

      “Well, you two look chummy.” They looked up as Erza stood over them, her arms folded under her chest with an amused smile at their quiet bonding moment, “Hope I’m not interrupting.”

      Naruto quickly shooed Gildarts hand away, “Nope we’re all good. What’s going on? Did you finish your shoot?” He looked over her head and saw Mira still doing poses while Worhall and the others took pictures, “They’re letting Mira go solo?”

      “They requested it. Mirajane is the poster girl of Fairy Tail and the most popular model in Sorcerer Magazine. It’s no surprise they would request the chance to take photos with her.”

      Naruto frowned and crossed his arms, “Pfft, you’d be a great model. I bet an issue with you on the cover would sell just as much as hers.”

      “I appreciate the thought, Naruto, but I don’t think so.” Erza patted her boyfriend on the arm before looking back at Mira as she laid back on her hands and effortlessly charmed the people around her, “Mira is just too capable at this sort of thing to be outdone so easily. Her charm. Her wit. Her appearance and body. She’s enamored everyone who has seen her on the page and I can hardly blame them.”

      …

      When things got quiet Erza looked to Naruto and Gildarts for a response. And she was quite unsettled when she saw the wide-eyed, almost expectant looks on their faces as they stared at her, “What?”

      A cough escaped Gildarts, “That’s — uh — that’s quite the observation for you to have, Erza. Any reason you would be thinking about her like that?”

      “Nothing despicable, like what’s on your mind I’m sure.” She immediately rebuked… before looking aside with a faint flush of pink on her cheeks, “I-I just… you know… had a dream once or twice… or a few times.”

      …

      “Naruto, you need to sit down and cross your legs.”

      “SHUT UP GILDARTS!”

      “Hey, quiet on the set! We’re trying to—”

      “KYYYAAAAHHHHH!”

      All attention turned further down the beach where screams could be heard echoing in the distance. The Mages immediately rushed forward to find the source of the commotion.

    
    

    
      “AAAAAHHHH!”

      “IT’S COMING FROM THE SEA!”

      “RUN AWAY!”

      The Fairy Mages arrived and saw a giant octopus breaching upon the beach and swinging its arms around like crazy. People screamed and ran away in every direction as the giant sea creature surveyed the sands and the people around it.

      Naruto looked up at the creature in stunned silence, “What the hell is that thing?”

      “An octopus?”

      “I know that, stupid! I’m asking why it’s so big and why it’s here on the beach?!”

      “Naruto-San, I think I know!” The S-Class Fairies looked back as Jason chased after them. Once he saw the giant monster he had his camera out at the ready and quickly informed them, “It’s the Terrorizing Tako Stripper! It’s a sea monster that causes havoc by targeting swimmers and people on the beaches near its home! I-I hear they make a sound that sounds an awful lot like laughter as they strip people of their swimsuits so they can be nude! It’s their desire because they think wearing clothing in the sea is strange and unnatural compared to how they do things!”

      They all paled in disgust as Erza leaned away and Mira instinctively covered herself, “Ew.”

      “Erza! Mira! Stay back!” Naruto quickly warned the two as he and Gildarts stepped up to face the monster looming over them, “We won’t let this thing touch or degrade you!”

      “Yeah, we can’t go letting our girls get shamed like that.” Gildarts said with a smirk, “So let’s send this thing—”

      An arm landed on both men’s trunks before they could finish. And their hands immediately shot down to hold on for dear life when they felt a pull start to apply to their swimsuits.

      They all looked back at Jason for an explanation—

      “W-Well, the Takos have a personal preference and everything. Some like girls and some like boys. It’s impossible to know and we really shouldn’t assume.”

      “No — NO! NO PULL! STOP!”

      “I REGRET THIS! I REGRET THIS SO MUCH!”

      As Naruto and Gildarts struggled to hold on to their trunks, Erza and Mira shared a look and nodded. They rushed in, weapons appearing in the redhead’s hands as the barmaid’s body changed with her magic. Erza sliced off the arms pulling on her boyfriend as Mira ripped off the one harassing Gildarts. Once both men’s innocence was safe, the two women stood side-by-side and aimed their fury at the octopus.

      “Stay away from them, you filthy cephalopod!”

      “The only ones that get to traumatize our boys are us!”

      The giant octopus let out a startling sound as its arms flew out at the girls with the intent to attack. They separated and made quick work of the octopus’ arms before all that was left was the large bulbous head at the center. Erza and Mira stood before the terrified, armless octopus before they stepped aside—

      And made way for Naruto and Gildarts as they charged in. The octopus squirmed in panic as both men chambered their fists and roared, “NO TOUCHING!”

      With a synchronized punch, the male Fairies sent the center of the octopus flying into the sky until it was just a sparkling star in the distance. Once it was gone, Naruto and Gildarts lowered their fists while Erza sent her weapons back and Mira dissolved her demon form. And after their quick and easy victory, the Fairies turned around to see a crowd of thankful beachgoers and the flashing camera lights of some of the crew that came to see them.

      As they basked in the cheers of the crowd, Naruto let out a breath of relief, “Thanks for the help girls. I get the sinking suspicion this issue wouldn’t have been sold to everyone if you didn’t step in and help us.”

      “Of course we would help you.” Mira said sweetly with a smile, “Even if I have the sinking feeling you wouldn’t have done the same for us.”

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “Oh come on,” With a lift of her arms under her chest, Erza sent a look towards her boyfriend, “You don’t think you would have stood aside and stared if it was Mira and I being stripped of our swimsuits?”

      …

      “Well Naruto, we’re waiting?”

      “GILDARTS! SHUT! UP!”

    
    

    
      “Well I wasn’t planning for my photoshoot to be interrupted so I guess we’re done!” Worhall said petulantly as he tossed his camera aside with a groan, “If the models won’t even stick around then I’m calling it a day!”

      “S-Sir!” Jason called out to the director as the sun started to set, “Please don’t get all upset like that! Didn’t we have more pictures to take?!”

      Naruto crossed his arms in a huff, “Geez, you’d think he wasn’t happy with us trying to help people.”

      “Uh, Worhall-San is incredibly stingy about his shoots.” Mira explained, “He doesn’t like being interrupted or ignored when he’s in a groove. If he is he pretty much ends the shoot that moment and calls it a day.”

      Gildarts shrugged, “Well that’s lucky. If we make our way back now we should make it to Magnolia by—”

      “Hold on!”

      Everyone stopped as Erza called out and silenced their discussions in an instant. With purpose, the redhead marched forward and called out to the eccentric photographer, “Why didn’t Naruto and I get a partner shoot? The rest of us mixed and matched, but the two of us together never happened.”

      “Yes, you ran off to fight the dumb squid or whatever!”

      “It was an octo—”

      “I said whatever!” The eccentric photographer whined, “And if you’re so much more concerned about fighting than being in my photos then so be it! Honestly, I didn’t see much passion or spark between you that would have made for a good—”

      A slew of swords, spears, axes and all kinds of weaponry landed on the beach in a semi-circle to block the crew from escaping. Erza stared at Worhall with a death glare, her eyes covered by her hair and glinting under the shadow, “Pick up your camera. Now. You want passion and sparks?” She turned and grabbed Naruto by the wrist, “Come on.”

      “W-Why?”

      “They want something spectacular — we’ll give them something spectacular.”

      “E-Easy! Erza easy!”

      As she dragged her boyfriend over to the side of the beach, the weapons she summoned disappeared into her Requip. Jason gulped and looked to his boss, “Worhall-San, what will—”

      “Never had the talent barked an order at me like that.” The eccentric director snatched the camera out of his hand, “I don’t expect much but if she’s going to try then I’ll see for myself. Everyone, get set! One more photo op!”

      Gildarts and Mira watched as Erza dragged Naruto over and got them ready by the cameras. As Gildarts tilted his head in confusion, Mira let out a hearty laugh and tried to cover her mouth, “Of course, Erza would startle Worhall-San enough to get him to take a picture. It could be no one but her.”

      “And there he goes, letting himself get dragged off at his lady’s pace.” Gildarts chuckled, “That boy is going to be whipped in the future.”

      “You think so too?”

      “I know so.”

      “Yeah, seems obvious.”

      …

      They smiled as they watched the couple get into position as the flashes of the camera started to go off around them. As they got into another position, Mirajane giggled, “I couldn’t stop grinning when I realized they finally got together. I think they’re so cute.”

      Gildarts hummed, “I don’t know about that, but they do look pretty good together.”

      The two S-Class Fairies stood aside and admired the couple as they switched positions again.

      And again.

      And again.

      “O-Oh my.” Mira covered her mouth in shock and blushed.

      Gildarts whistled, “Damn.”

      “S-Sir, I don’t know if we can publish pictures like this in a public issue! W-We may get in trouble!”

      “I’ll work it out with the higher-ups! This is gold! I was wrong! They must! Be! Captured!”

      And so the photoshoot continued with renewed vigor.

    
    

    
      Erza pinched her skin as she sat on the bed. With a small look of worry, she looked back at Naruto as he stretched his arms, “I’m not burned anywhere, am I?”

      “No, you’re fine.” He answered while letting out a mighty yawn. After the photoshoot was done and they made it back to Magnolia, it was well past midnight. Koyuki had been prepared to stay at Fairy Hills if they took too long to get back, and so the exhausted couple was barely staying awake and ready to turn in.

      As Naruto toppled over in the bed and mumbled, Erza stood up and made her way out of the room, “I need a glass of water. Be back in a moment.”

      “Kay~.” He mumbled as his eyes were closing over and he started to drift off. Any moment now he was going to drift off and let the exhaustion—

      The lights suddenly went off. Something shot towards him in the dark. He sat up in a start and tried to attack but the assailant grabbed his wrist and pinned it down. Their foot shot up and stuck his other arm to the bed. And their hand settled around his throat and coiled to make it clear they were in charge.

      If he surged his magic or chakra he could probably buck them off. But if they were this fast and capable then any movement he made would—

      The hand around his neck lifted and reached over to the lamp at his side. They flicked it on and illuminated the darkness of the room.

      Naruto stared up in shock at the stern-faced redhead in the Royal Army Commander attire. He thought for a moment that Knightwalker had somehow crossed worlds and found his house. But when her hair moved aside he noticed her brown and blue eyes looking down at him.

      “Um… Erza?”

      “That’s Commander to you, worm.” She snarled out viciously before shifting her position so that she was straddling his chest, “I don’t need to hear you yammer on or waste your breath. We’re here to do one thing and one thing only.”

      “And what exactly would that—”

      “Quiet.” She said in a threatening tone, ‘I just said I don’t want to hear you talk.’ Erza quickly stood up and overshadowed him on the bed. Grabbing the edges of her skirt and attire, she pulled it down and wiggled her hips around to help them slide off. And also to give him a show as his breath caught at the sight of her shaking waist. Once it was off her lower body was completely bare as she reached down to spread her lips, “There’s only one thing I want from you.”

      Naruto quickly nodded his head in excitement and used his elbows to lift his position—

      “No,” She immediately kicked his arms out so he was lying on his back with his head on the pillow, “No propping yourself up… and you can’t use your hands. Just focus… right here…”

      Erza’s knees lowered to either side of his head and his mouth suddenly was filled with her pussy. The gorgeous redhead caught her breath and smiled seductively down at the head of yellow hair by her crotch, “Good, now I don’t have to tell you what to do next, right?”

      With his fatigue forgotten and renewed vigor, Naruto’s tongue ran along the lips and folds of her pussy. Erza’s breath caught and she shivered as she felt his tongue eagerly slip in and start running along her walls. The redhead moaned as one hand settled on the headboard while the other held the crook of her back.

      Naruto’s hands dug into the bed as he desperately tried to avoid grabbing her. Holding her waist in place so that he could plunge his tongue in even further. Squeeze and massage her ass while he ate her out. He wanted to do all these things, but Erza had given him an order and he wanted to try and follow it. So even though he wanted to grab her and take some control, he knew he had to work harder.

      “Ah!” Erza gasped as she felt his tongue stretch in and roll against every corner of her insides. He knew where to aim, and the Fairy Queen couldn’t help but let out a sound every time he ran his tongue along her most sensitive spots. Her lower body twitched and she felt like she was melting but kept up the act, “That’s good work so far. But you’re going to have to do better than that if you—”

      He pulled his tongue and mouth back before leaning up and running them along her clit.

      A wave of lightning ran across her nerves and caused Erza to almost lose her breath. Her hips bucked and rubbed against Naruto’s face as he continued to prod her clitoris and earn such a powerful reaction. Erza felt like something was building up, and if she didn’t make a move then she was going to lose control. So before his tongue and mouth could go any further, she reached behind her and grabbed his crotch. His grunt let her know she had gotten his attention as she started running her hand up and down on his shaft.

      “E-Erza—”

      “Oh, look at that.” Composing herself and regaining the act she was putting on, she pulled his dick out and started jerking it, “Did you get hard while eating me out? A bit too eager, aren’t you?”

      “I can’t—”

      “Don’t make excuses.” Erza stood up and lifted herself off Naruto’s face, trying not to notice the sheen on his nose and lips as she did. As she stood over him on the bed she undid the clasps of her chest armor and tossed it aside so that she was fully naked. She knelt and faced away from Naruto as she straddled his waist, “But since you’re already at attention…”

      She lowered herself completely and sheathed his cock in her pussy. Erza let out a faint moan as Naruto let out a louder, guttural grunt. She smirked victoriously as she started to grind her hips along his waist and draw his dick back and forth inside her. Each time it did she felt him drag through her pussy and send tingles of pleasure through her system.

      The sounds of him gasping and grunting as she worked her hips were music to her ears. Something about knowing that she could excite and get him to react like this sent shivers of pleasure up her back. Erza closed her eyes and moaned as she cupped her breasts and squeezed her nipples, “You like that, right maggot?”

      “Y-Yeah, I—”

      “No, no more talking. I don’t want to hear you say another word.” Erza moaned, stopping her grinding for a moment as she started swinging her hips from side to side. The groaning Naruto let out filled her ears as she gasped feeling him hit different spots when she did this, ‘You just have to sit there while I fuck you. You get the honor of being my fuck toy as I work out my orgasm on your cock.’ She started bouncing up and down on it again, “If you cum before I finish then your punishment will be—”

      “Erza!”

      His hands landed on her hips and started lifting and dropping her on his penis as he thrust his hips up at the same time. Erza cried out in surprise as she felt him reach new depths in the forceful reverse cowgirl she was in. She gasped, “H-Hey, I told you to keep your hands at your side!”

      “I can’t help it! You make me look at your fine ass and back while pumping me up and I don’t get to touch?! Not fair!” Naruto complained as his thrusting started to get more forceful, “And you were talking dirty too?! How do you think I can hold myself back when you do that?!”

      “You’re going to be in so much trouble,” Erza said between her moans as they worked together to get the most out of their movement. With him helping her lift and drop faster as he had some room to thrust as well, the pleasure grew exponentially more wonderful as it went on. Erza squeezed her breasts as she moaned, “Oh fuck.”

      “Baby, I’m about to—”

      “Me too. Me too. I’m going to—”

      With a mighty yell, Naruto bucked his hips up and came deep inside her. And with a few more bounces Erza’s orgasm came crashing down while she felt him cum inside her. The enamored couple groaned and gasped as they felt their climaxes rise and crash through their bodies. They were left to catch their breaths as Naruto lay on the bed and Erza nearly slumped over.

      She lifted her waist and drew his cock out as he sat up to hug her. They gently embraced each other to catch their breath for a minute before they were fine. Erza let out a small laugh before she pulled away from him and smiled, “So what did you think?”

      “Role play? And as the crazy version of you we fought in another world?” Naruto chuckled as he wiped some sweat from his cheek, “You are wild.”

      “Well, I realized I still had her outfit in my space while I was doing some inventory. And then I remembered how much you liked to stare while I was wearing it.” He nervously laughed and looked aside, “So I thought you might like to see me wear it.”

      “And you played into it too. I’m not gonna get punished, am I?”

      “That depends.” She whispered in a husky voice as she ran her finger along his chest, “Do you want to see what might happen next?”

      He grinned and leaned in to press his forehead to her, “Absolutely.” Before they could kiss though he pulled back with wide eyes, “Oh… actually, I thought of something too. Something for you.”

      “For me?”

      “Yeah.” He scratched his head with uncertainty, “It’s something you said earlier. I had an idea but… I’m kinda worried to bring it out.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s weird, and might make things awkward. But I just wanted to try it.”

      Erza shrugged, “Well I’ll try anything once.”

      “Really?”

      “Sure,” She smiled warmly to her beloved, “I love you, so anything you do for my sake will be something I love.”

      Naruto popped with a cloud of smoke as he used his magic to change his appearance. The smoke faded and the light of the lamp revealed…

      Mira sitting in the place where Naruto had been. Erza stared at her boyfriend in silent shock after he had changed forms into their best friend. And with a quiet gaze, she looked over his surprisingly accurate portrayal of her body. From her breasts to her slim waist and flat stomach…

      Until she saw the oddity sticking out from between the legs…

      …

      “Yeah.” She nodded, ‘This is weird.’ Erza admitted as she sat across from her boyfriend in his transformed state as their female friend of many years, “Very, very weird.”

      “Y-Yeah,” Naruto nodded as he immediately regretted the decision, “Sorry about this. I don’t know what came over me. Let me—”

      “But…”

      Erza took his hand and gently pulled his face towards her. She stared at Mira’s surprised expression for a moment before shrugging, “I’ll try anything once.”

      “S-Seriously?”

      And leaned in to pin him to the bed again in his transformed state. As she lay on top of his transformed body, her curves and breasts molding with Mira’s, she ran her hand across her face and into her hair, “This is a good transformation. You’ve been practicing.”

      “Yeah. B-But not for this.”

      “Good. Let this be a surprise. Not sure if we’ll do this again. But for now—”

      They leaned into each other and started going again.

    
    

    
      “Whoa, get a look at this one on page 40!”

      “Are you kidding, check out the girls on 28!”

      “I didn’t know those guys were keeping in such good shape!”

      The Sorcerer Magazine issue had gone out, and the upturn in copies sold was enough to tell how popular the idea was. Throughout Fiore people had picked up the newest issue and were seeing just what Fairy Tail’s proudest had to offer.

      “Wow, you all look so wonderful!” Wendy said with a smile as she admired all the pictures that filled the magazine, ‘These pictures capture you all so well!’ The excited young Dragon Slayer gushed with a big smile as she held up the picture of the four of them fending off the giant octopus, “The composition and light are so beautiful! I’m so happy so many people will get to see you four in all your glory!”

      Carla sighed, “I am so glad you are enjoying this from a technical standpoint and not for the ‘content’…like everyone else is.”

      Everyone else around the table except for the four models in question were looking over a copy of the magazine.

      “Wow! It’s not just Mira-San!” Lucy marveled, “Erza! Naruto! Gildarts! These photos make you guys look great!”

      “I hear people all around town talking about you guys!”

      “I was on a job earlier and they were asking if you lot are just as amazing as your pictures make you out to be!”

      The four Fairies all sat and basked in the praise they received. Erza flipped her hair aside and smiled with sparkles in her eyes, “I’m just glad I could help spread the name of Fairy Tail a little with this project.”

      Naruto raised his chin and rubbed his nose, “Yep, it was all for the sake of the guild!”

      Lucy chuckled nervously, “R-Right.” She could feel some smug enjoyment coming from them, even if they said it was just for the guild’s sake. She flipped the page, “But you know, Naruto, Erza… did your photos have to be so… provocative?”

      A picture of Erza crawling over Naruto’s body as he lay in the sand, her face close to his chest as if she was hungry for flesh.

      Another of Naruto biting down on the back of her swimsuit like he was dragging it down with his teeth while the sun set behind them.

      “We had to.” The redhead defiantly said while crossing her arms, “We were provoked into proving we were a good pair.”

      “I’d hardly call what he said a provocation.”

      “You’re right. Closer to a call of war.”

      “Erza, you need to be careful about what you show in these things!” Makarov warned his young subordinate while thoroughly enjoying the centerfolds and photos he found, “You don’t want weirdos getting any ideas!”

      “Master, it’s quite alright. Naruto and I had a conversation about this and he is totally fine with my picture going out there.”

      Cana scoffed as she walked by with a mug of booze in one hand and an open copy of the magazine in the other, “What makes you think you’re the only one getting attention?” Erza and the others looked at her curiously before she flipped the page, “I mean sure you’re plastered all over this thing and you’re gonna be the focus of a lot of people’s fantasies and splashy dreams for the foreseeable future. But do you know how horny some women can get? And Naruto’s on this thing flaunting his body and carrying girls on his arms and dry-humping you. Just think about all the fantasies starring him and the toys they’ll be named after him after seeing—”

      There was a loud crack that echoed through the guild and silenced everything.

      Everyone looked over to where Erza’s hand had dug into the table and nearly cracked it in two. She looked down at her handiwork and quickly pulled back before hiding them in her lap.

      …

      With a cheeky grin, he nudged her shoulder, “Now whose the jealous bitch?”

      “Shut up.”

      ########Omake: On the Outside 1########

      “How are you feeling? Do you want to take a break?”

      “Oh no, I’m fine.” He said as he rubbed the spot where his Reformation Metal connected to his missing leg, “It’s still just something I have to get used to.”

      “Well, we did only just earn enough money to buy that thing. It’ll take a while before you get accustomed. Here, let one of us carry you.”

      “No,” The young man shook his head as he stood up, “I finally have a chance to walk outside. I don’t want to miss a moment of it.”

      “Shô! Wally! Simon!” The three men looked up the path as Millianna smiled and waved. The cat-lover pointed further down the road, “I see a big building over there! I think that’s the one we’re supposed to go to!”

      The former slaves of the Tower of Heaven continued their trek forward and finally spotted the large guild hall holding one of the most famous guilds in the country. Shô breathed a sigh of relief, “We finally made it.”

      “And you’re sure this is the one?” Wally asked Simon.

      “Yes,” The masked man nodded as he pulled out a piece of paper, “This is the guild Erza and Naruto told us about. We should be able to find it here.”

      “I’m glad we made it!” Millianna cheered, “Now we can finally ask around! And it has such a pretty name too!”

      “Yeah. Blue Pegasus is such a charming and refined name for a guild.”

      The former slaves stood at the door and pushed in to enter—

      “Welcome! How can we be of service?”

      They were immediately besieged by a barrage of handsome men and beautiful women on all sides. And at the center of them all was a dignified man with a very strange face and powerful smell. He dragged a rose under his nose and sniffed before winking at them, “Let us be of service~. MEEEENNNNNN~!”

      …

      “The outside world is weird.”

    
    

    
      Done

      I want to cover so much ground in the new year. I don’t know if I’ll be able to but I want to get through the Tenrou arc sometimes next year. I hope you all with join and cheer me on as I try to make my way through one of the most important arcs in the story!

      Also… I want to be honest with you. When I came up with this idea for the story a long time ago, I promised I was going to do something else too. There was something exciting about making a funny joke about Naruto and Erza with Mira that just didn’t stop in my head. And in the end I decided that when I finally got around to posting this chapter, I would finally pull the trigger on this other idea I had.

      So look out this time next week when the new year finally begins. I’ll drop the first chapter of this stupid idea I had and see how it goes. I’m sure it’ll be a pretty mixed bag but I hope enough of you like it to want to see more of it.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    75. Cloaks and Iron Daggers

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 75: Cloaks and Iron Daggers

      Another update for April! Yay! Sometimes I hate when this time comes around! Other times I love it! This one might be a bit of a mix.

      I’m still planning for the next big arc, but I wanted some setup and fun beforehand, so I made these chapters. I’m hoping you’ll enjoy them, but I also know the last one I post will probably get a mixed reception.

      But anyway, gotta keep going! Probably take a long deserved break in May. But until then—

      On with the show!

    
    

    
      He ducked away so no one would notice him. Once he was sure he was clear of any nosy tag-along or perpetrators, he reached into his pocket and recovered the crumbled-up paper ball. He raised it to his eye level and watched it perfectly unfurl to the shape of a small paper doll. It hovered in his palm without making a peep before a voice oozed out of it…

      ( “Gajeel-chan… I need your assistance.”)

    
    

    
      Wendy and Carla sat out in the forest and watched with their complete attention as Naruto stood before them. Even though this was technically her training session, Wendy didn’t want to do anything but watch her friend during his practice.

      He raised the water balloon in his hand and started focusing his chakra in his palm. The balloon started to wriggle around and flatten before some bumps started appearing along the surface of the balloon. The balloon seemed to struggle and writhe in his hand before settling back down. It seemed whatever moment Naruto had gained was starting to dull—

      “Shit!” His other hand whipped up and started to palm the balloon’s bumps before they could settle back down. The sound of water sloshing around intensely inside the balloon grew more and more noticeable before it finally popped. Naruto’s hand was soaked with water and he let out a sigh of disappointment when it was done, “Dammit.”

      He heard emphatic clapping and looked over to see Wendy cheering him on, “Way to go, Naruto-San! You managed to pop it.”

      “Meh, I could pop it already before this. What I wanted to do was pop it using just one hand.” He said with a grumble as he looked between his hands, “The other me could create this attack with just one hand, and in the instructions, it says to use both just as a starting point before managing to do it with just one.”

      “Well, you have only been practicing this technique for a few days while he had it since childhood.” Carla pointed out, “Maybe it’s better to take it slow and go at your own pace.”

      “Yeah I get that…” Naruto frowned, “But I just know that if he knew I was having trouble with it he’d be smiling and laughing at me. And something about seeing his smug face just pisses me off.”

      Carla blinked a few times, “You mean your face?”

      “Oh… y-yeah, I guess.”

      “Should we be worried about you?” Carla genuinely asked, “I feel like we should be concerned for you.”

      The blond Mage frowned, “You know, I thought you were nicer after coming back from Edolas… but I might just be wrong.”

      “You must be.”

      “Naruto-San, do you need me to heal your hands? They were quite badly hurt when you were testing this out the first few times.”

      Wendy had to help after the first few days of Naruto’s training. The scroll had warned him that doing this training would stress his chakra network in ways it had never been pushed before. He had still managed pretty well but his hands had cramped up and bruised quite badly. Luckily Wendy was there to administer treatment so that he didn’t have to worry about any debilitating damage.

      “No, I think I should be fine. The damage isn’t as bad anymore now that I’m getting the hang of it. Ugh, but should I keep trying? It’s annoying me that I’m not getting that part—”

      “Naruto-San,” He looked up as Wendy stood over him with a firm pout on her face, ‘Didn’t you tell me to pace myself while I was training? Not to go too hard and be too down on myself if I couldn’t get something immediately?’ She smiled, “And what are you doing?”

      The older Mage sighed, “I need to practice what I preach.” He nodded, “Thanks Wendy, I’ll take things slow. Maybe look over the second part even if I’m not at 100% with the first.”

      “I said that earlier but whatever.” Carla bitterly noted with a grumble before looking aside, “Oh, Erza? What are you doing here?”

      The armored redhead stepped up into the clearing and garnered their attention. Naruto quickly picked himself up while Wendy greeted her older friend with a smile, “Erza-San, good morning! Did you come to train with us?”

      “No, sorry Wendy. I came to tell you all to come to the guild. We have a new member joining and I think it’s only right that we’re there to greet her.”

      “A new member?” Wendy beamed with join, “I don’t have to be the newest rookie? Hooray!”

      “You’re going to be the senior now, so you should go greet them properly.” Erza said with a smile as she watched the young Dragon Slayer make her way to the guild with her Exceed partner exhaustively following after her.

      “New member?” Naruto asked, “I didn’t think anyone would join so suddenly.”

      “They’re… kind of a special case.” Erza muttered as she grabbed his sleeve and pulled him along, “I’ll explain on the way to the guild.”

    
    

    
      “So this is Fairy Tail?” The purple-haired woman in bright green attire said as she looked around in amazement, ‘It’s so cool!’ She turned back to Mirajane and Makarov, “And you’ll let me stay here?”

      “Yep,” The old Mage gave a firm nod, “We’ve quite a few loud and rowdy kids to serve here, and it’s become clear Mira shouldn’t have to handle it all on her own. I know it might be a lot to ask but is it alright if we ask you to help serve them and get their orders out?”

      “Of course!” The bubbly girl nodded while palming her bicep, ‘I might not be able to use magic but I promise to help our however I can!’ The new girl looked over as she saw people enter through the front entrance, “Hi there! Welcome to Fairy Tail!”

      “Oh, are you the new member we heard about?” Wendy greeted the older woman with a big smile, “My name is Wendy, and this is my partner Carla! It’s nice to meet you!”

      “Nice to meet you too! My name’s Kinana!” The purple-haired newbie welcomed the young Mage before she looked up at the blond man that had entered, “And you must be another member too, right? I’m Kinana. Who might you be?”

      Naruto stared at the girl in silent confusion before offering his hand, “I’m Naruto.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Naruto-San!” Kinana tightly held his hand as she shook it, “I hope we can get along!”

      “Kinana-San, do you need some help navigating the guild? If you do I would be more than willing to show you around. I’ve only been here a few weeks myself but anything I can do to help, I will.” Wendy offered to the older girl.

      “Thank you so much. I could use the help. I don’t wanna get lost.”

      As Wendy and Carla went to show the new arrival around the guild, Naruto watched her walk away in stunned disbelief. He rubbed his chin and covered his mouth for a moment before leaning towards Erza, “Her?”

      “Yes.”

      “That girl was—”

      “Cubellios. Yes.”

      “And she doesn’t remember being Cobra’s snake?”

      “Well, she says she doesn’t remember anything before waking up in the Rune Knights Anti-Curse ward. She doesn’t show any obvious reaction to the name Cubellios, Oración Seis, Cobra, or Fairy Tail. And she doesn’t seem to recognize me from when she poisoned me.” Erza shrugged, “So either she is a remarkably skilled liar manipulating us into believing she is an innocent girl for some nefarious purpose, or she doesn’t remember.”

      The blond Mage could only stare in shock as the girl that had once been the animal partner of one of the most fearsome Dark Mages in Fiore walked along with a pep in her step as she followed Wendy around the guild and said hi to everyone. He walked over to the counter in a daze and sat by with Makarov and Mirajane.

      Makarov looked over at his two S-Class Mages, “So what are your impressions of Kinana? She seems like a pretty earnest young lady, doesn’t she?”

      “Why is she here?” Naruto asked, “Not to sound mean but why would they dump the former pet of the Oración Seis on us?”

      “She was under a very complex transformation curse for many years. I think even since she was a child.” Mira answered, ‘It took Wakaba, Macao, and myself with guidance from some Rune Knight specialists before we finally freed her. And once we did we realized she had no identity or memories she could recall, even from her changed state.’ The barmaid looked over at the innocent woman introducing herself to everybody, “So between letting her out into a world alone and without any guidance, I thought it would be better if she came here.”

      “That’s kind of you, Mira, and I would be happy to offer her a place here in Fairy Tail if that’s what she wants…” Erza looked at the others, “But it concerns me that the Magic Council would hand over a member of the Oración Seis — even an unwitting one — without so much as a peep or an argument.”

      “You think they have something planned?”

      Makarov sighed, “Well we can’t exactly put it past them. Considering all the trouble and damage we cause, and how often we’re in their line of sight, I’m sure they’re always looking for a chance to throw the book at us. And now that the Magic Council has changed and we don’t have Yama-chan speaking on our behalf, we probably don’t have much goodwill at that table. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Magic Council has some plan in mind—”

      “Good afternoon, everyone.”

      “Hello Mest,” Makarov and the others greeted the former pupil of Mystogan before returning to their conversation, “So keep your eyes opening for anything.”

      “Of course.”

      “Gajeel-kun, where are you off to?”

      “Gotta take care of some business.” The Iron Dragon Slayer responded sourly while making his way towards the exit, “Be back whenever.”

      “Gajeel,” Lily called out to his partner, “If you are going somewhere, allow me to accompany you.”

      “No need, I’m only going to be gone for a few hours.”

      Makarov called out, “Hey Gajeel, where ya goin’~?”

      “God, can everyone get off my sack? I’m going out! What’s the big deal?!”

      “Hmm…” Makarov hummed before, “Okay.”

      “Good. Then I’ll be off—”

      “Naruto, go with him.”

      “WHAT?!”

      “YEAH, WHAT?!”

      “It’s always good for friends to travel together!” Makarov said cheerfully with a smile, “And you two have become pretty close friends recently.”

      “FUCK YOU WE HAVE NOT!”

      “That sounds like friendship to me.”

      “Look! I just have to go out! I don’t need tagalongs or buddies or idiots to follow me!” Gajeel seethed his answer out, “I’m leaving right now and that’s it!”

    
    

    
      “Fucking why?!”

      “You heard Jiji,” Naruto frowned, “He wanted me to come and no complaints are gonna make me disobey his request.”

      “And Juvia is your friend, Gajeel-kun!” The Water Mage passionately stated, “Juvia wants to make sure you’re safe and not making any stupid mistakes that will certainly get you killed.”

      “Alright, you two I kinda understand, even if it pisses me off. But what’s with Tweedle Dum and Tweedle Fuckstain over there!”

      Natsu grinned, “You got in trouble and I wanted to laugh!”

      “Aye sir!” Happy cheered.

      “GUH!” Gajeel exclaimed and threw his hands up in annoyance before stomping through the train station, “Whatever! Who gives a shit anymore! Look, if you jackasses are gonna come, just don’t screw anything up, okay?!”

      “What is it you need to do there?” Lily asked by his side, “It doesn’t look like this was a formal request you got from the board.”

      “It ain’t. I’m just doing a favor.”

      “A favor? F-For a friend?!” The other Fairies gasped in shock, “Gajeel-kun! Juvia didn’t know you had friends outside the guild!”

      “You barely have any friends inside the guild!”

      “Fuck. Off. All of you.” Gajeel groused before stopping by the platform, “Hey Salamander, you seriously coming along?”

      “You bet.” Natsu snickered, “Why? Gonna be embarrassed when I see these nonexistent friends of yours?”

      “No~…” Gajeel grinned viciously, “Just that we’re going a long way.”

      The train slowly came to a stop at their platform as Natsu paled in horror.

      “Which means we’re gonna have to take a trip!”

      “No. No! NO!”

      Naruto and Juvia shared a look, “You’d think he’d have realized when we arrived at the damn train station.”

      “Natsu-San was having too much fun poking fun.”

      “NOOOOOOOOOOOO—”

    
    

    
      “Ughhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

      “Yeah, I know already. Shut up, you wimpy idiot.” Naruto groaned with Natsu’s arm slung over his shoulder as he dragged the half-dead, groaning Dragon Slayer off the train car, “God, you’d think your stomach would’ve toughened up and gotten used to it after all the travel you’ve been through.”

      “T-Too much,” He grumbled, “Y-You’re shaking me too much.”

      “But I’m not a vehicle! And you don’t get sick with Happy! How — screw it.” He dropped Natsu in the street and looked up at Happy as he floated over them, “Keep an eye on him, Happy. I feel like he makes up these problems just for attention sometimes.”

      “Natsu does love the attention!” He quickly saluted the S-Class Mage, “Aye sir! I’ll keep an eye on him.”

      Naruto walked up and stood by Gajeel, Juvia, and Lily’s sides as they faced the center of the town, “Hydrangea, huh? Should’ve figured your favor would bring you here.”

      Unlike Magnolia or Hargeon, Hydrangea didn’t look like it was trying to keep up appearances or impress anyone stopping by. It wore its truth on its sleeve, and the truth was that if you weren’t strong enough to handle this place then it would eat you up and spit you out. The streets were dirty and the lights were blocked out by the buildings and structures. And the smell was enough to cause people to run back if the shady folks walking the streets and eyeing them along didn’t.

      Juvia grimaced, “Juvia is getting some bad feelings from this place. It feels like the kind of places Phantom Lord used to do business in a long time ago.”

      “That was your guild before Fairy Tail, right?” Lily asked, “What business do you have here, Gajeel?”

      “Eating up some scrap metal.” The Dragon Slayer said, ‘Some of the junk here is a quality meal and I don’t wanna miss the chance to gorge myself.’ He looked back at their odd looks and shrugged, “Told you it was a waste of time.”

      The other Fairies grumbled out some complaints and walked past him. As Gajeel stayed back, he pulled out his paper doll and let it float over his hand. He looked up and spotted a second identical paper doll floating over a building before diving away.

      Yeah, this was the place.

    
    

    
      “Man, this place seems so cool! Tough guys to fight around every corner! A fire here and there to eat! And it looks like we can cause damage without getting into trouble! This town is perfect for us!”

      “N-Natsu-San, none of those things are good to find in a town you live in,” Juvia noted with a sweat drop as they continued to make their way through the streets. Every step they took was being watched by the unscrupulous local populace, probably sizing them up as intruders in their town. Juvia squirmed, “Juvia does not like being watched like this.”

      “I don’t think you need to worry, Juvia,” Naruto noted as he looked around, “None of these guys look especially tough so we don’t have to worry about our safety.”

      “Oh, that was never a concern, Naruto-San.” Juvia floundered and covered her face, ‘Juvia is worried that they might be having illicit and inappropriate thoughts. And only Gray-sama should be having those kinds of thoughts about Juvia.’ The blue-haired Mage mumbled, “Oh, why don’t you, Gray-sama? Juvia can’t keep count of how many times she has thought of you like that.”

      …

      Lily floated by Naruto’s side, drops of sweat running down both their cheeks, “She’s — um — quite the character, isn’t she?”

      “I have to think Gray did something to mess with her head.” Naruto whispered back, “Because I cannot honestly think of any other reason she would be like this.”

      Gajeel kept stomping ahead, ignoring their discussions, and trying to focus only on the reason he was here. His eyes panned over and up to the roofs of the buildings he walked by as he kept a close eye on the paper doll floating by and leading him in the direction of his target. Ivan’s Shikigami made sure to keep pace with them as they walked along. Simply giving him a direction to move in and not yet anything specific for him to do.

      He was starting to feel like a fucking idiot without an aim or even a destination in mind. Was he just gonna keep stomping around until the goddamn paper doll gave a sign? He might as well be walking around while holding his dick with all the good it was—

      He felt a tug on his shoulder as some gutsy thief picked him as his mark and snatched his bag while rushing off in a mad dash.

      He didn’t get far as Gajeel just stretched out a metal pillar from his arm and slammed it into the back of the thief so hard he hit the ground in an instant.

      Naruto clicked his teeth, “Poor bastard. Picked the worst one of us to rob.”

      “He did?” Juvia questioned innocently, “But if he tried to rob Natsu-San he would have been burned. And you would have punched him into the ground, Naruto-San. And Juvia would have possibly drowned him.”

      Naruto shrugged, “Well you raise a good point. Just if any of us did it that’d be the end of it. But with Gajeel…” The whiskered blond nodded ahead, “There’s the follow-up.”

      “You little shit!” The Iron Dragon Slayer cursed the wannabe thief as he grabbed his collar and lifted him off the ground. The piercing-covered Mage fumed in anger, ‘What the hell were you thinking?! What made you think I was the guy to target when you got three pussies right here that were much easier targets?!’ He ignored their indignant glares, “Well?!”

      “I-I’m sorry, man!” The thief cried out, “You just seemed like the guy to rob!”

      Gajeel was nearly foaming at the mouth in anger. First, he was called out here, then he had to drag around an unwanted retinue, and now he was being picked as the loser to try and steal from. Gajeel was about to bury this guy into the pavement…

      Before he saw the paper doll in his peripheral started to dance and move around. Not just pointlessly float on leading them in a single direction.

      Gajeel looked back down at the thief he had captured. And while the man continued to act like a terrified and sniveling coward having gotten caught in the act… when he looked up at Gajeel again, it was with eyes much colder and harder than they had been moments ago.

      Gajeel put the pieces together and nodded, “Okay, so you’re a thief, right? Do you steal stuff? You part of a gang?”

      The thief continued to convincingly feign fear, “Y-Yeah, that’s right.”

      “Why don’t you show me where you guys are working from?”

      The man’s eye glinted in the shadow, “I-If you say so.”

    
    

    
      “Hey Gajeel, don’t you think this is a bit much?” Lily questioned as he followed after the Dragon Slayer, “I mean I understand your frustration with the thief but going after an entire crew of them seems like you’re looking for trouble.”

      “Lily, I don’t need you second-guessing me right now! If you got a problem with this, go back and keep the other chuckle-fucks entertained!” Gajeel said with some bite as he continued to push the thief forward and lead them to the location of the thieves’ den based in this town. Natsu, Happy, Juvia, and Naruto didn’t see a need to agitate the local trouble and decided to stay behind near the train. So now only Gajeel and Lily were left to follow this sketchy freak to his base.

      “Well, I’m your partner now, so picking and choosing when I stick by your side and help isn’t a choice anymore.” Lily countered. The black Exceed stared at his partner’s back as they walked along and felt a question stir in his mind, “Gajeel, is something going on?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re being uncharacteristically cagey about this whole thing. I thought you’d just beat up this thief and be on your way, but instead, you’re quite committed to seeing this through.” Lily said, “Plus, you said you had to come down here for urgent business, but you’ve put off everything to take care of this. What’s going on?”

      Gajeel didn’t act or respond in any way. Neither did the thief he was leading ahead of him. But he felt it and knew the man in front of him was staying acutely aware of their conversation and whatever might be said between them. This might as well have been a test with how perfectly it was being set up.

      Gajeel sighed, “Look, that was a lie, alright. This place is a shithole and I don’t have to take care of any business here. But I can get into a fight or trouble here without caring about reputation or consequence or anything.” The Iron Dragon Slayer groaned, “I used to come down here and unwind or start trouble when I was in Phantom Lord. And now in Fairy Tail, I gotta be so damn careful about how my actions reflect on the guild. But here I can just cut loose.”

      “You came down here just to get into trouble?” Lily inquired. As Gajeel just shrugged in response the Exceed sighed, “You are quite the strange man. Although I shouldn’t expect anything else from the man who convinced me to partner up.”

      Lily seemed to accept the answer, and from what he could tell the Faux Thief was satisfied with the excuse he made. Gajeel let out a small exhale of relief before he felt the thief in his grasp slow to a stop.

      In front of them was an old and dilapidated building covered in tags and graffiti. It was clear that while the rest of the town was bad, this section and the buildings here were the worst. These were probably the designated bases of operation for the gangs and worst criminals the town had to offer.

      “We’re here,” The Faux Thief muttered, “Inside there are all the crooks and thieves of the town. They meet up here, exchange info and leads, and bring their spoils to get cut.”

      That last tidbit was of particular interest to Gajeel. If Ivan and his agent were leading him here of all places and mentioning that… it meant there was something inside that the thieves were keeping.

      Gajeel tossed the faker aside with a glare, “Get out of here. Don’t let me see your face again.” He ran away and Gajeel cracked his knuckles, “Lily, you don’t have to jump in. This is just me trying to unwind.”

      “Well, I do have experience raiding bases and putting criminals down.” Lily landed by Gajeel’s side in his original, muscular form, “And if you need this to unwind and feel better, I’m more than willing to help out.”

      Gajeel smirked deviously as he cracked his knuckles, “Then let’s have some fun.” He casually strolled up to the door and gently rapped his knuckles on the wood, “Knock, knock.”

      He then slammed his metallic foot in the center of it and sent the giant door flying off its hinges inside. As the doors skidded and bounced off the ground, all the thieves and crooks turned to look in their direction. Gajeel walked in confidently through the dust kicked up and looked around, “Hey, wanted to ask you guys—”

      Knives sailed through the air toward his vital areas. But the criminals were surprised when they harmlessly bounced off his chest like he was wearing armor while he caught one in his mouth. As if taking a bite out of a kebab, Gajeel chewed on the weapon and looked back at Pantherlily, “I guess they seem pretty quick to fight too.”

      “Well, I guess that makes me feel a little less bad about picking a fight.”

      Gajeel looked at the cloth-covered hilt he had bitten down to and shook his head. He hated cleaning his teeth of scarves or ribbons or any other cloth crap people always wrapped his snacks in. He tossed the last of it aside as one arm became covered in scales and the other became sharp like a blade.

      All the hardened, terrifying criminals suddenly looked very afraid of what they were seeing.

      “HAHA!” Gajeel rushed into the fray and started bashing everyone away and decimating everything in his path. The building floor was quickly being reduced to bits and pieces under Gajeel’s mad dash of destruction as people were sent flying and screaming in every direction.

      As Gajeel wailed at everyone in his path, Lily floated up to the higher level and watched the pandemonium from above. The black Exceed walked along, the sounds of Gajeel’s maniacal laughter and furious screaming from the criminals drowned everything out as he focused on the spoils and stolen treasures strewn around the wall. Looked like they kept certain stolen items like treasures pinned to the wall with names and amounts for Jewels they were able to pawn things off for.

      No doubt some of these thefts were on the more violent and bloody side. But still, they hung them up like they were points of pride to be admired.

      A bottle of alcohol shattered against the back of his skull as a pair of thieves attacked him from behind, “TAKE THAT, YA BASTARD!”

      …

      Lily slowly turned around, completely unfazed by the full bottle that had shattered against his skull. The thieves that came to attack him suddenly floundered, and the thief with the broken bottle in his hand gulped, “T-That was supposed to knock you out.”

      “It didn’t.”

      They went sailing off the second floor and screamed all the way down until they landed atop some of their friends. Gajeel shifted his hands back and looked at all the beaten crooks he had defeated, “Man, I was expecting you guys to be more of a challenge. If this is all you have to offer—”

      “ENOUGH!” Gajeel and Lily paused in their rampaging and looked over to the source of the yell. A large man, with several facial scars and black wrappings covering his arms and legs, emerged. His eyes narrowed on Gajeel and then looked up at Lily, “I’m putting an end to this raid.”

      Gajeel smirked, dropping the thief in his hand as he sensed some powerful magic coming off the big guy, “Well maybe you’ll put up a better fight than the rest of these guys.” He dusted off his hands and looked the large thief over, “And who are you supposed to be?”

      “The strongest, most feared man in these parts. Someone you will realize it was a mistake to anger.” He slowly walked forward, “When I steal something from anyone in this town, that’s when they realize they need to cut their losses. And when you get on my bad side, you regret every choice that ever leads you to me. They call me—”

      “FIRE DRAGON’S ROAR!”

      A giant pillar of fire burned through the wood and rushed into the building. Everyone watching stared with wide eyes at the sudden fire rush before it came to an end. And the giant, scar-faced criminal stood covered in soot and ash. He quietly coughed and moaned, “Ow.” He fell flat on his face and lay there, “Right at the end of the intro. That’s just cruel.”

      “Oh!” Natsu stood at the freshly burned hole in the wall and looked around, “There are tons of guys fighting in here! None of them look too strong but a fight’s a fight!”

      “Natsu, no! That’s mean.” Happy chided his partner, “It’s not good to pick on people so much weaker than you. How would you feel if Erza or Naruto or Gildarts walked up to you and said they were just in the mood for a fight?”

      “I’d fight ’em!” Natsu said with a grin before he blinked and registered what Happy said, “Hey! Are you saying my fighting them is like them picking on the weak?! Do you think I’m weaker than them?!”

      “Do you think you’re not?” Naruto piped in as he stepped up beside the burning hole, “I mean c’mon Natsu; there’s moxie and then there’s just being brain-dead stubborn.”

      “You don’t get to say anyone else is too stubborn!”

      “Oh?! Do you think I’m more stubborn than you?! Are you stupid!”

      “Can we please focus on the fight?” Juvia politely asked as she peeked in, “Gajeel-kun, were you starting trouble again?”

      “No!”

      She frowned and eyed the Dragon Slayer skeptically.

      Gajeel kicked a piece of wood by his feet, “I mean I guess. But they still deserve it.”

      “Oh, then it’s okay.” Juvia shrugged with a smile before looking at Naruto and Natsu, “Shall we join in?”

      “Yeah!”

      “Sure, why not?”

      The Fairy Mages all showed varying looks of excitement and glee as they rushed in to do what they do best; brawl and cause mayhem.

      And during it all, Gajeel slipped away and snuck into the basement, where the thieves kept their most recent spoils. Jewelry and art pieces and everything even remotely enough to skim some cash off.

      But none of it mattered.

      Gajeel spotted the little Shikigami floating towards the back of the room and made his way over. He reached the back of the room and spotted several large cargo boxes stacked atop and beside each other. No markers or labels or anything. But if Ivan’s intel was right…

      He grabbed one box and carefully tilted it over, looking underneath and seeing the black marker of a raven being surrounded by its tail. He smirked and lowered it back down, “Looks like we found it.” His finger shifted into a tiny crowbar and he slipped it under the top, “Now let’s see—”

      ( “Gajeel-chan~.”)

      He looked up at the paper doll, “What? You don’t want me to check if the contents are still inside?”

      ( “That won’t be necessary. I have confirmation that the cargo was stolen on its way to our base, but they haven’t been opened yet. So please leave them be.”)

      Gajeel eyed the paper doll and looked down at the box. He pulled his finger back, “Feels like you trust me to get it back, but not enough to let me see. Am I just your gofer now?”

      ( “All in good time, Gajeel-chan.”)

      “Gajeel!” The Iron Dragon Slayer flinched and looked back as he heard Naruto’s voice. The whiskered S-Class Mage appeared around the corner and spotted him, “There you are. We’re all done fighting upstairs. What are you doing here?”

      “Checking out all the stuff they stole.” Gajeel patted the box, “Doesn’t look like there are any labels to this junk. Hard to find who it all belongs to.”

      “Yeah, no kidding.” Naruto picked up a golden scepter and inspected it before shrugging and tossing it aside, ‘Crazy to think this is a thief guild’s horde or something.’ He spotted the boxes behind Gajeel and grabbed one of them, “What even is all this stuff?”

      “HEY!” Gajeel’s fist lashed out and knocked Naruto’s head aside, sending the blond stumbling back before he could get a peek, “You can’t go poking your nose in other people’s belongings!”

      “Ah, fucker!” Naruto rubbed his cheek and glared at Gajeel, “Fine, whatever, just get back upstairs whenever you’re done creeping down here, you freak!”

      Gajeel watched Naruto storm off before he was in the horde room by himself. He spared a look back to the Shikigami that had hidden away and sighed in relief.

    
    

    
      “There! That should be everything.” He grunted as he dropped the last box on the ground by the Faux Thief that had been waiting outside for the drop to occur. He glared at the man as the Shikigami floated at his side, “You didn’t think to just sneak in and steal these things back? Are you just a thief for the show?”

      ( “He never would have been able to pull this off without your help, Gajeel-chan. We’re so thankful to have you on our side.”)

      “Yeah, and we’ll always need a pack mule to move our shit.” The Faux Thief said with a chuckle as he patted the boxes, “So now that you’re done why don’t you go meet up with your pals and — GAH!”

      He gagged as a metallic hand tightened around his collar and dragged him forward. Gajeel scowled at the startled man in his grasp, “Let me make this clear; I’m not your servant, slave, or bitch. I’m not some thug you call to do your bitch work and I ain’t no pack mule to carry your shit. I’m helping you because I want to get back at Fairy Tail, and you and yours should remember that before you push your fucking luck again.”

      He tossed the Faux Thief back into the boxes and marched away, “If you need me for something fucking important, you know where to find me.”

      The Iron Dragon Slayer disappeared and left the thief and the paper doll behind with the cargo boxes. The thief smiled before his skin started to lose color and peel off from his body. His form disappeared into a swarm of paper dolls that spread away from the center and revealed a new face inside.

      An older man with a sharp chin and beard. He was Ivan Dreyar, son of Makarov Dreyar and guild master to the only independent Dark Guild in Fiore, Raven Tail. He raised his hand and let his Shikigami float over his knuckles, “I promise we’ll have fun soon, Gajeel-chan. In due time.”

    
    

    
      They were finally on the train home to Magnolia as Gajeel walked back into the car after visiting the toilet. He walked over to the seats and saw Juvia and Happy sitting together with Natsu laid out across the seats and groaning, “Where are Hunter and Lily?”

      “Naruto-San is still quite miffed that you hit him for no reason even though he came to check on you, Gajeel-kun.” Juvia pouted, “That wasn’t very nice of you.”

      “Oh come on! The bastard has it coming! Plus we beat the hell out of each other all the time back at the guild! It’s a pastime!”

      “Yeah, but that’s just for fun. You were being a jerk, Gajeel.” Happy said with a paw pointed at him, “Lily already went ahead to apologize. You should too.”

      Gajeel groaned and shook his head as he headed out of the car to find Naruto. As he stepped out and found the whiskered blond and his Exceed partner standing between the connection of two cars, he closed the door behind him. He stepped forward, “I checked. No Shikigami on me. We’re good.”

      “Alright,” Naruto nodded, “That punch do anything to sell you to them?”

      “I guess. Me putting my foot down too probably makes them see I wanna take this seriously.”

      “And the cargo?” Lily asked, “Did you find out what was inside those boxes?”

      “They were too cagey.” Gajeel shook his head, “Still don’t trust me enough to bring me in on any of their plans and dealings. Hell, that location I gave the Master might not even be their base of operations anymore.”

      “Well, there’s no helping that.” Naruto shrugged, “This is a dangerous situation you’re in the middle of. I think even Jiji would prefer you play it on the safe side when dealing with his son.”

      “Probably why he sent Juvia, Natsu, and Happy with you. To play up the subterfuge angle and make it seem like you don’t want them around.”

      “Yeah well, a little warning would’ve been nice.” Gajeel leaned back against the railing and let the wind of the train car run over him, “I don’t know what that guy has planned for the guild, but we can’t let him have his way.”

      There was a silent vow of agreement between all three of them as they kept outside the train car and let the rushing landscape pass by.

      …

      “Ivan Dreyar is Jiji’s son.” Naruto muttered, more to himself but loud enough for Gajeel and Lily to hear him, ‘He got kicked out of the guild a long time ago. I never knew him, but Jiji seemed heartbroken that it happened, and Laxus was always bitter that his father got kicked out. I knew he did something bad that endangered Fairy Tail, and probably all of us. But if he’s Jiji’s son… how could he think about wrecking the guild his father loves and cherishes so much?’ Naruto hypothetically asked, “It doesn’t make sense to me.”

      Gajeel shrugged, “I mean you say that… but we kinda experienced the whole thing again with Laxus, right?”

      Naruto opened his mouth before slowly closing it. He knew at the end of the day Laxus loved Fairy Tail and wanted it to show all the strength and respect he thought it deserved. But that twisted way of thinking had only isolated him and brought pain to Makarov in the process.

      Naruto rested his elbows on the rail and clasped his hands together, “I thought of everyone in the guild as my family. And when I see Mira with Lisana and Eflman… or Macao and Romeo… or Mahiro and Koyuki — even me and Erza with them too — I feel like I kind of understand what it means to be a family. To be surrounded by love and acceptance. And that should be what all families are like, right?” He pressed his thumbs together, “So how… how can a family fall apart like Jiji’s?”

      “Asking the wrong guy.” Gajeel bluntly answered, “I ain’t ever had a family. And the only father I had disappeared with the rest of the dragons 7 years ago. But growing up trying to make it on my own before finding Phantom Lord, I can promise you; families ain’t all glitz and glamor and love.”

      “When I was a Commander, there were many times when we had to bring dead soldiers back from raids or battle.” Lily added while floating by the door, ‘When we told them of the loss of a child, it was almost always the same reaction. Even if we heard that they argued or fought or even resented their parents, in the end, those same parents would be devastated by the loss of that child. But when I remember Prince Jellal disappearing to this world and announced dead in Edolas, I think back to the king.’ Lily shook his head, “The feeling I got from him was never that soul-crushing, unbearable loss of a child. It was more simply an annoyance. Annoyance that the next of his line would no longer be able to carry his work.”

      Naruto let out a mirthless chuckle, “So it’s no clearer even in another world, huh?”

      “I think… it depends on the people.” Lily mused, “I’m sure everyone has that image of what a perfect and loving family is like. I’m sure Fairy Tail is what many of us had in mind for what a family should be like. But at the end of the day, a family is made up of people. And whether they’re fathers or mothers or sons or daughters… some people are built to share and spread love, and some just aren’t.”

      With that somber note, the conversation between the three ended. They stood in relative silence and let the many sounds of the train fill the air. Gajeel and Lily made their way back into the car as Naruto lingered outside…

      Trying not to let his thoughts travel to the family photo in his possession.

    
    

    
      ( “I have the Lacrima ready for you. Sorry about the delay but I wanted to use the chance to test a fledgling member of ours.”)

      “As long as you can deliver it without more time wasted then I don’t care what it was for.” The eyepatch-wearing man said while lounging back on his throne. He stared into the communication Lacrima connected to Raven Tail’s guild master, “And they’re up to the specifications I gave you?”

      ( “Those were some difficult materials you asked me to implement, but I think I got them working. Where on Earthland did you get them from?”)

      “Some workings with Tartarus. And we’ll leave it at that.” Hades stated, “We’ve been in the experimental phase for long enough, and now we can take a chance with the more meaningful subjects.”

      ( “This certainly sounds like a big endeavor. Mind me asking what you and your people have planned?”)

      Hades remained quiet, staring down at the magical image his people had taken about the location of their target.

      An island with a giant tree in the middle of it.

      “Going back home, it seems.”

      ########Omake: On The Outside 2########

      “Wow, such a pretty hill!”

      “This is a mountain, Millianna-chan. If you walk around Fiore a little longer I’m sure you’ll see more of them.”

      “Thanks so much, Ichiya-San!” The bubbly cat-lover said with a smile as they hiked up the trail towards the mountains and forest, “And thanks again for showing the way!”

      “Of course!” The manly man said with a flick of his hair and pose as they walked along, “Master Bob made it clear this was a special occasion. And any friends of Erza-San and Naruto-kun are friends of ours.”

      “So Naruto stayed up here learning how to use magic for a year after he got off the island.” Simon asked as he and Wally made sure Shō didn’t fall behind on his new leg, “I’m surprised he didn’t run back to find Erza as quickly as possible.”

      “From what I’ve heard, he needed to learn how to use his magic so that some terrible event that happened before didn’t happen again. I believe he just wanted to become stronger before he set out on his journey.”

      They all arrived at the top of the trail and saw an old, fallen-apart cabin on the far end of it. Inside the remains of the cabin was a large nest of Wyverns, calling out to each other and making noise.

      “Oh my,” Ichiya walked up beside the Heaven refugees and looked at the strange sight, “Looks like they moved in after all these years. A nest for the little ones to be born and grow.”

      “O-Oh.” Shō disappointment was evident in his voice as she nodded, “Well, it has been years since he passed. We shouldn’t be surprised that—”

      The wind suddenly picked up and the humans were startled as a large shadow flew over them and then came to a halt. They looked up and saw a fully grown Wyvern land on the ground and stare at them. Its most striking features were the myriad of scars around its missing eye.

      Simon quickly prepared to defend and Wally almost reached for his gun as they waited for whatever happened next.

      But the Wyvern sniffed at the air before looking down at them again. It twisted around and retreated…

      To show them a gravestone kept just outside the nest with the name Rob etched into it.

      Their breath caught at the sight of the grave marker and they looked back up at the adult Wyvern. It merely lowered its head and did nothing as they approached closer.

      Millianna and Shō stepped up, looking down at the grave with forlorn expressions as Simon and Wally followed behind them. They all came to a stop and looked at the grave solemnly.

      Ichiya turned around and bowed his head as he allowed them a moment of privacy to lay their respects. And as the parfum of shedding tears reached his nose, he didn’t feel a need to say anything.

    
    

    
      Done

      Man, I love throwing Gajeel at anybody. It’s just an unending experience of snark and anger and throwing barbs.

      So I wanted this to expound on something from the Edolas arc. Naruto finally knows that he had a family, and he can’t help but let his thoughts linger on them. He’s trying to take what Mira advised him about, that he’s here because there was love between all of them even if he didn’t know it. And now taking what he sees with Ivan, about a family built on love that still somehow falls apart. That families don’t follow the same cut and paste form of love and acceptance. What he sees in Fairy Tail might not be the same for everyone. And what that could possibly mean for him…

      I’m hoping that way, way down the road this can come up again in a meaningful way. But until then…

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    76. Tripping Down Memory Lane

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 76: Tripping Down Memory Lane

      Well, another birthday Bananza upload month is done! And I’m ending it with my eldest!

      Thank you everyone for all your love and support!

      And special thanks to 20Cruz02 for the new cover art for this story!

      Gracias de nuevo amigo! Hiciste un gran trabajo!

      Rough translation job but I hope it gets through.

    
    

    
      “Hey everyone!”

      “We’re here!”

      A bunch of Fairies greeted them as Naruto walked in with Koyuki propped up on his shoulders for fun. The little Senju giggled from her perch as she patted his hair, “Onii-chan, are you going on a job today?”

      “Nah, we’re staying here today.” Naruto said with a smile as he made his way over to a table. He lifted his little sister off his shoulder and plopped her down on the seat, “Actually, me and the others have a chore to do. See we got in some trouble wrecking up part of the town so we’ve got to clean out the storage.”

      Koyuki giggled, “You’re kinda dumb sometimes, Onii-chan. You’d think you and the others would learn by now.”

      “You’d think, but we never do.” He snickered with a grin before making his way to the storage area to clean. But as he walked along he saw his youngest Dragon Slayer friend and her Exceed looking around, “Hey Wendy. Hey Carla. What’s going on?”

      “Oh, Naruto-San, perfect timing.” The young Dragon Slayer looked up at him with a familiar scale scarf loaded in her arms, “I found Natsu-San’s scarf lying outside and wanted to return it to him.”

      Carla scoffed, “I didn’t think the blasted thing ever came off his neck. So imagine our surprise when we found it lying out there in a heap.”

      “Seriously? It was just on the ground?” He scratched his head, ‘Yeah, I don’t think I’ve ever seen Natsu lose track of it.’ The whiskered Mage shrugged and started walking, “Well, he and the others should be cleaning out the books and storage. You’ll find him down there.”

      “Oh, that’s good.” Wendy and Carla quickly followed after him as he made his way downstairs. As they stepped into the large library of books and tomes collected for Fairy Tail over the years, Wendy marveled at the shelves filled to the brim with knowledge, “Wow, I didn’t know Fairy Tail had a collection like this.”

      “Honestly, with how some of our members act, I’m skeptical they can read.” Carla extended her wings and started floating over the room, “A lot of these seem to be out of place.”

      “Yeah, we’re supposed to be cleaning and shuffling and moving everything.” Naruto stopped in the middle of the room and looked at the floor where a huge number of disheveled books were laid everywhere, “But it looks like they kinda dropped the ball halfway through.”

      Wendy looked around before tilting her head in confusion, “Where are they?”

      Naruto blinked and looked around as well. He bent over and looked through the cracks of the shelves to see if anyone was on the other side to no luck, “That’s weird.” He cleared his throat and yelled, ‘Erza! You here?’ He waited for a response but got none, “Gray? Natsu? Lucy? Happy? Anyone? Hello!”

      “Did they leave?” Carla questioned, “Did they see the job they had to do and turn around?”

      “No, they wouldn’t.” Wendy shook her head, “I’m sure they were disheartened at the workloadbut they wouldn’t leave it undone. Especially if Erza-San was around to enforce it.”

      “Yeah, Erza wouldn’t let them off that easy.” Naruto knocked some of the books around with his foot, ‘I’d almost think Natsu and Gray were fighting each other throwing these things but there isn’t any damage.’ He scratched his head in confusion, “That makes no sense.”

      “It is weird. And I can’t give Natsu-San his scarf back either.” Wendy sighed and looked up at Carla, “I guess we should go upstairs and wait for them to come back.”

      “I suppose.” Carla looked down at Naruto, “Are you going to be alright sorting all of this yourself?”

      Naruto flinched and started to sweat as he looked around. It was a very large storage area with lots of books to move. Too much for one guy to handle by himself. He let out a nervous chuckle and then followed them up the stairs, “Y-You know what? I’m sure they’ll come back any minute! It’d be no fun to handle this all by myself!”

      Wendy blinked and Carla sighed, “Reneging on your punishment, eh?”

      “It’s not fair to dump it all on me! They’ll be back soon I’m sure!”

    
    

    
      Just minutes ago, the majority of Fairy Titans were down in the storage of the guild sorting through everything as part of their punishment. It was all going rather well and efficiently until Lucy spotted a book that seemed older and different from all the others in their catalog. She grabbed it while still talking with the others—

      And slipped off the ladder to fall towards the floor.

      Natsu, Gray, Erza, and Happy dove in to catch her before she could hurt herself.

      And the book in her hand flew out and bounced off Natsu’s head before they were suddenly engulfed by a bright shine of light. Once it had settled down, the present members found themselves outside of the Fairy Tail guild…

      When it was still in its old design…

      And saw themselves fighting each other…

      When they were just little kids.

      They all stared at the unbelievable sight of them as their past selves as Happy summed up their confusion quite well…

      “How hard did we hit our heads?”

    
    

    
      “Naruto, aren’t you supposed to be downstairs cleaning the storage as punishment?”

      “Y-Yeah, but no one else is down there, Jiji. And it wouldn’t make much sense to let just one person to the punishment when it’s something for all of us.”

      Makarov blinked in confusion, “They aren’t down there?” The old Fairy master looked over at Mirajane, “When did they leave? I didn’t see them come up at all.”

      “I’m not sure, Master?” Mira shrugged while cleaning up some glasses and dishes, “Unless they knocked a hole through the wall to escape, I think I would have seen them come up here.”

      Wendy sighed, “We’re so confused. And I still haven’t given Natsu-San his scarf back yet.”

      “What? Natsu lost his scarf?” Lisanna walked over hearing part of the conversation and spotting the article of clothing Wendy was holding onto, “But he never takes that off. It’s his last memento from Igneel from when he was a kid. He pretty much sleeps with it on.”

      “Yeah, and god forbid you try to touch it.” Naruto chuckled, “Remember my first winter here in Magnolia? And I tried to borrow it?”

    
    

    
      “Brrrrrr!” A young Naruto shivered as he stood at the guild entrance and looked at the snow falling outside and filling the street, “It’s so cold! How did it get so cold so quickly?!”

      “I told you there was going to be a cold front coming through.” Erza said with a warm jacket over her body, even the small breastplate she always wore, “Why did you think to come to the guild in your usual clothes if it was going to get this cold?”

      “I didn’t think it’d snow!” Naruto whined while sniffling and rubbing his arms. His metal arm was especially brutal touching his skin in this temperature. He stepped away from the entrance before looking around and spotting a head of pink hair, “Natsu!”

      The little Dragon Slayer looked up as the whiskered blond boy came over, “What’s up, Naruto?”

      “Hey, it’s getting real cold out there. Can I borrow your scarf?”

      “What?! No!” Natsu quickly gripped his scarf defensively, “It’s mine and you can’t have it!”

      “I just need to borrow it real fast. Pop over to my house and get some warmer clothes and I’ll come right back.”

      “I said no!”

      Naruto frowned, “Natsu, I’m not gonna take your scarf! Just let me use it for a little bit!”

      “No means no!”

      “Ah, you little!” Naruto grabbed the scarf and yanked. Natsu cried out and pulled in the opposite direction, “Stop being a greedy little turd and let me use it!”

      “Stop being a jerk and let go of my scarf!”

      Gray scoffed and shook his head, “Such babies. I can’t believe they’re this worked up about a little cold.”

      “Gray, maybe you can critique them after you put on some pants.”

      “I have my pants — OH COME ON! WHEN?!”

      “Aha!” Naruto cheered triumphantly as he pulled off the scaly scarf and started wrapping it around his neck, “Now I can go out and — GAH!”

      “NO! IT’S MINE!”

      Erza stared back at the ensuing fight and looked down at the extra scarf she had brought. She shrugged and wrapped it around her neck for extra warmth.

    
    

    
      Lisanna clicked her teeth, “That wasn’t nice of you, Naruto. Natsu loves that scarf.”

      “THE KID LIT HIMSELF ON FIRE! DURING THE COLD SEASON! SORRY I THOUGHT I COULD BORROW THE DAMN SCARF FOR A MINUTE!”

      Wendy looked down at the scarf thoughtfully, “So this means a lot to Natsu-San, huh? It’s kind of like my shoes.” She looked down at the feathered shoes she had worn since she was a child, “A gift from our parents that is our keepsake of them.”

      “That’s sweet…” Carla said before sighing, “But it’d be more thoughtful if he didn’t leave it lying outside! Where is the buffoon?!

    
    

    
      “How can we be in the past?!” Lucy screamed in disbelief as she tried to wrap her head around what she was looking at. An older version of the guild with younger, smaller versions of their friends walking around clear as day. The blonde Mage pulled at her hair, “This can’t be possible! I-Is it an illusion?!”

      Gray patted the ground, “Feels pretty real.”

      Natsu sniffed at the air, “Smells like home.”

      “And my eye would have seen through it by now.” Erza gently touched her blue eye, waiting for any kind of illusion to fade and falter with her prosthetic eye like it had before. But when nothing changed, she knew it wasn’t just some trick or illusion they were looking at. She nodded and looked down at the book called Memory Days, “I think we might be back in time.”

      “The way that little Erza beat up Natsu and Gray was too real to be something made up!” Happy cheerfully piped up, earning glowers from the Dragon Slayer and Maker Mage in turn, “Hey, if we’ve gone back in time, does that mean we can change things? Like if we made bets or placed money—”

      “No! We can’t meddle with time!” Lucy quickly grabbed the Exceed and pulled him down, frantically looking between her friends in fear that they might run off and do something irreparable to the timeline, “If we touch anything or mess with anything, we might destroy the present and make it completely unrecognizable!”

      The others shared a look of confusion from the blonde’s wild words, “Why do you say that, Lucy?”

      “Have you never read a book before?! You step on a butterfly in the past and monkeys become the leaders of the future!”

      “Monkeys?! That sounds cool!”

      “Why would we crush a butterfly? That seems cruel.”

      “What did butterflies do to you, Lucy?!”

      “It’s an example!”

      Erza ignored the devolving argument and instead sent a look back at the street she’d seen her younger self fight and argue with Natsu and Gray. Something about it felt so familiar…

      She fought them about her missing cake. But it turned out Mira had been the one to swipe it. And she felt bad so she went to find them and apologize. She didn’t find them by the end of the day and went to bed in a huff. And after that night she heard…

      Her eyes widened in shock… before slowly softening with warm relief.

      “That’s right…” She looked up at the sky, “Today’s the day he finally arrived.”

    
    

    
      “Wow,” Kinana walked over with a tray of drinks as she saw a large group of people gathering around the table. She approached carefully, “What’s going on?”

      “Oh, Kinana-chan, come on over!” Wakaba motioned the new barmaid over, “We’re talking about some old memories from our time in the guild!”

      “Oh? What have you been talking about?”

      “Mostly fighting.”

      “Yeah, can’t look back on our sweet memories without most of them being about cracking heads.”

      “Obviously!’ Elfman exclaimed with a puffed-up chest and crossed arms,” That’s what it means to be a man! How can you look back and not remember your most triumphant, inspiring moments?!”

      “Eh, I don’t know, Elfman. Remember the rough start you had when you started on this whole manly schtick?”

    
    

    
      “Yeah!” Elfman cheered as he charged into the guild hall, drenched in sweat and a sleeveless shirt after several hours of intense working out, “That was a good workout!”

      Mira, who had started to work behind the counter as a barmaid for the guild, grimaced when the stench from her sweaty brother wafted into her nose, “Ew, Elfman, go take a bath.”

      “No can do, Nee-chan! This is the musk of a real, working man you’re smelling!” The eager middle Strauss sibling announced, “I promised that I’d change for the better after that mission, and I’m going to follow through with that promise! Because that’s what a man would do!”

      Lisanna noticed her family bickering and walked over to see what the commotion was about. When she got a whiff of her brother’s smell, she nearly recoiled, “Oh, Elf-niichan! That’s so gross! Why won’t you get washed?!”

      “Because a man needs to push through the hardships and necessities! No need for baths! No need for rest! No need for regular water breaks! Just keep pushing on and on and—”

      Elfman’s eyes rolled up as he fainted forward, slamming into a table face first and shattering it in half as all the food and drinks on it clattered over his unconscious body.

      Mirajane and Lisanna palmed their faces at their brother’s ridiculousness.

    
    

    
      Eflman blushed at the laughs being shared at his expense. Cana scoffed while sipping from her mug, “Man, you were such a loser. Still are pretty much.”

      The large Take Over Mage glowered at the drunkard, “You’re one to talk, Cana! Need I remind you of your less than glorious moments!”

      Cana scoffed, “I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about. In case you haven’t noticed,” She waved a hand over her entire body, “I’m pretty much glorious 24/7.”

      “Not always. Remember when you started drinking?”

      The bikini-clad woman nearly choked on her drink and struggled to clear her throat before turning to everyone in a panic, “D-Don’t go bringing up stupid shit from the past we don’t—”

    
    

    
      “Master Makarov, we can understand that Mages can be rowdy, and Magnolia has long since accepted that Fairy Tail members like to party, but this is crossing a line. This girl drank too much and is too young.”

      “S-Shut up! Y-You don’t — you can’t — w-what do—” A young Cana slurred as she stumbled along the street, away from Makarov and the authorities, “I-I can handle it! I-I can — this is nothing! You watch I’m gonna—” She toppled over the street and splashed into the water below. Makarov and the officers heard some splashing down in the river below before it calmed down, “I went splash!”

      Makarov sighed and stretched his arm out over the side of the road and grabbed Cana. He lifted her out of the water and nodded to the authorities, “I’m sorry about this, officers. I promise when we get back to the guild I’ll give her a stern talking to. I’ll make sure this doesn’t become a habit with her.”

    
    

    
      Several people turned and looked at Makarov as he scoffed and shook his head, “Damn, I dropped the ball on that one, didn’t I?” He took a sip from his mug and shrugged, “Oh well, live and learn.”

      Cana blushed and muttered some truly obscene curses as she drowned her embarrassment in booze. Everyone laughed at her expense, but no one’s laughter was more raucous and obvious than Gajeel’s. The Iron Dragon Slayer boisterously guffawed at the Card Mage’s expense, “Hahaha, way to look like an idiot, drunkard! Sucks when people point out your worst parts, isn’t it?”

      …

      Lily looked up at Levy’s unamused expression and sighed, “How bad was it when he started here?”

      “So bad.”

    
    

    
      Gajeel casually knocked several people out of his way and stepped up to the bar counter, “Hey, I’m hungry! Serve me up something!”

      “Sorry Gajeel, but there’s a line—”

      “I don’t care! I’m starving!” The Iron Dragon Slayer noticed a plate full of food prepared just a foot away. He shrugged, picking it up and tossing a fry in his mouth, “Hey, this works.”

      “T-That’s mine.”

      “Don’t see your name on it.”

    
    

    
      Gajeel fixed his glasses and pulled out his guitar, “You’re lucky because this is my new song and you lot are the first ones who get to hear it. Be grateful. And a one, and a two, and a—”

      “NOOOOOOOO!”

      “STOP HIM!”

      “NO MOOOOOOORRRREEEEEEE!”

    
    

    
      Naruto stepped over and saw Gajeel chomping on a sword like it was a kebab, “Gajeel, did you eat the sword I put aside?”

      “Yeah, that’s what happens when you leave tasty food out in the open like that.” Gajeel took another bite, ‘Seriously, it’s your fault.’ He bit down to the hilt and smirked up at the blond with a full mouth, “It’s quality metal by the way.”

      “Alright, if you say so.”

      Gajeel looked at the S-Class Mage in confusion, expecting to see him get riled up or angry at his provocation. But instead, he was perfectly calm and composed, “What the hell? Why aren’t you pissed off? I ate your sword!”

      “Well that answer should be super easy,” Naruto gave a disarming, bright smile and patted the Dragon Slayer on the shoulder, “That’s not my sword.”

      Naruto walked away without saying another word.

      And Gajeel slowly turned around when he felt the immense bloodlust emanating from the red-haired demon standing behind him.

      Gajeel whimpered, “Oh dear god.”

      The rest of the guild agreed that Gajeel’s bloodcurdling screams of agony and fear were a lot more pleasant than his awful singing.

    
    

    
      Naruto giggled, “Hehehe, I like that last one the most.”

      Gajeel scowled, “I didn’t.”

      “That’s why I liked it the most!”

      “Remembering things is so fun!” Juvia smiled, “Do you all remember that time Gray-sama finally confessed his undying love in return to Juvia!”

    
    

    
      It was on some sunny day — or rainy — doesn’t matter.

      And there were people along the way. They didn’t have names, or if they did that wasn’t the point, just imagine stick figures littering her way as she finally spotted the hunk that stole her heart.

      And he was naked. As if he needed another way of stealing her heart so effortlessly.

      “Juvia,” The sun seemed to shine down and illuminate him specifically as if realizing he was the most extraordinary thing around and deserved all the light to emphasize his greatness. And as a bonus it made him sweaty and his chest started to glisten, “I’ve been a fool. I should have realized my true feelings for you sooner and ditched that blonde hussy. Can you ever forgive me?”

      “Oh Gray-sama, Juvia will always—”

    
    

    
      “Juvia no!” Lisanna quickly shook her shoulder, “You can’t make up false memories like that! We have to stick to reality! Live in the real world!”

      “No! Juvia can manifest it! She can make it the truth! She just has to think hard enough!” She tried to close her eyes and drift off into her thoughts but some of her friends grabbed her and pulled her away, “LET JUVIA DREAM! LET HER IMAGINE A PARADISE!”

      Makarov clicked his lips, “I wish I could say I made girls wild back in my day like that… but that seems more clinically insane than anything.”

    
    

    
      Erza rubbed her head and tried to ward off the stress migraine building up behind her eyes. Reading this stupid book and trying to glean any kind of information they could use to get home was getting nowhere.

      Ugh, if only Levy was here. She could read the whole book in a matter of minutes and spot the subtle clues or descriptions that could give them an answer.

      Instead, that job fell to Erza as the others were too busy. Lucy was currently scouting out the old Fairy Tail, being the one member that wasn’t recognizable by the current generation of members. And Natsu had run off to do something stupid while Gray and Happy followed after him.

      Thankfully they had at least taken precautions to make sure they were unrecognizable in this period. The boys had dressed up in wildly different outfits with wigs and Lucy had gotten into a sexy bunny outfit. Erza didn’t want to be left out so she put on an adorable white kitty outfit to match.

      So even though this damn book was giving her a headache, at least she felt cute and stylish while reading.

      “Ugh, no use.” Erza sighed as she sat up, crossing her paw-wearing arms under her chest as she frowned at the book, “I’m not finding anything about getting home. And at this rate, we might just be stuck here if we’re not careful. I have to—”

      “Hey, white cat.”

      Erza blinked and looked back after hearing someone call her out.

      And looked back to see her younger self staring at her intently.

      Erza’s eyes widened and she immediately turned back around before her younger self could get a clear look at her, ‘Oh shit!’ She cursed in her mind, ‘She — I-I mean me — my younger self is here!’ Erza quickly fixed her hair over her eyes, covering her blue one while partially obscuring her brown one, “Y-Yes, young lady?”

      “I’m looking for two boys about my age. They must have walked by here recently?” The young Erza said, “A half-naked boy and a pink-haired one?”

      “Gray and Natsu?”

      “You know their names.”

      Erza quickly clamped a paw over her mouth in regret. Why did she say that?! She nearly bit her lip before nodding, “Oh yes, they were yelling at each other so loudly and they threw their names out a few times. I think they went that way. I’m sure you can catch them if you go looking!”

      “Hmm, I see.” The young Erza nodded and looked in the direction she offered. The young redhead sighed and rubbed her brow, “Ugh, there’s so much happening.”

      “Are you alright?”

      “Yes, just today has been one thing after another. The boys ruined my cake. Mira was on my case all day. And now I feel a need to find them and… I’m not sure. Make things right? And it feels like a pressure building up between my eyes.”

      “That’s a stress headache. So many things happening at once can cause that.” Erza smiled knowingly, “I’m sure you’ll be dealing with more of those in the future.”

      “Wonderful.” The young armor girl started making her way down the street to find her errant friends. She mumbled as she walked along, “I don’t know whether I’m going to apologize or kick their butts so hard—”

      “Hey!” The young redhead paused and looked back to see the cat woman standing out in the street watching her leave. The older woman smiled warmly at her as she nodded her way, “Enjoy the rest of your day.”

      “What? Why would I? Today has been a terrible day.”

      “No,” She shook her head, “The day’s not over yet. I’m sure today is going to be very special for you. Just wait.”

      The young Erza stared up at the older woman in confusion before puffing out her cheeks with a pout. She turned and mumbled something about strangers being weird before making her way down the street.

      Erza watched her younger self walk away and smiled fondly as she disappeared. The older redhead laughed and shook her head, “I was hardheaded as a kid. Although I guess I’m not too different now.” She looked back inside the tent at the book that brought them here and narrowed her eyes, “Time to find a way home.”

    
    

    
      “Okay, that’s enough reminiscing.” Makarov sighed, “I don’t know where Natsu and the others are, but there’s a job to be done. Naruto, stop stalling and start organizing the library.”

      “What?!” Naruto balked, “But the others haven’t gotten back yet! All the work shouldn’t fall on just one guy!”

      “That’s true, but I also realize that just standing around means no work is getting done at all. And you got us all distracted thinking back on our memories and junk.” The old man waved him off, “Now get done there and start sorting.”

      The S-Class blond looked affronted by the order before he blew a raspberry and stood up, “Aw man. This sucks.”

      Gajeel guffawed, “Hahaha! Everyone, point and laugh at his misfortune! HAHAHAHA!”

      “HAHAHAHA!”

      Naruto scowled as he stomped away followed by the mocking laughter of his guild. As he made his way out, Wendy quickly collected Natsu’s scarf and followed after him with Carla trailing behind, “Naruto-San, wait up!”

      “You should probably stay upstairs, Wendy,” The older blond groused, “I’m sure Natsu will show up with the others soon enough and you can return the scarf.”

      “Y-Yes, but wouldn’t you like to have company while you’re working?” Wendy offered innocently, “And maybe I could help you sort through some of the books?”

      “Wendy, no!” Carla quickly refused, “You shouldn’t have to help these bums work on their punishments! This is their chore and they should handle it!”

      “Now, don’t be so quick to say that.” Naruto sneakily said, “Wendy’s generosity and kindness are very good characteristics that we should foster. If she wants to—”

      “No!” Naruto flinched and they looked up the stairs to see Mira and Koyuki walking down with them, “Bad Onii-chan, bad!”

      “Master thought we should come down and supervise.” The white-haired barmaid looked at her old friend with a cheeky smile, “A good call considering that you were about to take advantage and get Wendy to work for you.”

      “N-No I wasn’t! I-I was just — she was offering! A-And it’s a lot of—” The whiskered blond fumed for a moment before throwing up his arms in annoyance, “Fine! Whatever! Just watch! God, I’m gonna slap the rest of them when they finally make it back down here!”

      As the girls stood by and watched Naruto petulantly gather up the books and try to organize them with no plan, Wendy looked up at Mirajane, “I’m impressed you could talk Naruto-San down so easily, Mira-San.”

      “Oh, that’s nothing special. I’ve known Naruto for years.” The S-Class barmaid smiled innocently, “Other than Erza, I think I might have the best hold on his mentality and how to exploit it.”

      “Mira shut up! I’m already working you don’t have to rub it in!”

      The former Cait Mages spared a look between the grumbling blond and the innocently giggling barmaid. Mirajane always seemed so charming and kind-hearted when she interacted with everyone else in the guild. But it was in these moments when she talked with Erza or Naruto that her devious, cheeky side was exposed for others to see. It was something that made Wendy glad she hadn’t earned the S-Class Mage’s attention and Carla thankful that Wendy wasn’t asking her for guidance and teaching.

      The young Dragon Slayer nervously laughed, “Um, you and Mira-San get along very well, Naruto-San.”

      “Well, we’ve known each other a long time and have been through a lot.” Naruto said as he dropped a large stack of books on the table with a huff, “Hell, we took our test to become S-Class Mages together.”

      “You did?”

      “Yep. We both advanced at the same time.”

      “Because Master couldn’t make a decision and decided to cop out.”

      Naruto looked at the pouting Take Over Mage oddly, “Are you seriously still bent up about that? It was years ago! Get over it!”

      Mira shook her head, “It’s just so dumb. I’ve never heard of an S-Class exam having two promotions. I’m sure Master just did it so he wouldn’t upset us. But that’s not important when choosing who will step up to the next level!” Mira’s nose scrunched up as she pouted, “He should have just picked either you or me and left it at that!”

      “You are… so weirdly hung up about that.”

      “Didn’t you feel jibbed?!”

      “Yeah — for like a second! Then I started celebrating with the rest of the guild and I thought ‘Fuck yeah I’m finally an S-Class Mage!’ And that was the end of it for me!”

      Mira blew a raspberry and crossed her arms like a child having a tantrum. Wendy and Carla looked between the two and the strange argument they had just been witness to. It… felt like some context was needed for better understanding.

      “I remember everyone being so happy!” Koyuki piped up with a giddy smile, “They were so happy and cheering for you both! And you were happy to go on the big missions with Onii-chan and Onee-chan, remember Mira-neechan?”

      The eldest Staruss sibling looked up fondly as the memories of their early S-Class days came back to mind, “Oh, that was so much fun. I wanted to celebrate so I convinced Erza and Naruto to join me on a joint S-Class mission.” She gently touched her cheek and giggled, “It was a blast~.”

    
    

    
      “We’re off!”

      “Okay, time to tackle these jobs and show them what Fairy Tail’s new best can do!” The confident Mira exclaimed as they walked out of the guild, “Since this was my idea I’m going to take the point, okay?”

      Erza gave a small hum, “I suppose I can accept that. But as the senior S-Class Mage in this team, I’ll give some advice when the time arrives.”

      “Alright!” Naruto pumped his fists, “This is gonna be awesome! Wish us luck guys!”

      Everyone waved the trio off as they went out on their mission. Makarov smiled fondly and nodded, “They may just become the strongest team in Fairy Tail’s history.”

    
    

    
      Mirajane beamed a proud smile, “We finished our job in record time, saved a village from rampaging beasts controlled by Dark Mages, and earned quite a bit of fame. I remember it all very fondly.”

      Naruto scoffed, “You must not remember all of it then.”

    
    

    
      “We got called in when the forest started to burn and the damages encroached on the village.” Mahiro, dressed in her Rune Knight attire, said while facing Makarov. With a guilty expression, she handed the stunned old man the papers, “Here’s the damage reports and the… reimbursement request.”

      Makarov weakly reached up and took the paper. His breath immediately rushed out when he saw the numbers. And his blood ran cold as he realized it carried on to the next page. He gulped and looked up at Mahiro with a fragile smile, “Y-You think you can talk this down with your new position, Mahiro?”

      The older Senju looked down at him sadly, “Master… this was the talked down amount.”

      …

      Tears started to fill his eyes and he wept quietly. Mahiro patted his shoulder, “T-These are Gildarts level costs! Gildarts level! How did this happen?!”

      “It’s Mira’s fault!” A bandaged and grimy Erza complained, “She had no idea what she was doing! There was no plan and no contingencies and things only seemed to get worse!”

      “It’s your fault, bitch!” An equally dirty and bruised Mirajane yelled and grappled with the redhead, “You had to keep butting in and ignoring my orders! Ever heard of the chain of command you uppity skank!”

      Besides the two arguing girls, a disheveled Naruto hung his head and sighed, “The Dark Mages and monsters looked so terrified while they were arguing. Their eyes… t-they said why!”

      It was decided that it would be for the best if these three didn’t work on a job again for a while.

    
    

    
      Koyuki giggled, “That was funny! And I got to see Mommy!”

      “I still think you guys were exaggerating things.”

      “I think you’re crazy.”

      “Sounds to me like all of you have a screw loose.” Carla bemoaned to the older Mages before frowning, “And the longer we’re around you the more likely we are to catch your madness! Where are Natsu and the others?!”

    
    

    
      She had figured it out finally! The reason they came here was because Natsu touched the book and thought back to the day he was scarred! The only way to get back was to have him with them or they would be stuck in the past! It wasn’t an easy secret to decode but she had finally done it. The only problem now was…

      She didn’t know where they were!

      Natsu and Gray had run off like total idiots and they were the only way to get home!

      “Dammit! Where are those idiots?!” She cursed, taking a moment to stop and wrack her brain. She placed one hand on her waist and let the other hang at her side with Memory Days in her grip, “If I don’t find them fast, we’ll be stuck here! And I am not going to be left here just because of those dumbasses!” If she could maybe find a higher vantage point—

      “Hey, lady!”

      “Huh? What now—”

      She turned around, hearing a strangely familiar voice call for her so late at night. She looked down—

      And found a distressed young blond boy with whiskers and mismatched eyes looking up at her.

      Erza’s brain worked in overdrive to try and figure out the best way to deal with such an unprecedented situation like this.

      Her answer was to immediately drop to her knees and curl up like a ball to try and hide herself.

      Of course, it had to be him! If there was anyone in this time that could tell who she was even through her disguise, it would be him!

      “Are you okay?”

      “Y-Yes! I-I’m just-um—” She was panicking and trying to figure out the best way to avoid his gaze, ‘I was checking the condition of the street pavement!’ She started patting her hands against the street and crawling away. Honestly, her face was starting to burn with just how stupid and embarrassed she felt, “Yep. Seems good.”

      “Whatever. Listen, do you know a girl in your guild?” He noticed she was in the guild. He must have spotted her tattoo, “Her name is Erza! Erza Scarlet!”

      Oh, so this is how he ended up at the guild. He asked someone he found from the guild and wondered if she had made it to Fairy Tail after they separated. Giving a small nod in his direction so he could see it, she continued to try and make her way out—

      “Is she happy?”

      Erza stopped then. Something about the reserved way he said that triggered a feeling of unease in her belly, “I-I mean is she happy? With what she has now? The people in the guild! Her new family! Does she seem happy?”

      …

      “Yes. She is very happy.” Erza recognized his sigh of relief as one he gave when he felt a great weight lifted off his shoulders. A weight he probably shouldn’t have had on there in the first place. She didn’t turn to face him but narrowed her eyes, “Why?”

    
    

    
      “So you were no longer going to work together after the damages you caused. I-I guess I can see that.” Wendy meekly laughed while scratching her cheek, “So is that when you started to partner up with Erza-San, Naruto-San?”

      “U-Uh, not yet—”

      “Oh Wendy, you have no idea how long it took.” Mira sighed and shook her head, “It was nearly half a year after we graduated before they revealed their feelings for each other.”

      “It was awkward! After we got back and celebrated our promotion, Erza kissed me on the way back home! We didn’t know how to interact after that!”

    
    

    
      Erza smiled fondly as she made her way back to her table with her strawberry cake prepared. The delicious treat looked so nice and tasty and she was going to enjoy every—

      It slipped out of her hands when she found herself faced with Naruto. Both young S-Class Mages looked at each other in silence before their faces started to steadily turn pink to red.

      And the crashing of her plate drew the attention of everyone in the guild and left the whole hall silent.

      Erza frantically looked around, “U-Um — Natsu!” She quickly spotted the young Dragon Slayer and grabbed him, “Come along! We have things to do!”

      “W-What? What?! It’s not my fault you dropped your cake! Erza?! ERZA! HAVE MERCY!”

      “Erza, no!” Happy quickly followed after them, “Natsu’s sorry for whatever he did!”

      “Y-Yeah, I got to do things too!” Naruto turned around, “A-A job or — oh! Hey Laxus, remember when I called your headphones stupid!”

      “What’d you say you little shit?!”

      Mirajane watched their odd behavior and narrowed her eyes, “Hmmm.”

    
    

    
      “I didn’t even know they’d kissed yet but I could tell something was wrong between them.”

      Wendy’s cheeks turned red with intrigue and excitement at the scandalous story, “O-Oh my.”

      “It’s not that impressive.” Koyuki frowned, “When you see them kiss all the time it gets kinda gross. They’re not even that embarrassed anymore.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it. The closest time after that was—”

      “Mira!” Naruto slams the books on the table, “There are children present!”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything.” The barmaid defensively stated before giving a sly smile, “Plus I’ll always remember the most embarrassing moment between you two.”

      “What?” The whiskered blond paused as he struggled to think of any moment between them that was more embarrassing. He tilted his head, “I don’t—”

      “Remember? Your moment of complete and total ignorance?”

      “No, I — oh.”

    
    

    
      “Erza! Erza, talk to me!”

      “Not right now!”

      Everyone in Fairy Tail watched as the two young teens marched through the hall. The redhead angrily stomping away and keeping out of the blond’s path as he chased after her. Naruto called out to her, “Please! I-If I made you angry then just tell me what I did wrong!”

      Erza fumed, “The fact you keep pestering me is only making me angrier!”

      “But you yelled at me earlier and I don’t know why! Did I do something to—”

      “I don’t want to talk to you for a few days! Can you just accept that please?!”

      “No! What’s wrong with you?!”

      “Naruto!” She yelled, her face a mix of anger and mortification, “I just — I need some space for a bit! Can you leave me alone?!”

      “I-I was—”

      “Hey Naruto,” The black-clad young Mirajane called out over the hall with a cheeky grin, “You need to let her be! From the looks of it she’s getting a pretty rough visit from her Aunt Flow!”

      “What? Erza doesn’t have an Aunt Flow! That’s stupid! Don’t talk stupid, Mira! Erza, whose Aunt Flow and why is she—”

      A swift strike to his gut caused the air to rush out of his lungs and cause him to topple over beaten. Erza stomped her way out with a burning red face of mortification as the others watched her walk.

      Natsu sniffed the air, “Erza must be fighting her aunt pretty hard, because I definitely smell wounds or something.”

      Lisanna smacked his arm and didn’t give him an answer as to why.

    
    

    
      Wendy looked over at the blond with a pointed, disappointed expression as Carla just sighed exhaustedly. Naruto floundered under their gazes, “I-I’ve learned a lot since then! Believe me, I won’t be making that mistake again in the future!”

      “Again?” Koyuki innocently tilted her head, “Why would this aunt lady show up again in the future?”

      …

      “Oh,” Mira dropped to a knee and gently coddled the confused little girl, “Sweet child.”

      “Huh?”

      “I’ve gotten a lot better at understanding Erza after all these years.” Naruto quickly defended. He didn’t want Wendy and Carla to think he was too ignorant and stupid, “We can figure each other out with just a few words and a look between us. And if there is anything we gotta work out, we can reach each other easily.”

    
    

    
      She was furious at this little bastard! And she was angry at her Naruto too! How did she never know he hesitated to come to Fairy Tail like this the night they reunited?! One wrong move and they would have never found each other again!

      Agh! Why did he always take the blame on himself like that?! She thought he had gotten over the worst of these feelings and — oh right, this was a younger version of him. Still, that was no excuse!

      Erza glared down at the young blond she was berating as she covered his eyes and went limp while she swung him around. She almost started seeing red with rage at his attitude. He wanted to turn back and leave just because he feared breaking the new of her lost parents to her? That walking away and leaving her to be in Fairy Tail without him or the life they lived together in the Tower of Heaven haunting their every thought was some kind of kindness?

      Was he braindead?!

      Erza felt like thwacking him a few more times to get it through his thick skull… before she saw his youthful face again. A flood of their earliest memories together came back to her as she remembered how he grew up once joining the guild. What he had been through and what they had learned together.

      This was such a young version of him. Someone she hadn’t seen in years. And although she could tell he wanted to go to the guild and see her, there was a part of him that was scared that he wouldn’t be accepted. That he would become the monster he was forced to be by others and somehow ruining everything for her.

      A fate she refused to ever allow happen as long as she lived.

      “And this feeling that you’re going to hurt people? This past you are running from?” She spoke softly and lowered him to his feet, “It’s natural to be scared of hurting people. When you start to become stronger, you always have to worry about if this new strength will help or hurt the people you meet. But the difference is if you face that fear and use that power to make you strong. Or you run away from it and kill anyone who crosses your way. Don’t let it control you. Don’t ever lose to it. You won’t just be hurting yourself if you lost. The people who care about you; your friends and family will be heartbroken if they see you suffer like this.”

      She knew the path ahead of him after this. She had seen it with her own eyes. A long path with quite a bit of strife and hardship and loss still ahead of it. But still filled with so much more to offer, “So now you have to choose. Run or face it? No one will think any less of you for your choice. If you want to see that girl, go one mile west of the guild and you find a building she is staying at. If you want to let her stay like she is, then you can leave the town and build a life you can be proud of. But…”

      She gently held his head between her paws and left a gentle kiss on his forehead. She saw the pinched expression and worry in his face fade even with his eyes still shut. Erza knew Naruto well enough to tell her words were getting through to him. And she hoped he could feel the warmth and love they fostered together in this kiss she gave him.

      “I know that you will make the right choice. You always make the right choice. It’s you, after all.”

      Erza quickly stepped away before the young Naruto could open his eyes and see her. She continued walking, sensing that he stood still for a moment before making his way along the street and to the guild.

      Erza smiled knowing where he was going.

      “Erza!” She looked over and saw Lucy running her way dressed in her bunny outfit, “There you are! Did you figure out anything from the book?”

      “I did. Now if we just could find the boys—”

      “Hey,” The two Fairy women looked over as Happy and a roughed up Gray finally found them. The Maker Mage wiped his bloody nose and smirked, “What’s got you two all dressed up?”

      “We were trying not to get recognized.” Lucy frowned, “Where have you been? And where’s Natsu?”

      “We followed our younger selves to see how our fight ended. And history repeated itself as I totally kicked his ass.” Gray said with a grin.

      “I hope it was worth it—”

      “It totally was.”

      “Because if we can’t find Natsu before midnight, we’ll be stuck in the past forever.”

      …

      “Oh.”

    
    

    
      Naruto exhaled in relief as he finished the last of the shelf at the top of the bookcase. He slid back down the ladder and stretched his arms, “Okay, I think that’s most of them from that table. Now all that’s left…” He looked in the other direction at the others tables stacked with books, “Is the rest.”

      Wendy, Carla, Koyuki, and Mira enjoyed an assortment of snacks and tea at the now empty table he had cleared. The young Dragon Slayer at least had the decency to look uncomfortable and ashamed to be relaxing while he was working. She nodded, “You’re doing a great job, Naruto-San.”

      “Thanks Wendy.”

      “But you should probably pick up the pace.”

      “Shut up Carla.”

      “Hey, you’re not asking for our help anymore.”

      “Burn in hell Mira.”

      “You can do it, Onii-Chan!”

      “Don’t enjoy this Koyuki.”

      Naruto groaned, “This is not fair! I shouldn’t be doing this all alone! It’s a punishment for all the Fairy Titans!” He pulled at his hair and threw his head back, “Where is everyone else?!”

      There was a bright shining light midair above Naruto before several bodies suddenly popped into existence. And they all suddenly dropped on top of the whiskered blond as he was smothered by their collective form.

      The others stared at the sudden arrivals of the rest of Fairy Titans in disbelief as Happy pulled himself out. The blue Exceed groaned after he was finally free and looked around, “Hey! We’re back! We made!”

      “Oh thank god!” Lucy groaned before she noticed the other girls looking at them, “Mira-San, you won’t believe it! We traveled back in time! This book took us back a few years and we saw a bunch of young versions of everyone!”

      “And Natsu and I followed our younger selves to see who would win a brawl we had years ago! I did! Obviously!” Gray slyly added.

      Natsu growled, “And I got mad and started beating my young self up! And he attacked back and I smacked his hand away! And his hand cut his neck, so I’m the one who gave me my own scar! I traumatized myself as a child! How messed up is that?!”

      “I’m glad we at least made it back in time.” Erza stood up and stretched her arms after crawling out of the pile, “If we were late by even a second we could have been stuck in the past and had to relive all those years. But we’re back now and…” The redhead stopped when she noticed the others looking at them oddly and with concern, “What is it?”

      “Well, the general outfits and costume choices are interesting. I want to ask more,” Mirajane honestly answered, “But I guess the more pressing matter is—”

      “E-Everyone! Naruto-San!” Wendy exclaimed, “You’re on top of Naruto-San!”

      They looked down and finally noticed the broken blond underneath their pile who had been reduced to a moaning mess.

      “Oops.”

      “OniI-chan! Hang on! You’ll survive!”

    
    

    
      With one last cute yawn, Koyuki huddled up in her bed and drifted off to sleep. Naruto smiled and gently rubbed her head before pulling her blanket up so she was covered. He watched his little sister nuzzle up under the covers as she quickly drifted to sleep after the wild story they had heard today.

      It was kind of crazy to think that the others had traveled into the past earlier today. And it was also insane to hear that Lucy and Erza had interacted with his younger self. Thinking back he did remember a woman in a bunny costume the day he first arrived in Magnolia. Plus if Erza was the Fairy Tail member in the cat costume that spoke to him…

      Oh wow, he was starting to get a headache trying to figure this all out.

      Naruto quietly made his way out of the room and back towards his own bed. He yawned and stretched his arms as he walked in—

      And was surprised to find Erza sitting on the bed with a stern expression… and also her white kitty outfit still on. The allure of the outfit and the way it hugged her body was mitigated by the fact she did not look amused.

      “Uh, why are you still—”

      She patted the spot on the bed next to her, “Come here.” Suddenly feeling like he had been caught with his hand in the cookie jar, Naruto gulped as he walked over and dropped down at her side. Erza closed her eyes and nodded, lacing her arms together under her chest and causing Naruto’s breath to hitch when he saw her pronounced cleavage. But his mind quickly got out of the gutter as she leaned into his shoulder, “I never thought I would have had a direct hand in getting you to the guild.”

      “Heh, I always wondered who that cat lady was after I arrived at the guild. She had a tattoo but I never saw her around. I thought maybe she was just some cosplayer that had our sigil on her arm.” He smiled fondly and chuckled, “You hit me pretty hard that day.”

      “I had good reason. You were being a little idiot and it was pissing me off.” She grumpily mumbled with a pout. They sat together for a moment, Erza gently rubbing her head on his shoulder before looking up at him. Their mixed eyes met, “You don’t think like that anymore, right?”

      He blinked in response, “Uh… honestly, I’m not sure what you’re talking about. How exactly did I think that made you mad?”

      Erza’s expression was pinched for a moment before she closed her eyes and sighed, “Well, if anything it’s a good thing to know that mindset is so foreign to you now.” She nudged his shoulder with hers, “I’m talking about the idea you had to walk away from the guild without ever coming to find me. Because you were worried I moved on from you and everyone else. And that I would hate you for telling me about my parents.”

      “Oh… oh…” Realization crossed Naruto’s face as he started remembering what his girlfriend was talking about. He let out a tired sigh and nodded, “Now I remember. Yeah, I was worried about that before, wasn’t I? Heh, kinda silly.”

      “It’s stupid is what it is.” Erza sternly said, “I’m glad you don’t think like that anymore. Although there are certainly traces of it that peek out once and a while.”

      “Oh, you’re one to talk.” He said through a smirk. When she looked at him quizzically, he scoffed, “Do I have to remind you that only recently you offered to give up your arm before it was poisoned?”

      “That was a certain circumstance.” She said petulantly, “And I can name several times off the top of my head where you pushed even further.”

      “Same to you.”

      The couple seemed to frown at each other at their competitive recalling before they both smiled and laughed at the ridiculousness. Erza sighed contently and leaned back into his body, “I’m glad I found you that day.”

      “I am too. Glad you knocked some sense into me — literally.”

      He earned a cute chuckle from her before they sat in silence again. Erza let out a small, tired moan before she shifted her head along his shoulder. She leaned in towards his neck and gently breathed on it. Without a warning she turned her head up and ran her tongue along his neck and earned a quiet gasp from him.

      He felt Erza shift over the bed so she was pressed into the side of his chest. All the while she continued to gently lick and nibble on his neck and ear. The only sounds between the both of them were the moans Naruto let out and the soft grunts Erza made while tasting him.

      Naruto opened his eyes and looked down at Erza’s soft and alluring body pressed up against his, her paws rubbing against his chest. The warmth and feel of her pillowy body against him was stirring him on. And he could feel his hardness press and struggle against his pants begging for release.

      “Ah~.” Erza moaned as his hand reached up and grabbed her breast, gently squeezing the massive mound in the confines of her cat costume. The redhead gasped and breathily moaned as her tit was gently rubbed and rolled around in his hand, kneaded and squeezed every few seconds to illicit a gasp from the armored Mage. She shuddered and leaned back from the wet spot she left along his neck before looking into his eyes, “Didn’t like me getting a taste?”

      “Oh I did,” He lowly muttered while still groping her, “But I didn’t want you to have all the fun.”

      “You used to be so cute as a kid,” Erza seductively smiled, ‘Now you’re a big boy, all rough and gritty. And my,’ Her paw reached down and gently rustled the tent sticking up in his pants, “How you’ve grown~.”

      “You know, I never told you this, but that cat lady I saw that day I came here… I found her so fucking sexy.” He groaned as he stopped fondling Erza and pulled her in, grabbing her ass and scooting her in closer so she was pressed to his chest, “I think she was the first person I ever touched myself to.”

      “That’s a hell of a thing to admit.” Erza’s husky voice stirred Naruto on as she licked her lips and purred by his face, “So want to take a chance to take this kitty yourself? Meow~.”

      “Can you promise to stay quiet so we don’t stir Koyuki awake?”

      “Meow~.”

      “Good enough.”

      They leaned in and intertwined tongues before their lips crashed together in a heated moan of passion.

      ########Omake: On The Outside 3########

      “I can’t believe we get to see Er-chan and Na-chan again so soon!” Millianna swooned while holding up the copy of Sorcerer’s Weekly Magazine they picked up with the S-Class Fairies’ photoshoot plastered across it. The cat lover happily giggled as she looked over the pages, “I’m glad to see them doing so well! And a lot of people like their pictures too!”

      “Blue Pegasus seemed to really admire them. Said they couldn’t lose in the… what was it? ‘Erotic display’? I’m not sure what that means.” Shō scratched his head, “Do you know, Millianna?”

      “Nope! But I like looking at these pictures! It makes me feel — I don’t know — tingly?”

      As the two younger members continued to talk, Wally noticed Simon staring out the window of the train. He nudged his scarred friend with his foot to get his attention, “Hey, you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine.”

      “Because I can imagine what’s going through your head right now.”

      Simon nodded, “I imagine it’s the same thing going through yours. Are you really okay with putting off your search? Finding your brother—”

      “We’ve got plenty of time for that.” Wally nodded, “Plus we don’t have a lead on my brother… but you…”

      Simon looked down at the Sorcerer’s Magazine he picked up and opened the page to the one he’d been looking at. Not one with any photoshoot pictures of his friends or their guild. But an article about some promising young Mages coming up in the magical world…

      And a picture of a girl he hadn’t seen in years…

      Mermaid Heel

      Kagura Mikazuchi

    
    

    
      Done

      I hate clip shows, but if there are any clip shows I love, it’s the one done in the vein of Community, Rick & Morty, and Always Sunny. I.E. a clip show showing things we’ve never seen or misremember. And it’s all dressing so that I can finally close the loop for the Erza Memory Days visit from years ago.

      Plus a little setup for something in the future with Simon.

      So, in all honesty, I wanted to add a lemon this chapter, but the more I thought about it the wilder and more extravagant it became. And this chapter would’ve just gone on and on and I never would have focused. So I’m thinking I’ll write that Lemon as a separate chapter and upload it to GLC instead.

      THIS IS NOT A REGULAR THING. ALL LEMONS IN THE FUTURE WILL NOT GO TO THAT STORY INSTEAD. THAT IS TRUE FOR ALL OF MY OTHER STORIES AS WELL. I JUST WANTED TO WRITE THIS LEMON REAL BAD BUT HAD NO SPACE LEFT IN THIS CHAPTER.

      Just wanted to clarify that. Anyway, hope you all enjoyed! I have one last chapter for this little breather arc to post and…

      Well, let’s just say I’m excited and nervous for you all to see it.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    77. Their Love Carries On

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 77: Their Love Carries On

      Alright, here we go. Thought about this chapter for a long time… nothing else to do but dive in.

    
    

    
      “And you’re sure it’s her?”

      “Positive. I know.”

      “She might just have a similar name. In a big country in a big world, you can’t be surprised that some people share a name.”

      “But they don’t share possessions.” The elderly woman said as she pulled out the magazine. The issue of Sorcerer’s Weekly Magazine has been gaining a lot of attention recently.

      She opened it to a centerfold of a beautiful redhead with a katana and broadsword in her arms.

      “Let’s go.”

    
    

    
      “Rasengan!”

      Naruto’s hand slammed into the trunk of the tree and dug his jutsu into the bark. It wildly exploded, releasing a mass of wind and pressure in every direction from his hand that left grooves and trenches in the tree. After his attack had finished, the whiskered man stared at the results of his tireless effort.

      The same result that had happened over and over while he had been practicing this move.

      “UGH!” He grumbled and moaned into his hands, “Dammit!”

      Erza watched her boyfriend stress and angrily stomp around as he worked out his frustration. At her side Koyuki, Wendy, Carla, Lucy, Happy, and Natsu watched him. The blue Exceed tilted his head puzzlingly at the S-Class Mage’s irritation, “What’s wrong with Naruto? Why is he so angry?”

      “He can’t get a handle on this technique he’s training with.”

      “It isn’t working?” Lucy questioned, sparing a look towards the damaged trees and furrows all his training had caused in the area, “Because it looks like it’s got plenty of attack power already.”

      “But it’s supposed to have more.” Wendy answered, “From what is illustrated in the scroll, it isn’t supposed to be a wild torrent of uncontrollable lashes but a single concentrated orb that can grind and tear through everything in its path.”

      “And from what Naruto told me he saw when dealing with his other self in Edolas, all that power needs to be contained in a sphere that fits in his hand.” Erza continued, “Otherwise it lashes out uncontrollably and won’t work properly.”

      Natsu hummed from the floor where he was leaning back against the log the others sat on, “So just make an orb already. What’s the big deal?”

      “IT’S A BIG DEAL! A VERY BIG DEAL, NATSU! AND IF I COULD I WOULD HAVE ALREADY!” Some of Naruto’s viewers jumped back in surprise when he angrily piped up after hearing them sneakily whisper to each other. The whiskered Mage pulled at his hair in frustration, “BUT THIS SHIT IS RIDICULOUSLY HARD! LIKE LOOKING LEFT AND RIGHT AT THE SAME TIME!”

      Natsu shrugged, “Not really.” The Dragon Slayer said audaciously as he inadvertently caused Naruto to fume and growl more as his anger boiled over. The pink-haired Mage held up his hand and easily created a ball of fire, “Look, done. That’s pretty easy.”

      “It’s not easy with this, Natsu!” Naruto snapped as he held up his hand, ‘First I have to create a rotation!’ His chakra started to spin and rotate quickly in his hand to the point it was becoming visible, “Then I gotta pump up the power!” He covered it with his other hand and added a ton of power to it, causing a flux of wind around him, “Then I need to contain it in a sphere from my chakra! But doing all of that, at the same time, is crazy hard! And then—”

      It burst and blew his hands away from each other, “Ah! Shit!”

      “Well just make a sphere first and then add the stuff in. Wouldn’t that be easier?”

      “I can’t just make spheres with my chakra! It’s super hard!”

      Natsu scoffed, “Well if it’s so hard then what’s the point of doing this? You told me all about this chakra stuff before but it all sounds needlessly complicated. Magic seems way more fun and easy to use. If you can’t do it then just ditch it already and — GAH!” Natsu’s head snapped back when a piece of earth slammed into his face, “WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT?!”

      “I DIDN’T ASK YOU TO WATCH AND I DIDN’T ASK FOR YOUR OPINION!” Naruto barked with veins throbbing in his head, “GET OUT OF HERE, YOU PINK-HAIRED BASTARD!”

      “SCREW YOU, WHISKER DICK!” Natsu spat fire before he rushed off the ground and jumped at Naruto, “THROW DIRT IN MY FACE AND SEE WHAT HAPPENS!”

      “I JUST DID! IT MADE YOU A LITTLE BITCH!”

      The girls watched and sighed in exhaustion as the boys started to brawl with each other. Natsu ignited with flames and tackled Naruto as the blond twisted around and slammed him into the ground. The Dragon Slayer immediately responded by kicking his foot into the blond’s chin and picking himself up. They proceeded to exchange blows with each other and vent their frustrations as they did.

      Carla sighed, “Well, there goes any hope of keeping this training productive. I’d like to say we got somewhere… but that’d be a lie.”

      “Still, I think it’s impressive that Naruto-San has gotten this far with his training already.” Wendy said with admiration in her voice after witnessing each step of the blond’s training process for herself, “I’m sure he’ll find a way to work through this sphere issue.”

      “Yeah! Go Onii-chan!” Koyuki cheered, “You can do it!”

      Lucy chuckled weakly, “Well, I think he’d have a better time working on it if he wasn’t so ‘distracted’.”

      “HOW’D YOU LIKE THAT?!”

      “WEAK SHIT MAN!”

      Erza sighed and stood up from the log, “Well, it’s getting close to sundown. Koyuki, it’s almost bedtime.”

      “Aww.”

      “Koyuki-chan, you should make sure to get your rest.”

      “It’ll help you grow big and strong.”

      The little Senju pouted as they encouraged her to go to bed when there were still fun things going on. Erza stepped away and made her way towards the two battling men as she cracked her knuckles.

      As the sound of her blows landing against them filled the clearing, Lucy, Wendy, and Carla bid their goodbyes. Happy floated over and carried the unconscious Natsu away. Once they were alone, Naruto and Erza took Koyuki by her hands and made their way back home.

    
    

    
      While Naruto was cleaning up the plates from dinner, Erza was putting Koyuki to sleep. The energetic little Senju still wasn’t particularly tired as she sat in Erza’s lap while she combed her hair, “Do I have to go to bed now?”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Can’t I stay up a little longer?”

      “No, you can’t.”

      “I’m not a little girl anymore!”

      “Oh yeah?” Erza playfully smiled as she pulled the little Senju in from her lap and started tickling her, “Because you still seem little to me!”

      “A-Ahahaha!” Despite her pouting, Koyuki couldn’t help but giggle under Erza’s speedy hands tickling under her ribs. The little brunette struggled to resist, “O-Onee-chan! S-Stop — hehehe — stop it!”

      “Alright, if you say so.” Erza pulled her hands back and let her little sister catch her breath. As Koyuki came down from her laughing fit, Erza gently hugged her, “Look, you might not be as little, but you’re still growing. And until you are a little bigger, you need to sleep and grow and stay healthy. Then you can stay up later like you want.”

      Koyuki was still pouting before she leaned back into Erza’s chest and looked up at her, “And then can I stay up with you all at Fairy Hills?”

      The redhead smiled warmly, “That sounds perfect.” Koyuki accepted her big sister’s words and hugged her arms around her, “Do you want a story before going to bed?”

      “Yes please!”

      “What do you want?”

      Koyuki beamed with excitement, “Can you read the journal again?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yep!”

      “Heh, I’ll never get what you find so fascinating about that old book.” Erza said as if she hadn’t pored through it a hundred times before, “Naruto?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can you grab my father’s journal for us?”

      “Sure.” A moment later he poked his head in and tossed it to the bed, “Here you go.”

      Erza leaned into the headboard and Koyuki scooted into her side as she started to rummage through her father’s old journal, “Let’s see~. Which part do you want to hear? My father facing down some traveling thugs for the first time? Meeting my mother?”

      “Onee-chan, what’s this?” Koyuki reached up before Erza could flip the page too fast, “Why does it look like something’s missing?”

      Erza looked down at her father’s journal and noticed a missing portion of pages from the spine that left a small, almost imperceptible space between some pages. It was something Erza only noticed after reading the journal time and time again. Something she told Naruto after he had given it over to her. Some of the pages had been ripped out…

      Pages between her mother’s third trimester and her birth.

      Whatever it was, Erza had never been able to glean why those pages were torn from the entries around it. If they had been on her parents’ bodies when Naruto had found them, he hadn’t been able to find them.

      “Onee-chan?” Koyuki curiously looked up, “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” Erza smiled and flipped the pages over, ‘Alright, we’ll start here.’ She got comfortable with Koyuki and started reading, “I got word from Mura-San that he wanted to take some maintenance on Kusanagi. I think I should ask him to teach me how to take care of it myself.”

    
    

    
      Koyuki let out a long breath, “Hehehe!” She giggled before doing it again, watching her breath show in the cold air as they made their way to the guild, “Hehe, it’s getting cold.”

      “Hey Koyuki, watch this.” Naruto, wearing the orange fox beanie they had gotten him for his birthday, let out a long, powerful breath that turned white in front of his face. As his little sister giggled, Naruto grinned, “Hey, wanna see who can make the most?”

      “Uh-huh!”

      Erza smiled amusingly as she watched them puff out white clouds of breath in front of them in some crazy competition that didn’t have a real result. Even as they started to get wobbly and lightheaded she couldn’t help the giggle slipping out, “Okay you two, try not to pass out or anything.”

      “Okay~.”

      “Got it, Onee-chan~.”

      The trio finally made the last turn and spotted the guild in sight. They made their way over and walked through the entrance—

      “Thank you so much for inviting us in.”

      “Well, we weren’t expecting visitors to be standing outside the entrance when we arrived to open up.”

      “Again, I’m so sorry for troubling you.”

      “Do you know how long you two will be staying?”

      “Not long. We just need to check something out about one of your members and we’ll be on our way.”

      They entered and spotted an unfamiliar duo seated at the counter with Makarov and Mirajane. It was a couple made of a talkative, personable elderly woman and a grouchy, silent old man nursing his drink. Some of the other guild members were listening to the newcomers talk but everyone else seemed to be going about their business like usual.

      “Oh,” Makarov perked up when he spotted them at the entrance and waved them over, “Speak of the devil. Just the lady you wanted to see. Erza, Naruto, Koyuki, get over here. You have guests.”

      As the trio made their way over, the elderly man and woman watched them approach. The lady stood out of her chair, carefully walking over while her eyes were glued to Erza’s form. As she stood in front of the young woman, her eyes started to water and she covered her mouth to silence any rogue sob that might come out. As Erza looked at her bewildered, the old man at the counter sipped his drink and asked, “Is it her?”

      “Yes.” The older woman nodded, “This is Master Kazuya’s daughter.”

      Erza’s eyes widened in surprise as she registered what the older woman said, “Kazuya? You knew my father?”

      “I did. I did, my dear.”

    
    

    
      “You were servants for my father’s family?”

      “Yes, I raised Young Master Kazuya from when he was a boy. I was his caretaker and the head maid of the household.” The older pair sat across from Naruto, Erza, and Koyuki as their other friends hovered around to watch the peculiar reunion, “My name is Meredith. It’s a pleasure to meet you again, Erza-San. You might not remember but I met you once as a toddler when your mother and father came to visit. You were such a spirited and energetic little girl. I could tell you would grow up to be just like your parents.”

      “Thank you,” Erza smiled warmly before she looked at the taciturn man beside her, “And you are?”

      “Muramasa. I was the household forge master and engineer. I was the one who made your father’s katana when he was just a boy.”

      “How did you find Erza?”

      “We got word of a famous guild appearing in Sorcerer’s Weekly that was the buzz of the town. We decided to pick up a copy for ourselves and see what all the fuss was about.”

      “Imagine my surprise when I see one of my greatest creations used as a prop for modeling.” The old man groused as Erza coughed and looked aside with a sweaty expression, “I hope you’re at least maintaining her.”

      “Of course I am. Kusanagi and Excalibur are my parent’s precious blades.” Erza held out her hands and immediately summoned her heirlooms from her Requip space. She placed them over the table for them to see, “I run a whetstone of rough and fine grades over both of them until their edges are perfect.”

      Muramasa quirked an eyebrow before grabbing their hilts and dragging them closer. He started to critically review the swords’ blades, running his fingers over the katana’s length before gently gripping the broadsword’s tip. With a gruff hum, the elderly man nodded, “Rough work, but it’s clear you’ve been doing your best. Still, any more shoddy sharpening and—”

      “Mura-San,” Meredith sternly spoke the old smithy’s name as he went quiet and rolled his eyes, ‘I know you’re an expert, but not everyone will have spent as long as you have perfecting the art. Please stop criticizing them.’ He sighed and turned his attention back to the swords as she smiled, “I’m glad to know you were the person we were looking for. However there is something I can’t quite put my finger on,” Meredith tilted her head, “The young girl Master Kazuya showed us had two brown eyes as a girl. But you have brown and blue.”

      “Oh, yes,” Erza gently touched her blue eye, “This is an artificial eye given to me by the guild’s physician. Due to events prior to me joining the guild, I needed it to continue work as a Mage.”

      “I see. That makes sense. So then, if you don’t mind me asking,” Meredith’s expression was pinched as she looked at the redhead, “Master Kazuya and Lady Erika?”

      …

      Erza solemnly shook her head in response. Meredith let out a disparaging gasp as Muramasa hung his head and sighed. He pushed the blades back across the table to their owner and nodded, “I’m glad these passed onto you.”

      “They didn’t. They were lost with my parents for a long time.” Erza smiled as she sent the blades back into her space. She then motioned to Naruto beside her, “He was the one who found them and brought them back to me.”

      “Naruto Uzumaki. Nice to meet you.”

      Meredith and Muramasa shared a look before the older woman smiled knowingly, “Oh, so this is the young gentleman you’re engaged with. Very nice to meet you, Naruto-San.” She then looked down at the little brunette sitting between them, “And who might this be?”

      “I’m Koyuki Senju!” The young Senju gleefully applied while waving to the elderly couple, “I’m their little sister! I live with them while my mommy is busy with work and come to the guild every day!”

      “Aww, it’s nice to meet you, Koyuki-chan.” Meredith said with a delighted smile as she watched the little girl look up at her older siblings with questions as they smiled and spoke with her. She watched the little family with a warm, relieved smile. Happy to know that even though the poor girl had lost her parents, she had found a home and family to call her own here.

      “Erza-San,” Meredith spoke up, “If it’s not too much trouble, can we keep speaking with you for a little longer?”

      “I don’t mind, but,” Erza looked around, “This guild is a place of business. I’d feel bad if we kept up time and space here just to talk about my matters.”

      Makarov sighed, knowing that he had no problem with family matters being addressed in the guild but also knowing that Erza was too much of a stickler, “Erza!” They looked back at the short Wizard Saint as he waved them off, “You can take the day off to talk with these folks. I know you wanna hold a standard but I can see the eagerness on your face, so you go ahead.”

      “O-Oh.” Erza blushed at being called out so easily but nodded, “Thank you, Master.”

      “Thanks, Jiji!”

      “Thank you Jii-chan!”

      Erza and the others stood up before regarding the older couple, “Meredith-San, Muramasa-San, would you like to join us on a walk around town?”

      “We’d be delighted!”

      “I’d prefer just going back—”

      “Delighted, as I said!”

      “Damn. Alright fine.”

    
    

    
      “I can’t believe you’re already an S-Class Mage at such a young age! Your skills must be prodigious!”

      “Some of it was skill,” Erza humbly said, “But I believe most of my accomplishments come from a mix of perseverance, luck, and help from my friends and guild.”

      Muramasa spared a look at Naruto and Koyuki as they rapidly shook their heads. Koyuki mimed flexing a pair of giant muscles while Naruto violently swung his fists around like bats. The old man nodded sagely as he got the gist of what they were trying to convey.

      “I read from my father’s journal that he came from the Sukimina Foundation, correct? But it fell apart while my father was away, didn’t it?”

      “It did. Shady dealings and poor partner management were the downfall of the business.” Meredith sighed, ‘After that the staff was let go and the old home was sold. Master Kauzya’s father fell into a depression and died a few years later. Master Kazuya still reached out to all of us after we were let go and continued to make his way out in the world on his own.’ She smiled, “That’s why later when he met Lady Erika he would bring her around to us for a visit.”

      “And for maintenance too.” Muramasa added, “I couldn’t stand the idea of someone else keeping my creation up to snuff so I made the young master bring it over now and again. I also got to toy around with that exquisite Excalibur his lady friend was walking around with.”

      Erza smiled hearing that her parents’ blades were so exceptional and well-maintained, “Mura-San, you said that you were the forge master at my father’s home, correct? Did you create other swords like this?”

      “I have, but I still think the Kusanagi is my best work. It was the first time I got to test out both my blacksmith skills and my magic application techniques.”

      That earned a curious look from both Naruto and Erza, “I didn’t know you were a Mage, Mura-San.”

      “Oh yes, Mura-San is especially talented and gifted as a magical blacksmith.” Meredith praised the grouchy old man, “After we had to find new jobs, he helped us make quite a comfortable life by offering his services to forge and enhance equipment and armor.”

      “A magical blacksmith?” Naruto smirked, “Now that sounds like a pretty interesting job.”

      Koyuki brimmed with excitement, “You get to make all kinds of cool weapons and stuff! That sounds like so much fun, Ojii-San!”

      “There’s nothing fun about it, child. I work diligently and dutifully to craft my creations and finish the jobs asked of me.” Muramasa responded, “The fun comes from a satisfactory job done, and my work can help those who ask me for it. So I don’t much appreciate hearing that you’re copying my swords and breaking them all the time, you brat!”

      Naruto avoided meeting the elderly man’s eyes as he frowned. He grumbled to the side, “Sorry, but I was kinda trying to survive back then, so I didn’t take into account your professional integrity.”

      “You should!”

      “I probably won’t.”

      “Mura-San,” Erza quickly interjected before an argument could rise between the old blacksmith and her boyfriend, “If you’re the one who forged my father’s blade and maintained my mother’s, then were you the one that made them capable—”

      “No.” The old smithy quickly and resolutely denied her train of thought, “I’d be honored if I was the one that cast their nullification capabilities on them, but sadly I’m not. Kusanagi’s original ability was to cut a sharper and larger distance than just what the blade was capable of in the first place. The ability to nullify other magics was something someone else added. I’m not sure who it was, but whoever they were their Enchantment was more brilliant and refined than anything I’ve seen before or yet.”

      “I see, so it wasn’t you.”

      “The most I could do was alter it with all the magical techniques I had learned, and the most I could do was refine the Enchantment so that it would only activate for the young master, his wife, and you when you came along.” He shook his head, “I’ve tried for years but I’m still nowhere near the level of those magics.”

      “Mura-San,” Meredith spoke up firmly, “We aren’t here for your self-disparaging. Didn’t you come here to make an offer to the young lady?”

      Muramasa groaned, “Dammit woman, you know nothing of building up suspense or credibility. She just heard I can’t replicate the nullification and you want me to make the offer?” The young Fairies shared a look of confusion as the older couple silently bickered. Muramasa finally sighed and turned to Erza, “I was happy to see those blades again, and I’m relieved they’re in the hands of someone they deserve to be with. But still, it doesn’t sit right with me. Those swords are your inheritance, but you shouldn’t be dealing with hand-me-downs.”

      “What are you saying?”

      The old smithy nodded to her, “If you want, I’d be willing to create a new sword for you. One made especially for you.”

      Naruto and Koyuki gasped and laughed with joy as Erza was still shocked by the offer. Naruto quickly came to her side, “You’re getting a new sword! Isn’t that awesome?!”

      “Onee-chan, congratulations!” Koyuki cheered, “I know if you get another new sword it’s gonna work great with your arsenal!”

      The redhead seemed flustered but quickly bowed her head, “T-Thank you, Mura-San. If you need a commission for this sword—”

      “Oh nonsense,” Meredith waved her offer off, “We’re not going to charge you for the sword.”

      “Hold on, I didn’t go that far! The materials and process of forging—”

      “Are you saying we reach out all the way to find the daughter of the young master just to tell her we’d be willing to charge her for a sword? A sword that would complement and weave together with the heirlooms her beloved parents passed onto her despite their passing? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “…”

      “…”

      “Dammit woman, I don’t know why I bothered marrying you.”

      Meredith smiled victoriously as Muramasa grumbled and cursed under his breath. She faced Erza and the others, “Erza-San, we’re staying in the next town for a few days. Come see us in town tomorrow and Mura-San can get started on your sword. And while he’s doing that we can talk more about your parents and your adventures in the guild. What do you say?”

      Erza was honored by the offer and looked to Naruto and Koyuki for guidance. She shouldn’t have been surprised to see looks of excitement and agreement on their faces as they nodded that she should take the offer. The redhead smiled and gently bowed to the older pair, “Yes, I’d be honored if you did that.”

      “Wonderful!”

      “Come by tomorrow,” Muramasa said as he and Meredith started making their home, ‘We can take the necessary measurements and precautions for how you want your sword.’ The older blacksmith gave her a respectful nod that she returned in kind, “I hope to give you a blade that can match your skill.”

      “Goodbye, everyone!” Meredith waved them goodbye as they started heading towards the train, “We’ll see you tomorrow!”

      Erza waved to them with a smile on her face. The idea of a brand new sword forged by the man who made her father’s and honed her mother’s got her feeling all giddy. And being able to share more stories with the older woman about her parents and her own life left a warm feeling in her stomach.

      But most importantly… maybe she could settle this uneasy feeling in her gut. And put to bed the doubts she had when those missing pages from her father’s journal came to mind.

    
    

    
      “I can’t believe you offered her the sword without any payment.”

      “I can’t believe you would want to charge her. After everything she’s done and gone through, the least we can do is offer her a powerful weapon.” Muramasa sighed but relented that there was a certain feeling of content in being able to give the redhead a masterpiece. Meredith smiled happily while staring up at the sky, “I knew it was her. I’m so glad I was right. It had been so long since we saw that little toddler with Young Master Kazuya and Lady Erika.”

      “And now she’s a grown woman with a new family and a sparkling reputation as one of the strongest Mages in Fiore.”

      “I’m just glad to see she’s taken after her parents.” Meredith smiled warmly, “Having Lady Erika’s passion and fierceness, while tempered by Young Master’s fortitude and clarity. Knowing she’s okay…” Her eyes welled up and she quickly dried them, “I’m so happy she’s okay.”

      “Will you tell her tomorrow?” Meredith stilled while Muramasa looked at her. He sighed, “You wanted to let her know, didn’t you?”

      “I-I did, but now it just seems unnecessary. And cruel. A-After everything she’s gone through, there’s no need to even bring it up.” Meredith made the excuses while sitting across from her partner. Muramasa’s expression wasn’t judgmental but Meredith still felt guilty as she hung her head, “I can’t tell her.”

      “I understand… but if she ever asks… you have a responsibility to tell her. Or I can if you want.”

      Meredith sniffled and let out a giggle, “No offense, Mura-San, but you have the grace and social tact of… well a blacksmith’s hammer.”

      “Then it’s probably best you be the one that talks with her.”

      “Heh, twist my arm more why don’t you?” The train dinged as they arrived at their stop. The elderly couple got out of their seats and made for the car exit, “Tomorrow when Erza-San comes over, I’ll speak with her. And if she—”

      The doors opened, shadows towered over the pair, and they were grabbed before they had a chance to react.

    
    

    
      Koyuki looked away from the window while watching the landscape rush by to turn to her older sister, “You want to ask her about the missing pages?”

      “That’s right.” Erza nodded, “I thought if anyone knew what my father wrote in those pages, it would be people that knew him.”

      Naruto looked apprehensive, “Still, there’s a chance they might not. So temper your expectations.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m not going to go in there expecting the world. Honestly, I’ll just be happy to talk with Meredith-San some more.” Her eyes sparkled like diamonds, “And I want to see what kind of sword Mura-San makes for me.”

      “Me too!” Koyuki grinned, “I hope it’s pretty and strong! I hope it works well with all of your inventory, Onee-chan!”

      Naruto was also giddy with anticipation, “Hey, you think if I show him my black blade, he can forge something similar?”

      Erza giggled, “I doubt it. That thing completely nullifies magic even without pumping in magical power like my parent’s blades. That thing is one of a kind made from dragon scales.”

      “Yeah, guess you’re right. The sheath on it is the only reason I can even get it in the Requip space.” The blond sighed before his enthusiasm pulsed again, “Oh, maybe it could be like a mega huge sword! Like one you have to use your giant armor to even wield!”

      Koyuki laughed, “That’d be so cool!”

      “I know, right!”

      As she listened to the two of them keep workshopping ideas, Erza couldn’t help but be glad that they had accompanied her on this trip. Having Naruto and Koyuki around always did leave her more at ease, and considering how anxious this meeting had made her all last night, that relief was needed.

      The train came to a slow and steady stop as it arrived at the station. Koyuki immediately jumped out of her seat and ran for the exits with a bright smile as Naruto and Erza got up to follow her. The whiskered blond stopped for a moment and held Erza’s shoulder, “Hey, are you gonna be okay?”

      “What’s with you? Didn’t you just tell me to temper my expectations?”

      “Yeah, I did,” The blond man spoke softly, “But if she does tell you what the missing pages are about and it’s something important, will you be okay?”

      Erza stood still for a moment before closing her eyes to steel herself, “I’m not sure. I suppose I’ll find out after I ask.” She felt the hair on her head shift around and looked up in surprise when Naruto laid a kiss on her forehead. When he looked down at her with a smile, a faint pink dusting covered her cheeks at the idea that he found something amusing about what she said, “W-What is it?”

      “Nothing. Just letting you know we’re here if you need us.” With a chuckle, he smiled at her childish pout and made his way out of the car, “C’mon, no reason to leave them waiting. Koyuki! Wait for us—”

      “Um, I think something happened here.”

      Naruto and Erza quickly rushed to the exit and found Koyuki standing just outside the train car’s door. And they quickly saw what the young Senju was referring to when they spotted the damages and subsequent cleaning that was going on in the town square.

      They quickly made their way to see the extent of the damage. Naruto spotted someone helping out and spoke up, “Hey, excuse me! What happened here?”

      “Oh, you lot tourists or something?” The tired man cracked his back and sighed, “Sorry but I don’t think you’re gonna get much out of the town today. Yesterday we were raided by the Armed Legion.”

      “Armed Legion?”

      “Yeah, some new gang filled with people obsessed with weapons and armor to make themselves stronger. They charged into the town yesterday wrecking up the streets and stores. Kept demanding us to tell them where they could find the skilled blacksmith staying here. I didn’t know what they were talking about but I hear they took some people with them when they finally decided to leave.”

      Naruto looked back at Erza as her brow furrowed in frustration. She clicked her teeth and scowled, “How dare they.”

    
    

    
      “I won’t do it.”

      “I’m not giving you a choice! Do what we tell you to do! Now!”

      “Yeah, tell him, Boss!”

      “Get it through his thick skull!”

      “You can do it, ma’am!”

      Meredith and Muramasa were tied up in a small camp made by the Armed Legion after their capture last night. Once the sun had risen and morning had come, the gang members had surrounded the elderly couple with requests and demands for weapons and armor fitting his renowned status. His responses to this tense and terrifying situation were—

      “I told you no!”

      “Dammit, old man!” A scowling woman with white hair cursed the old blacksmith while standing over him threateningly. She gripped the hilt of the sword attached to her hip and snarled, “You are going to do what we asked of you! This isn’t a negotiation!”

      “I know it’s not! And my answer will always be no!”

      Meredith sighed beside her captured husband, “Dearie, there’s no point arguing with Mura-San like this. Once he’s dug his feet in on something like this, there’s no convincing him.”

      The criminal leader started grinding her teeth in frustration. Her eyes started to twitch, “W-We’re holding them hostage. Holding them hostage and they still say no. I-I can’t believe—”

      “Boss,” Her second-in-command came to her side and whispered, “I know we were looking for this guy, but it kinda feels like we’re beating our heads against a brick wall. There are bound to be other blacksmiths with magical abilities like his.”

      “But none of them are as good!” She snapped, forcing him to back away for safety as she gritted her teeth, “Dammit old man if you’re not going to cooperate—”

      “IYAH!”

      “Meredith!”

      The criminal leader grabbed Meredith and pulled her up before grabbing the hilt of her sword. Muramasa froze at the implication as the swordswoman barked, “I’m not going to ask you again! I want you to enhance our inventory and forge new weapons for us! And I want you to modify the suit of armor we showed you!”

      “And I told you no!” Muramasa grumbled as he shook his head, ‘First, I won’t willingly supply your gang when I know you’ll just turn around and use them to hurt and rob innocent people! And second, I can’t do what you ask of me!’ He looked back at the wagon carrying the extraordinary armor the gang had recovered and shook his head, “That piece of armor is too powerful and remarkable for me to fiddle with it! Making the magical requirements to wield it lower would just ruin or destroy the armor completely! It’s pointless!”

      “Then you’re gonna need to make it work, old man,” The leader said threateningly while she pulled Meredith in closer and started drawing out her sword, “Otherwise…”

      “N-No!”

      “Don’t do it!”

      “Yeah, can you stop?”

      “We don’t appreciate that.”

      Everyone in the Armed Legion looked back in shock when they found a red-haired woman, blond man, and brunette child now standing in their crowd. They jumped away from the sudden arrivals, “W-What the—”

      “Who the hell are they?!”

      “Ah! Erza-San! Naruto-San!” Meredith called out in relief when she saw the two Mages, ’You came!”

      “Erza? And Naruto?” The criminal leader repeated before looking at the couple one more time. Her eyes widened in shock, “Oh my god.”

      “It-It’s Titania!”

      “A-And the Hunter!”

      “The S-Class Mages of Fairy Tail!”

      “I saw them all over that issue of Sorcerer’s Weekly!”

      “They’re so strong!”

      “And that redhead is crazy hot!”

      “The blond guy does it for me more honestly.”

      As Erza and Naruto blushed at the bits and pieces of compliments they were picking up from the crowd of criminals, the swordswoman couldn’t help the nervous but excited smile that appeared on her face, “I-I can’t believe it. They sent two of the strongest S-Class Mages in the country to find us! A-Ahaha! Boys,” She announced across the crowd, “We’re moving up in the world! We’re famous enough to be chased by big names like this!”

      “Woohoo!”

      “Go us!”

      “Not sure if this is something we should celebrate but fuck it I’m happy!”

      “Finally! People around Fiore are going to start recognizing us! They’ll start to fear and respect the Armed Legion, and they’ll tremble when they hear the name of its leader! The illustrious—”

      “We aren’t here for a request.”

      “What’s that?”

      “This ain’t a job.” Naruto pointed over to the old couple, “Those are our friends and you kidnapped them. We’re here to get them back.”

      “Yeah!” Koyuki exclaimed, “Surrender the hostages and you’ll only receive a minor butt-whopping!”

      …

      The other members of the Armed Legion looked over in fright as they saw their leader stumble on her feet and hang her head in defeat, “Oh crap! The boss received mental damage again!”

      “It’s okay, Boss! Push on!”

      “We’ll gain infamy someday soon!”

      “Ugh, dammit!” She spat and straightened back up again, drawing her sword and holding it out in front of Meredith as the former servant let out a frightful gasp, ‘Hold them back!’ She started retreating with Meredith in tow, “Put them down and grab the blacksmith!”

      As the other gang members started to collect their weapons and armor, Erza sent Naruto a look, “You’ll be fine here?”

      “Go,” He smirked while cracking his knuckles, “Catch her.”

      Erza rushed forward without another second wasted, weaving through the grasping hands and swinging weapons trying to stop her. The redhead emerged from the other side and chased after the swordswoman and her hostage.

      Naruto grinned as he rushed into the crowd of criminals with his fists chambered at his side. He spotted the man who had been most closely working with the leader and slid in, chambering his punch before throwing it and nearly doubling the man over with his fist in his stomach.

      But he was surprised when he heard a cocky chuckle come out of the thug he attacked.

      “A punch like that — JUST ISN’T ENOUGH!”

      A shockwave burst off his body and Naruto was forced to flip back until he was steady on his feet. The blond Fairy spotted the magnificent armor the right-hand man was wearing now revealed through the torn clothes. And after a moment he looked around and spotted similar styles of armor and weapons now worn by every member of the Armed Legion.

      “Face it, S-Class, you’re outmatched.”

      “Kid,” Muramasa called out while Koyuki helped him cut his restraints, “Their armors make them resistant to hits!”

      “Onii-chan, be careful!” Koyuki called out in worry.

      Surrounded by a gang of 20 or 30 criminals all armed with weapons and armor to protect themselves. And his standard punches didn’t seem like they were gonna break through. He could pull out his sword and cut them down? Or maybe add a little more power to his strike to see if the armor could crack?

      An excited smirk stretched across his face as he was surrounded by the Armed Legion, “If my usual attacks don’t work…” He held up his hand as a rotation started forming in his palm, “I guess I’m gonna have to finally make this damn jutsu work for me. And what better training than live combat?”

    
    

    
      Erza rushed down the road and banked into the forest where she saw the criminal drag Meredith along with her. She chased after them through the trees, her visibility shot as the thicket and bushes made it impossible to see. Even so, the Fairy Queen rushed forward to try and find her friend—

      Only for a sword to suddenly jute out at eye-level to cut her.

      Erza barely leaned back, a few strands of her scarlet hair getting cut along the blade before she dug her feet in and slid to a stop.

      “Erza-San!” Meredith cried out, “Be careful!”

      Erza’s eyes narrowed in focus as the leader smirked and turned her long sword in her hand. The knight quickly whipped her hand out and summoned a blade from her Requip to meet the criminal in combat. The red-haired and white-haired sword-wielders faced each other down with their blades at the ready. A steady wind rustles the trees and leaves around them.

      They rushed in at each other, Erza taking the first strike as a blinding swing aimed at the criminal’s chest. But the leader jumped back to avoid her, stepping in and aiming a thrust for the redhead’s face. Erza slipped aside again and started rapidly swinging, forcing the criminal to retreat and step back to avoid being slashed to ribbons. The white-haired woman retaliated and stepped forward with a swing as Erza blocked—

      Only for her weapon to burst into pieces the instant their blades touched.

      Erza’s eyes shot open in surprise as the broken pieces of her sword flew up by her face. And Meredith gasped in horror as the leader’s sword turned and swiped back for Erza’s head. The redhead immediately raised her armored arm to block the sword, her vambrace, and gauntlet instantly shattering to pieces as well. She had to desperately lean aside as the tip of the sword cut along her cheek.

      With a small line of blood running down under her eyes, Erza narrowed her gaze at the white-haired criminal. She hefted up her sword with a smirk as a glow settled over the length of it, “This sword shatters other weapons and armor. So, Titania, got anything else to show me?”

    
    

    
      These guys had numbers and coordination working for them. If they had been facing anyone else, they probably would have already overwhelmed them with numbers and attacks.

      But Naruto was swift. He had faced greater numbers and far stronger opponents from his years in the guild. His skills and experience were already figuring out the best ways to handle the horde of armored men and women that he faced. However, the problem was not that he couldn’t handle the people he was facing…

      “C’mon! C’MON!” Naruto viciously barked, a small trail of blood running from the corner of his lip along with a severely bruised cheek. He raised his hand, his fingers tensing up around his palm as a powerful rotation started to form. He concentrated and concentrated to make it take form before he rushed to the closest criminal and attacked, “RASENGAN!”

      Again his jutsu slammed into the breastplate of the Armed Legion, the grating sound of rapidly spinning chakra crashing against sturdy metal nearly deafening everyone that could hear it. Yet again the jutsu could not take form, the chakra exploding in tendrils and waves to only minimal damage to the armor.

      “Oh fuck me — UGH!”

      Again, another armored fist dug into his cheek and knocked Naruto back a few feet. The whiskered blond hissed and spat out a drop of blood as the rest of the Armed Legion heckled and laughed at him.

      Muramasa growled from his and Koyuki’s hiding spot, “Okay, I don’t know what you are doing, but it isn’t working! I don’t want to tell you how to fight but this might be the point where you need to try! Something! DIFFERENT!”

      “He’s right!” Naruto’s head sunk deeper as even Koyuki agreed with the old smithy, “Onii-chan, I know you wanna make this technique work as best you can, but this is a serious situation and we need you to take it seriously!”

      “If this is all an S-Class has to offer, I think the boss will be glad to know we can handle them no problem!”

      “You got that right!”

      “We’ll have control of Fiore by the end of the month!”

      Naruto gritted his teeth and grumbled in frustration. Not because of the armored thugs that surrounded him. Not because of the pain in his cheek from the repeated hits. Not even because of the danger this situation might pose.

      But because he still hadn’t figured out this fucking jutsu!

      This was his thing! Whenever he was pressed into the corner or pushed to the wall, he figured out how to overcome the situation! He thought if he did that now he could finally make a breakthrough in solidifying the Rasengan and completing the technique! But instead — like usual — THE DAMN THING WOULDN’T STAY CONTAINED!

      He would admit he wasn’t the smartest guy in the guild. Hell, he might have been one of the dumbest — which was a very low bar for his guildmates — but he refused to believe this was that hard of a technique to figure out! Was the three-year expectancy for completing this jutsu just based on making a goddamn sphere in his hand?!

      He could just see his other self laughing condescendingly at him and mocking his failure! Along with Laxus and Jellal who were just so much better and so much more competent! And Erza would say she wasn’t mad at him for failing, just disappointed! And even Natsu was haunting his thoughts, picking his nose and telling him how much easier it was just to wield magic!

      Yeah, he knew that! In the first few months of learning magic, he could already—

      …

      “Oh,” Naruto groaned and palmed his face as he muffled his moaning, “Dammit. Goddamn — shit — dammit. J-Just dammit all!”

      “O-Onii-chan?”

      “Dammit, kid, keep your head!”

      “Alright, enough of this.” The right-hand man stepped up, rotating his shoulder as the pieces of his armor clicked together with each move, ‘We should settle this already and get on with it! We still need to alter that super armor we found!’ He rushed into the distracted blond’s side, “This is the—”

      Naruto’s hand effortlessly whipped up and caught the punch before it had any chance of touching him. Everyone stared at the sudden catch with shocked blank faces. The right-hand man looked bewildered for a moment before trying to yank his fist out of Naruto’s grip. After a moment of failed attempts, he growled and yanked, “H-Hey, let go! W-Why can’t I get out?! How—”

      “I was just trying to learn the damn jutsu.” They went quiet as they heard Naruto mumble to himself, “I mean it’s important to me. It’s part of my legacy. My dad made the damn thing after all. And can’t you just imagine my other self pointing and laughing at me for failing to learn the jutsu he perfected?”

      “Y-Your other self?” The right-hand man tilted his head, “I-I feel like there’s some context here I might be missing—”

      “But now I’ve got an idea! An idea to get around the wall I’m hitting!” Naruto grits his teeth in frustration, “But I just know it’s gonna be considered cheating! And not the real way to do it! But I can’t just wait years to figure this out! So until I can do that jutsu properly…”

      His other hand whipped down at his side, “I JUST GOTTA MAKE DUE!”

      His rotation and power started to form in his palm. And after they did, the magical glow of his Armor started appearing over his arm. His magic shifted up his arm and formed an orb over his hand that contained the spiraling chakra inside it.

      Naruto stomped his foot down, twisted his body, and slammed the ball of magic and chakra into the criminal’s breastplate, “ARMORED—”

      The thug gasped in pain as he felt the ball of hardened, concentrated magic dent and break through his armor. And when the ball of magic started to open up—

      “RASENGAN!”

      The wildly spinning chakra burst out of its magical confines and swallowed up the armored thug for a moment. Everyone could only watch in shock before the jutsu burst open and sent the right-hand man flying into the crowd of his subordinates. His flying unconscious form blasted through the crowd and knocked out more than half of the Armed Legion before he finally came to a stop.

      Everyone stared at the path of destruction in utter disbelief. And their gazes slowly turned back to the whiskered blond that caused all the mayhem.

      With a sigh of relief Naruto lowered his hand and stared at his palm, “Okay, I guess that works for now. Someday I’ll get it right but this can do me. Although… I guess if I want to make sure…”

      Naruto created another orb of magic and chakra in his hand that caused the surrounding criminals to pale and cry in fear. The blond only smirked in response, “I should practice some more, right?”

    
    

    
      Erza kept on her toes and jumped back, another broken hilt in her hand and the crumbled pieces of her sword littering the grass by her feet. More pieces of her armor had been slashed and burst open. She was left in just her black undershirt and with a shoulder pauldron left on her left arm. The cut on her cheek had since stopped bleeding, but with her opponent’s weapon able to shatter weapons and armor on contact, the S-Class redhead didn’t have many other moves to pull in this confrontation.

      “Hehehe. Ahahahaha!” The leader cackled victoriously as she looked down at the Fairy Queen forced on the back foot during their battle. She reveled at the sight of the pieces of broken metal that littered the ground, “I guess even the great Titania isn’t enough to handle the leader of the Armed Legion! Soon my name will spread far and wide as the vanquisher of Fairies! The great—”

      “Erza-San, please just run!” Meredith interrupted, a desperate look on her face as she pleaded to the fighting redhead, “Don’t risk your life for me!”

      “H-Hey, don’t interrupt my speech again!”

      Erza looked down at the broken weapon in her hand before sparing a look at the sword in her opponent’s grasp. It seemed like using weapons was just going to be a waste of resources at this rate. They’d just keep shattering against the mystic blade. Perhaps she could blindside her opponent with a speedy armor? Or overwhelm her with an onslaught of swords sent in her direction?

      Then again, the simplest choice might be the most effective.

      Erza summoned another blade from her Requip space, “Prepare yourself!” She stood up and took a stance with her sword, “I’ll end this with the next move! A move I learned from my parent!”

      “Oho,” The Armed Legion leader smirked and took her stance as well, “If you want to keep throwing your swords against me, I’ll be more than happy to answer you!”

      Meredith watched with bated breath as the two swordswomen stood across from each other with their bodies tensed. A move she learned from her parent? Was it some kind of sword technique passed down to her from Young Master Kazuya? How was it going to help against a weapon that destroyed other weapons?

      …

      The two women rushed at each other and swung their swords. Erza’s blade clashed with the leader’s and again shattered to pieces. The white-haired criminal smirked and knew she had won—

      Only to look over in time to see Erza slip in by her flank with a glowing fist chambered at her side.

      Meredith bonked herself on the head. Of course! The other parent.

      “HA!”

      Erza buried her Armor fist into the woman’s cheek and sent her flying into a tree. The trunk of the tree exploded with her impact and toppled over along with the sword that was cracked under the weight of her punch and the tree. As the dust started to settle the Armed Legion leader was laid out across the ground unconscious.

      Erza rubbed her wrist, “Well, honestly, that feels more like a move my boyfriend would do, but he got the idea from my mother so it still counts.”

      Meredith blinked in surprise as the result of the fight still ran through her mind. Once the reality of their victory was clear, she smiled and sat up in relief, “I didn’t know you learned your mother’s magic.”

      “I read that journal more times than I can count. Father’s recounting of the Armor magic Mother used was simple to follow.” Erza responded with a small smile as she walked over and cut Meredith’s restraints, “I even learned his Copy magic too, but I can’t use it as well as Naruto does. I prefer durable blades in a fight, and he’s built a fighting style around expendable weapons to open up combat. But still, I wasn’t going to pass up an opportunity to learn their magic.”

      A warm and grateful smile appeared on Meredith’s face. And yet for a moment, Erza spotted something else mixed in her features that was quickly hidden. It seemed like… reluctance.

      Erza pushed the observation aside and picked up the rope to bind the Armed Legion leader before she woke up.

    
    

    
      Muramasa whistled as he inspected the black blade Naruto had given him. The expert craftsman gave it a once over and nodded, “This might be one of the finest swords I’ve ever seen forged.”

      “So do you think—”

      “There’s no way I’ll be able to copy it.”

      “Shit.”

      “Told you, Onii-chan.”

      Muramasa handed the blade back to Naruto, “Not only is it made of some material I’ve never seen, but it used some strange type of forging method along the way.” The old smithy took his spot next to Koyuki on some supply boxes the Armed Legion had carried with them while on the run, “Something ancient and peculiar. Maybe a specific kind of magic style, or Lost Magic, or even alchemy.”

      “Story goes that it was forged from a dragon scale, used lava from a volcano, and several blacksmiths died in the process.”

      “Then yeah, I can’t do it.”

      Koyuki sighed and got up from her seat, “See, I told you it was too much to ask.” The little Senju walked to the back of the wagon and tilted her head curiously. Taking a page out of her older brother’s book, she didn’t hesitate to stick her head inside and take a gander at what was in there, ‘Whoa!’ The two men looked over as the young girl pulled her head out with a wide smile, “I found something super cool!”

      “Oh right, that thing.” Muramasa picked himself up and made his way over to the back of the wagon, “That’s the whole reason they kidnapped me in the first place. They wanted me to modify that armor so it could be more easily used by them. I wasn’t about to deface a glorious piece of work like that.”

      Naruto followed behind and pulled the flap back to look inside. He got a look at it and whistled, “Uh, Erza’s more of an armored person than I am, but that thing is pretty awesome, right?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Does it have a name?”

      “The Nakagami armor.”

      “Hmm…” Naruto hummed before smirking, “A new sword and a new set of armor? Oh, I bet that would make this quite a trip~.”

    
    

    
      “Thank you so much for coming for us!”

      Erza smiled and tried to ease the older woman bowing her head so deeply, “It’s no trouble, Meredith-San. Of course, we were going to come and help you both. I’m just glad we got here before you two were hurt.” The Fairy Mage easily hefted the unconscious criminal over her shoulder and nodded in the direction they came from, “Let’s go. We should go meet with the others.”

      Meredith sighed in relief as they made their way through the forest and back to their loved ones. The former servant clapped her hands and smiled, “Well, now that this whole matter has been settled, we can finally head back to the town and relax. I’m sure Mura-San has been coming up with forging methods to make your new sword. After getting barked at by all these young hooligans I’ll bet he’ll be looking forward to making a weapon he’ll be proud of. And while he’s doing that we can have some dessert and go around the—”

      “Meredith-San,” The older woman paused as Erza’s voice spoke quietly but with firmness, “There’s a portion of my father’s journal that is missing. Several pages. Pages that I think go through the range of my birth. Do you know what that is about?”

      Erza immediately noticed the tense look on the older woman’s face when she made that inquiry. The greying woman looked aside, casting her gaze away from the redhead to avoid her eyes. As the older woman seemed to wrestle with what to say, if anything at all, Erza spoke up, “Meredith-San, if you know something please tell me.”

      “I-I…” She stammered, “I don’t know if that will be for the best. If I told you — if you knew… t-then—”

      “Please,” She looked up and saw Erza’s complicated expression, “Even if it’s something that would hurt… I have to know.”

      …

      “Young Master Kazuya and Lady Erika told us they were going to stop by a small town as they waited for the arrival day to approach. We waited with bated breath for news for days. Then we got word and…” Meredith paused, covering her mouth to stifle a quiet sob as she turned away, “Your parents… t-they… I-I can’t—”

      “They’re not my parents, are they? At least… I’m not their biological daughter.”

      Meredith turned and looked at Erza in shock as the young redhead looked at her with a reserved measured silence. She looked at Erza in disbelief, “Y-You knew?”

      “No… but I always felt like there was something off that I couldn’t explain. Something I couldn’t figure out. Then one day when I was looking at a picture I found of them with me as a baby… I couldn’t help but notice…” Erza touched her face, “The older I got… the more I didn’t look like either of them.”

      …

      “It was a tragedy. A tragedy that just happens sometimes. One no one could do anything about.” Meredith sobbed as she dried her eyes, ‘There were complications in the birth, a-and the baby they had been waiting for… she never came.’ She caught her breath and looked up at Erza with watery eyes, “We tried to reach out to them. Speak with them. But for weeks they went missing. We didn’t know what happened to them. No one did. We thought the worst. And there was nothing we could do.”

      “But then one day they came back. They finally answered our letters and told us there wasn’t anything to worry about. When we saw them again…” Erza swallowed the lump in her throat, “They had a baby in their arms. A beautiful little girl with wonderful red hair. So bright and happy, already giggling and crying like a healthy baby should. And her name… was the name they had wanted to give the daughter they never got to meet.”

      “Where… where did I come from?”

      “They never told us. All we could glean from our conversation with them was that you had been left behind, and they picked you up to take you in. I-I think that secret disappeared with them. And wherever those missing pages are I don’t know either.” Meredith rubbed her eyes, now puffy and red as she looked at Erza, “I didn’t want to tell you this. I was scared that if you learned the truth about this, then you might think badly of them. That your thoughts of them might turn knowing they weren’t your original parents. All I know is that after they took you in… I had never seen a family so happy and content. They loved you as much as any parent could love their child. Erza-San… please never question that.”

      Erza stood silently, still contemplating everything she had been told. The thoughts and feelings she had about her parents were being put into question by the idea that they were never originally her parents. Erza closed her eyes…

      And turned to make her way back to the camp.

      Meredith sniffled and dried her face as she worriedly followed after the S-Class Mage.

    
    

    
      When they all reunited, they carried the unconscious Armed Legion back into town and handed them over to the authorities. After that, they relaxed and got some food to ease the tension of the evening. Erza had been surprised to find not only was Muramasa still offering to create a blade for her, but that they had found a remarkable armor that she could take if she felt so inclined.

      One look at the thing and she knew she found a match.

      She spoke with the old blacksmith and they came to a consensus about what the new sword would entail. And so he started to hammer and work away on it until it was finished.

      Meanwhile, the moment they reunited, Naruto and Koyuki could tell something had happened to Erza. If not simply because they knew the redhead so intimately that they could tell something was wrong then by the fact that Meredith’s eyes were still quite puffy when they returned.

      Erza had told them that she just needed some time to get her thoughts in order. And then when she was ready she would tell them.

      It only took a day for her to get around to it. While Muramasa was working at the forge and Meredith was preparing dinner for the night, Erza sat with Naruto and Koyuki and told them what she had learned.

      They looked stunned by the information Erza had dropped on them. Naruto’s eyes were wide in shock, trying to find something to say but unable to form any words at the moment.

      Erza noticed his struggle, “It’s okay.”

      “I-I just don’t know what to say.” Naruto shook his head, “I had no idea. And you expected it?”

      “I didn’t expect it. I just… had a feeling something was wrong.” Erza tightly hugged Koyuki in her lap, resting her chin in the younger girl’s hair as she squeezed Erza’s arms in return, “Those pages that were ripped out had to be about something important. And I kept wracking my brain trying to figure out what they were about. I started coming up with ideas of what it could be, and this was one of them.”

      Naruto looked at his girlfriend sadly. He remembered back in their days in the Tower of Heaven, the only thing she wanted to do was find her parents and understand where she came from. Seeing her have a goal and dream, even in that terrible and desolate place put some hope in their hearts that someday they might find a way out.

      When Naruto finally found the bodies of her parents and discovered their identities, he dreaded the idea of telling her the truth. And when he saw the heartbreak on her face when she learned of her parent’s fate, he had to console her as one of her dearest dreams crumbled away before she ever had a chance to follow it.

      But to now find out the parents she had longed for her whole life weren’t her biological set… must have left her reeling. He could understand why she had wanted a day to try and sort through everything she had experienced. Naruto hesitated, not sure how to bring up—

      “Onee-chan,” Koyuki leaned back into Erza’s body and looked up at her older sister, ‘Are you okay?’ The little Senju asked sincerely while looking saddened by the story they had just been told, “Hearing about your mommy and daddy like this probably makes you sad, right?”

      Erza looked between her two loved ones with a quiet, pensive expression. But it slowly morphed into a warm, fond smile as she patted Koyuki on the head, “Actually, Koyuki, after thinking about it for a while, I realized… it doesn’t matter.”

      Naruto’s eyes widened as Koyuki innocently tilted her head, “It doesn’t?”

      “Nope. Not at all.” The armored Mage shook her head, “You see when I was your age all I wanted was to find my parents. To discover where I came from and who I was. It was the only thing I focused on for years. And when I arrived at Fairy Tail, I wanted to keep aspiring to find them. But when Naruto brought me the journal and told me what happened to them, I was sad. I would never get to find them and meet them. I thought all I would have of them was that journal and their story. But the older I got… the more I realized it wasn’t just the journal. Or the blades they left behind. It was… so much more than that.”

      “They showed me what it was like to feel loved. To feel protected. To feel wanted and adored. They might not have been my blood parents, but looking back I couldn’t imagine what else could be expected from your family than what they gave me.” Erza smiled warmly, “They’re the ones that gave me a name and took me in. That loved me unconditionally. When I thought I was passing from the world, they were the ones that appeared before me. Embraced me and told me I still had a long life of living and loving to look forward to before I could move on. That they wanted children and grandchildren to meet one day.”

      “And that love they gave me was as genuine as possible. And I know that because I feel it even to this day.” Erza leaned back, closing her eyes contently and letting the wind start to pick up and billow her hair, ‘Master is like a father to me now, guiding me and giving me a home. Mahiro is like a mother to me too, watching over me and helping me when I’m lost or confused. I have a whole guild of people I can trust. I have a best friend who I can love.’ She poked the cheeks of the girl in her lap to make her giggle, “And I have a little sister I get to see every day.”

      “I don’t know where I came from… but I know where I am now. And the people who helped me get there. All of them. My mother and father were the parents who set me on this path… and I love them every day for it.”

      Koyuki smiled brightly and Naruto felt a warm lightness in his chest watching the woman he loved smile with such certainty. The unease and worry that had settled in his chest had steadily evaporated as he listened to her assure them that her feelings never wavered.

      The loud sound of sniffling drew their attention to the door to find Meredith coming outside to find them, snot threatening to come out of her nose as happy tears welled up in her eyes. The older woman kept as much composure as she could before smiling, “M-Mura-San is at a critical part of the forging process and would like you to be present.”

      The trio made their way in, immediately noting the intense heat of the room as the forge blazed. Muramasa had a bandana wrapped around his head to soak up the sweat coming from his forehead. He beckoned Erza over and pointed down to the blazing hot metal sitting between a batch of coals, “I’m going to quench the blade in a moment, so there’s a process to this that I would like your help in. I learned that a few drops of blood can integrate with the metal during the process and can give it a boost in power if the person is strong enough. If you ain’t squeamish, a few drops could go a long way.”

      Erza showed no hesitation as she took a sterilized knife and poked her finger until it started to draw blood. She felt a tap on her shoulder and found Naruto and Koyuki eager to join in the process. Erza smiled and nodded, all three of them poking their fingers to draw blood before they started applying pressure to their fingers and letting the drops of blood fizzle atop the blazing hot steel.

      Hours of more work took place. Koyuki started nodding off while Naruto stayed up with Erza to watch the blade refining process take place. However, the time came when the process was finished and the sword was ready.

      Benizakura.

      A beautiful katana with a wave finish, straight edge, and a pinkish red hue to the steel from the mix of blood Muramasa had added.

      Erza stepped out into the windy outdoors and held her new blade in its sheath. As the cold front rushed over them, Muramasa called out, “That blade has an extremely high upper limit for magic. The more you channel into it, the stronger its cutting and destructive force. It should become your greatest offensive weapon.”

      Erza stood outside and let the powerful wind rush over her. She gripped the handle of her katana, pushing her magic into it to become stronger and fiercer. With a single calm exhale—

      She slashed upward before sheathing her sword again.

      Everyone stared at the redhead in shock before they felt the wind start to slowly subside. A calm serenity filled the cold air as Erza slowly turned to face them with a joyous smile. They cheered and clapped seeing the wonderful new creation in the hands of someone who could wield it properly.

      “Thank you,” Erza bowed her head deeply, “All of you. For everything.”

    
    

    
      Erza exchanged information with Meredith-San and Mura-San so that they could keep communicating in the future. Mura-San immediately smacked my hands when I reached out to touch Erza’s new sword and told me I wasn’t allowed to make a copy of it. I wasn’t even gonna try!

      I might do it now but it’ll probably take some time to convince Erza to let me.

      I was surprised to learn that Erza’s parents weren’t the ones that gave birth to her. But I’m happy to know she still loves them and considers them the parents she always knew.

      It also helped me put into perspective some of the things that have been on my mind recently.

      Since I finally found out who my parents were, trying to figure out the kind of people they may have been has lingered in my mind. How they thought of me. What could have happened to them? Why Kurama was sealed inside my body? These were all questions I had no answers to, and trying to figure out if these things were done out of love or malice kept pricking me in the brain. After all, Lily said that families differ from person to person.

      But Erza reminded me that sometimes even though we don’t know where we might begin, that doesn’t deter us from what we have around us now. I’m surrounded by my friends and loved ones. I have a life I can be thankful for and proud of. According to my other self, my parents were kind, loving, and remarkable people that anyone would strive to be like.

      I won’t keep dwelling on that which I might never know. Instead, I’ll be thankful for everything I have around me, and make sure to always live the best life I can for all of them.

      Naruto smiled and closed his journal. After reading Kazuya’s journal for so many years, Naruto had been inspired to jot down all the important things and days he spent in his life for anyone who might find it. A journal of his days with Fairy Tail, his friends, his family, and the woman he loved.

      His eyes widened before he opened the journal and continued on the same page.

      P.S. I figured out how to work with that jutsu and I’m better than Namikaze is at doing it now! I kick ass!

      He closed his journal and created a Rasengan with his Armor surrounding it to keep it sealed in. A triumphant chortle echoed in his living room—

      “Naruto,” Erza called out, “I told you not to laugh like a manic and use your jutsu in the house! Stop it now!”

      “R-Right, sorry!”

      ########Omake: On The Outside 4########

      The young rookie caught her breath as she tightly gripped the handle of Archenemy. Her arms were heavy and her breathing was shallow from the hours she had spent training. Even so, she was not ready to stop for anything.

      The memories of her brother being snatched from their village as she hid in the shadows continued to live fresh in her mind and motivated her to do more. Become stronger. Become fiercer. Until she was strong enough to reclaim that which had been taken from her.

      With a deep breath, she prepared to—

      Her eyes narrowed when she heard something at her flank and immediately rushed in. A shadow appeared from behind the tree and before it had a chance to move, she shoved her blade and sheath up by their neck and knocked them off their feet. She slammed them into the ground before turning to strike again—

      “Kagura, hold on!”

      The black-haired girl stopped moments before reaching for her sword and looked up at her senior Mermaid Heel member, “Alaña? What are you doing here?”

      “Well, I was showing our guests around. Before you came in and knocked them around.”

      Kagura blinked and then looked around at the people she had laid out along the ground. A blond boy and an oddly square man along with a girl who looked like she dressed like a cat, “Owie, that hurt.”

      “Oh, my apologies.” Kagura quickly bowed her head, ‘I was training and thought you were intruding.’ She looked to Alaña, “So who are these people? And why—”

      “Kagura?”

      The young swordswoman looked over at the last person standing from the new group. And when she saw his eyes peeking out from the wrappings and headgear he wore, her heart nearly jumped out of her chest. The last time she had seen those eyes was when they told her to hide while he led the raiders in a different direction. Someone she never thought she’d see again.

      Kagura dropped her sword and rushed into the hug her brother.

      Milliana and the others were awed at the sweet reunion and groaned in unison as they still reeled from the pain of their beating.

      ########Omake 2: Longing For Reunion########

      The days were getting longer.

      It felt so torturous and unfair to wait day in and day out in a world that never changed. One he couldn’t touch or interact with unless he was prepared for the dire consequences that followed.

      He just wanted it to stop. He wanted it to end.

      Someday… someday it all had to stop.

      Amidst a field of dead grass and trees, the young man buried his head in his knees and sobbed…

      “Natsu… please… just end me…”

    
    

    
      Done

      Okay, so in defense of myself and the me that wrote this all those years ago… I had no idea Erza’s parents were going to play such a major role in the story proper.

      Like, who would’ve guessed that not only would these anime parents show up but that they’d be important?! Like, okay, it’d be one thing if they were both dipshit scumbags like her biological dad! If they were both like him then I could write them out and happily replace them with Kazuya and Erika. But unfortunately the truth is that there’s a very important character that would be lost to the world if I did that. And I can’t do that without losing a lot of juicy story to explore.

      So I came up with this. I know it can be considered a retcon, but I see those things in two different ways; one that can contextualizes earlier story beats with more information, or a straight middle finger that says ‘it’s this way now, get used to it!’ I’m very much hoping this came across the former and not the latter. I mean I looked back and I don’t think I was spitting in the face of anything I wrote before… but hey, I’m just writing this. You’re the people taking your time to read it. Please tell me what you think.

      Anyway, nothing more I can do about that! Let’s move on to another favorite arc after this! See you guys soon!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    78. Jealousy of the Envious

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 78: Jealousy of the Envious

      Happy Holidays!

      I’m starting to update these stories on AO3, so look out for that!

    
    

    
      “So… any more additions we’d like to make?”

      “I’ll let you guys figure it out.” Gildarts kicked his feet up and leaned back in his chair, “I was gone for three years and you guys know better and I trust you and yadda yadda. Wake me up when—”

      “Nope!” Naruto immediately knocked Gildarts’ feet off the table and nearly sent the older Mage tumbling to the floor, ‘You don’t get to kick back and doze off, you old codger!’ The whiskered man got up in the face of Fairy Tail’s strongest Mage and matched his intensity, “First time back in three years and you are going to help us with the selection process!”

      “Calm down, fellas.” Makarov quickly acted as a mediator before things could get out of hand. A cold sweat ran down his back at the thought of Gildarts and Naruto having a spat in the interior of the guild, forcing Erza to act and Mirajane to run interference before the rest of the guild steadily joined in. That was the stuff of nightmares. The short master sighed and took a sip of his drink, “I think we have our choices down already. We’re just making sure there’s no one we missed.”

      “Well, I’m content with the choices, Master.” Erza said, sparing a look of pointed attention to the blond Mage in their midst, “I’m just surprised that you’re as accepting of these choices as you are.”

      Naruto puffed out his cheeks and petulantly blew some air, “I’d like to suspend them from joining for a year for stealing the S-Class request — like what happened to me — but I gotta admit… they did a lot of good work this year.” Naruto started listing off his fingers, “They stood up against the attack from Phantom Lord. They helped stop Jellal with the Ehterion mess. They made a stand during the Fighting Festival. They helped deal with the Oración Seis. And they saved the guild during the mess with Edolas. As much as I hate to admit it… they did a lot more to help than I did after my slip-up.”

      “Aww, that’s very mature of you, Naruto.” Mira cooed and gently patted his head, ‘You’re acting like an actual grown-up, not letting your pettiness take rein in your choices. We’re so proud of you.’ The white-haired barmaid continued to congratulate him in a sincere tone, “You’ve grown up so much.”

      Naruto could immediately tell she was mocking him as his eyes twitched, “D-Don’t patronize me!”

      “Who’s a good boy? You are!”

      “NOW YOU’RE TREATING ME LIKE A DOG!”

      “Okay, that’s enough,” Makarov waved his hand, “Let’s put off the observation of how much of a dog Naruto is—”

      “OI!”

      “—and get back to the matter at hand.” Makarov stretched his arm over the table and pointed to a picture of Gajeel, “We’re all in agreement that Gajeel shouldn’t be promoted for a while, right?”

      “We are.” Erza nodded, “We understand how important it is he keeps contact with Raven Tail, and his promotion to S-Class might stress that clandestine relationship.”

      “And we can’t risk that.” Naruto nodded, “For the sake of keeping his safety, we can’t let him promote. Someone will probably have to tell him that in private. As the one who’s been handling his case during his meetings recently, I elect myself to do it. I’ll be as tactful and delicate as can be—”

      “Naruto, don’t do that.”

      “Don’t do that?”

      “Make it sound like you’re being considerate while you’ve got a hate boner for the guy.” Gildarts stated as the others nodded, “You’re being petty and that’s all there is to it.”

      “Hey, I resent that! These things don’t have to be mutually exclusive! I can find it hilarious that he doesn’t get to promote and be worried about his safety! I’m complicated like that!”

      Makarov sighed and rubbed his brow. He then looked down at the selected pictures and nodded, “Alright. I think we have our picks this year. Let’s just hope everyone accepts these choices with grace and respect.”

      …

      “Yeah, I know what guild we’re in. I just thought that was the right thing to say.”

    
    

    
      Lucy, Wendy, and Carla had noticed a change in the atmosphere of the guild hall. All of the newcomers noticed something was up, but only the three girls seemed to be curious enough to take note of it.

      All of their friends and guildmates were focused only on completing requests and jobs. Over the last few days, they’d only spot glances of Natsu, Gray, Elfman, Levy, and other Fairies as they’d arrive from their jobs, make for the request board, and head back out without pausing.

      Some of the older members of the guild fondly noted that rushing through multiple jobs at the end of the year wasn’t going to do much to help their chances.

      Koyuki only giggled and told them it was a secret before ignoring any further questions from them.

      Cana was surprisingly sullen and quiet, barely even touching a drop of booze while she was in the guild hall.

      And finally, the day came when something was different. The tables had been pushed aside and everyone was gathered in front of the stage with expectations and excitement filling the air.

      Alzack shifted in place, “Please pick me. Please let it be me.”

      “Now don’t be disappointed if it’s not, okay?” Bisca tried to temper his expectations.

      Max brimmed with excitement, “I’m gonna make it this year!”

      “Are you kidding? It’s me!” Warren argued, “Do you have any idea how many missions I took this year?”

      Nab sweated, “I-I didn’t do much, but they’ll see my focus and determination and recognize that, right?”

      The curtain on the stage pulled away and everyone went silent. They all stared up to see Gildarts, Mirajane, Erza, and Naruto standing in a line with Makarov stepping up from the middle. Everyone’s mouth shut and you could hear the sound of a pin drop as the short Wizard Saint stepped to the front of the stage.

      “…”

      “…”

      Makarov coughed into his hand, “Yep, it’s time for the S-Class Qualification Test!”

      “YEEEEEEEEEEEAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The guild hall erupted in a cacophony of wild cheers and excitement as any lid on the fervor was blown off with those few words. The newer members quickly realized why there had been such a rush of jobs and focus from their usually unbothered friends.

      “That’s right, it’s that time of year again. The time when we discover which one of you has grown in strength, ability, and reliance that you might join this coveted group. This year, we’ll be taking the test off our shores and to Fairy Tail’s sacred ground, Tenrou Island!”

      “Tenrou Island?”

      “I heard about it, but I don’t think I’ve ever been.”

      “I heard it’s where our guild was born.”

      “I watched all of you grow over the past year! Each one of you wears the Fairy Tail insignia with pride, and when you do know that my pride in you grows ever stronger! But all of you have exemplified what it means to be Fairy Tail Mages, and as such I offer you the chance to join the next level!”

      “Eight?!”

      “That’s more than usual!”

      “Whoa! I might actually have a chance this year!”

      Makarov threw out his hand, “After a long and thorough vetting process, these eight Mages have qualified for the exam! Natsu Dragneel!”

      “YES!”

      “Gray Fullbuster!”

      “Heh, about time.”

      “Elfman Strauss!”

      “HAHA! OF COURSE THE MAN WOULD MAKE IT!”

      “Freed Justine.”

      “Finally, a chance to join Laxus’ level.”

      “Juvia Lockser!”

      “Juvia? Juvia made it?”

      “Levy Mcgarden!”

      “Aha, I finally add it!”

      “Mest Dryer!”

      Mest nodded.

      “And Cana Alberona!”

      Cana lowered her gaze to the floor.

      “The test will be held in one week! During that time, I suggest you train and prepare for the hardest exam of your life!” Makarov nodded sagely, “Now since we have some new members this year, allow us to explain the rules for this year’s exam.”

      Mira smiled and stepped forward, “This year, we’re going to implement a team system again. The qualified Mages must partner up with another person from the guild to participate.”

      “It’s another team test!”

      “They switch those out every few years!”

      Erza stepped up next, “Those participating may choose anyone in the guild to partner up with them, except for the Master and any other S-Class Mage. This is a qualification of your abilities as a Mage — it would defeat the purpose if you had another S-Class by your side to help you through it.”

      With a smirk Naruto stepped up, “This test was made to push you, pressure you, and even break you down to bits. There’s no telling what kind of dangers and enemies you’ll meet while taking on the most difficult jobs Fiore has to offer. But fortunately, since we’re so nice, we’ll let you have an idea this year.” Naruto cracked his neck to one side, and grinned when he did it to the other, “If you wanna make it to S-Class, you’ll have to go through me.”

      “And me.” Erza followed.

      “I’ll be there too.” Mira cheerfully joined.

      “T-They’re gonna have to fight the S-Class Mages to get promoted?!”

      “I-I’m kinda glad I didn’t get picked this year.”

      “Wait, if Naruto, Erza, and Mira are going to fight, doesn’t that mean…”

      Everyone off the stage looked in a single direction.

      Gildarts finally raised his head with a boyish smile, “I love this guild.”

      Suddenly a lot of people were happy they weren’t picked for the exam.

      Makarov looked over the crowd, “More information will be given about the exam and what is to be expected as the test begins. Those that were chosen and those they picked as partners… you will arrive at Hargeon Port one week from now to ride a boat that will take you to Tenrou Island. When we return… it’ll be with a new member joining us on this stage.” He whipped his hand out, “Go, my children! Prepare for the most important test of your lives!”

      “And know that only one of you is going to pass this year! Right Master?”

      Everyone went silent and Makarov sweated a little as he felt the intense and unnerving focus on the back of his head. He gulped, “W-Well, I mean, that kinda depends on the situation, right? If I see some very exemplary performances out there, I might—”

      “You wouldn’t cop out on us again, right, Master?” Mira asked with a sweet smile and even bubblier voice, “Because you wouldn’t ever do that again, right, Master~?”

      …

      Naruto and Erza sighed, “Can’t believe she’s still hung up about it.”

    
    

    
      “I’m heading over now.”

      “Already?!” They balked in shock as Gildarts started heading for the door, “We just made the announcement! Don’t you think you could wait around for a few days before just walking off?!”

      “Nah, don’t like sitting around anymore. Think I’ll just head out and stretch my legs.” The strongest Fairy lifted his new leg and flexed his mechanical arm, “If I wanna do my best for the test then I should make sure I’m in top shape. I’ll see you guys there.”

      The other S-Class Mages watched their most senior member walk off without another word. Naruto looked at the girls and pointed in Gildarts’ direction in disbelief, “What the hell? He’s gone for three years and he won’t stick around?”

      Erza and Mira shared a look before shrugging. The barmaid went back behind the counter, “I mean Gildarts was always leaving the guild to go on the next request. He spent more time outside the guild hall than in it.”

      “The call of adventure and questing is always calling to him.” Erza nodded, “If it wasn’t for his injuries I’m sure he would have already been off to his next job.”

      “I know, but he was hurt and he’s been recuperating here.” Naruto huffed as he took a seat at the bar and leaned into his hand, “You’d think he’d want to stick around and hang out for a bit.”

      “Aww, you missed him.”

      “No, I didn’t!”

      Mira giggled and Erza smiled at his futile insistence as the blond man’s cheeks turned a little pink in embarrassment. With a quick laugh between them, Erza looked around the hall and saw all the excitement and anticipation still brimming in the Fairies after the announcement was made, “It always gets so much more lively here when the exam time comes along.”

      “Well, it is a pretty exciting time.” Mira smiled brightly, “Someone is going to be joining us in the S-Class soon. That’s a big step not just for whoever makes it but for the guild in general. I mean remember when we were promoted?”

      Naruto scoffed, “How could I forget? My ears were still ringing a few days after from how loud the party was. Just like Erza’s was. Now that was loud.”

      “No one louder than you.” Erza mused with a playful smile, “I swear you were switching between screaming, cheering, and solemnly promising you would become an S-Class next year to reach my level.”

      “Didn’t you try alcohol for the first time during that party?”

      “Yeah, we should’ve seen the signs back then.” Naruto said, ‘But man, I know we can’t just let anyone join S-Class so easily, but we might need to consider promoting more than one person at a time.’ He quickly noticed Mira’s point look, “Look, I know you’re against it but there are a lot of capable people here in the guild and we could use the boost to our numbers.”

      “That’s true,” Erza conceded, “I mean Mira came back into active duty and Gildarts finally returned, but there’s no denying that we lost a lot of strength with Laxus and Mystogan no longer part of the guild.”

      “And Gajeel and Juvia were S-Class Mages in Phantom Lord.” Mira reluctantly agreed, “There are more candidates for promotion this year than there have been in a long time.”

      “Yeah. I mean Mahiro was always strong and could probably get S-Class pretty easy, but she never took as many jobs when she was in the guild because she was more focused on raising Koyuki before she joined the Rune Knights.” Naruto looked around the hall, “They might not all have the rank but they more than have the strength to join S-Class.”

      “But it’s not just about strength. It takes a lot more than that to be an S-Class in Fairy Tail.” They looked at Erza as she reasoned, “That’s the whole point of this exam in the first place. To see if they have those qualities as well as the strength and skills they’ve honed.”

      “Well, we won’t know until the exam is underway.” Mira put down her glass and cloth before leaning on the counter and looking between her best friends, “I’ll be leaving in a few days for Tenrou Island. Want to help set up the exam for Master before everyone arrives. What about you two?”

      “We need to figure out who will take care of Koyuki while we’re gone.”

      “Hopefully we’ll be back before Mahiro takes some time off for Christmas, but we might need to wait until the choices of partners are made.”

      “Right, because I’m not going to be around to look after her this year.” They all looked out over the guild with curiosity, “I wonder who will be a part of the test this year?”

    
    

    
      “Natsu, dinner’ll be ready in a minute!”

      “Got it!” The Dragon Slayer said in the middle of his set of push-ups. There was a circular space in the patch of snow he was training in where the heat and flames from his body melted the snow. He continued to train with an eager grin on his face and flames around his body, “Just let me know when it’s done and I’ll be right in, buddy!”

      “Aye sir!”

      With Happy by his side, Natsu knew he had this exam in the bag. He’d be an S-Class before the end of the year!

    
    

    
      “Thanks for coming back to help me, Loki.”

      “No problem.” Loki sat back in his chair with his hair cut shorter to be in the style it was when he was still a Mage of Fairy Tail. The Celestial Spirit smiled, “I just hope Lucy won’t be too lonely without me to be by her side while I’m gone.”

      “I doubt she’ll even notice.”

      “Damn, that’s hurtful.”

      Gray passed his partner a mug and they both toasted to a hopeful victory in the exam to come.

    
    

    
      Juvia blushed in quiet embarrassment while clutching her towel to her naked chest and body. Even though the Water Mage usually showed little apprehension or embarrassment while with others, that all changed when she had no clothes to cover herself. The powerful young woman became quite timid while sharing a bath with others, a fact the others who shared a bath with her in the guild hall or Fairy Hills quickly noted.

      Lisanna giggled lightly while washing the reluctant blue-haired woman’s back, “I’ll never understand why you’re so shy when in the bath with us, Juvia. You look absolutely beautiful.”

      “B-But Juvia isn’t used to showing other people her naked body.” The former Phantom Mage mumbled while her cheeks were flushed red, “Taking a bath with other guild members isn’t something Juvia had ever done before coming here.”

      “Well, skinship is a staple of growing closer here in Fairy Tail!”

      “J-Juvia is aware.” She solemnly admitted, “Erza-San was very adamant about sharing the bath when Juvia first joined the guild.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like Erza. And now it’s something we’re doing too!” The youngest Strauss sibling pumped her arms in excitement, “We’ll be able to secure your future as an S-Class together if we join forces!”

      “Lisanna-San, Juvia was thinking about… maybe forfeiting… a-and then she could join Gray-sama—”

      “That isn’t gonna work, Juvia.” Lisanna quickly shot her plan down, ‘Not only shouldn’t you give up this chance, but Gray’s already teamed with Loki, and once his mind is decided he isn’t gonna give up that easily.’ She smiled, “Plus, don’t you want to become an S-Class and join the ranks with Mira-nee, Erza, and Naruto?”

      She knew it was a great honor to be chosen but she wasn’t entirely thrilled to be competing against her beloved. The thought of fighting Gray for this promotion and possibly taking it from him was terrifying. She’d rather surrender and help him earn the rank. That was the right thing to—

      Lisanna smirked cheekily, “You know, S-Class Mages have quite a bit of pull in the guild. And if you became one, you could choose other people to come with you on S-Class jobs. To far away places. All by yourselves. Just you… and someone else~.”

      Juvia’s ears grew in size as they pondered on the unsubtle suggestion Lisanna was making. All business now, Juvia looked back at her partner, “Go on.”

      Lisanna was proud to have some of her sister’s people reading skills down pat.

    
    

    
      Bickslow’s totems floated around him as he smirked and looked at his partner’s back, “You sure about this?”

      Freed didn’t need to answer. He was resolute in his decision… and knew there was no question about what he had to do next.

    
    

    
      Evergreen sat at the counter of the bar with a pensive look on her face and her cocktail in front of her. She crossed her legs and casually swirled her drink around in her hand as she stared ahead at nothing.

      This was the moment Elfman decided to stiffly slide up, a put-upon frown plastering his face as he approached the woman at the counter. With a sigh, he leaned against the bar and nodded to her, “So, Evergreen, can you help me?”

      Ever didn’t look up from her drink, “Help you with what?”

      “With what — are you kidding? With the exam! I need a partner!”

      “And this is how you ask for help?”

      “Are you serious?! You pretty much mean-mugged me all day long demanding I come over and ask for your help!”

      “Took your sweet time.”

      “Do you want to be part of the exam with Freed and Bickslow or not?”

      Ever gently picked up her drink, “This is a pretty half-assed way to ask for a favor.”

      “Oh forgot this.” Elf man turned with a scowl, “There’s no rationalizing with this woman!”

      “Elfman, don’t give up!” The Take-Over Mage looked aside and saw Macao, Wakaba, and a group of other Fairies sitting at a table and watching the train wreck with amused smiles on their faces. The older man urged Elfman back over, “You gotta stay on topic! Don’t just walk away before you even broach the subject with her!”

      “What am I supposed to do?! She wants me to make some damn big show of it when I know she wants to be a part of the exam so she doesn’t feel left out!” A vein pulsed in Evergreen’s hair as Elfman looked at the others, “Would any of you want to be my partner in the exam?”

      They looked at each other curiously, “The same exam where Natsu will be punching everyone that gets in his way while we also might have to fight Erza, Naruto, Mira, and Gildarts?” With a unanimous shake of their heads they denied the burly man his request, “Nah, we’re good man!”

      A defeated sigh dragged out of Elfman’s lips as he huddled back to the bar and sat by Ever’s side. As a tense moment passed, his thumbs twirled around before he spoke, “As a man, I cannot let this chance to promote pass me by. I need to do whatever I can to pass the exam, and I need a strong and capable partner as support. And who better to ask for help than… than the true Fairy Queen of Fairy Tail?” He droned, feeling ashamed just for spewing out the lines before he looked at her, “So will you help me?”

      “Compliment her hair!”

      “What does that have to do with anything?!”

      “Nothing, but it’ll probably help! Ever, would it help if he complimented your hair?”

      The bespectacled Mage pursed her lips and swirled her drink around charmingly. She shrugged, “It probably wouldn’t hurt.”

      Elfman’s face slammed into the bar counter with a groan. Being a man was never a path of luxury and ease… but maneuvering through the landscape that was a woman’s ego might have been too much for him to handle.

    
    

    
      “This’ll be our chance! We can go all the way to the top and crush everyone else that gets in the way! Salamander! The exhibitionist! Juvia — not because she got picked instead of me but because she’s our enemy now and she must be crushed!”

      “Gajeel—”

      “Plus a chance to take a shot at the S-Class jerks too! Titania! Demon! The old grouch! And Hunter — especially Hunter!”

      “Gajeel—”

      “Now I’ve already come up with some preliminary strategies. They mostly involve you locking other people in place as I kick them in the nards! If they end up being a girl, I’ll just kick them a few extra times! Then—”

      “STOP!” Levy slammed a heavy book into the back of the Dragon Slayer’s head to stop his rambling. As Gajeel was sent reeling and he dropped to a knee cradling his head, the short blue-haired girl frowned at him, “Can you please not rattle off a bunch of plans to beat up our friends like that! It’s super creepy!”

      “Ah, you brat!” Gajeel cursed while rubbing the sore spot on his head, “You can’t think of them as comrades anymore! Until you win the exam, they’re your enemies first and foremost!”

      “Ugh, this is a headache.” Levy rubbed her temple and deflated, showing a defeated expression as she shook her head, “Maybe this was just a bad idea. We probably shouldn’t even go through with it.”

      “What?” What are you talking about?! “Gajeel jumped back up to his feet in indignation, slamming his hands on the table as he glared at the Solid Script Mage,” You don’t mean you’re gonna withdraw from the promotion, right?! That’s stupid!”

      “I know I finally got accepted to take part in the exam, but I don’t know if I’m ready,” Levy answered honestly. Her self-confidence was as low as it could be as she hung her head, “I mean even if I did take part in the exam, I don’t think I’d be ready to fight people like Natsu or Gray or any of the S-Class.”

      Gajeel nearly exploded, “Are you serious?! They’re a bunch of weaklings I could best with both arms and a foot tied behind my back!”

      Levy rolled her eyes exhaustively, “Yeah, I know you think, but in reality, they’re some of the strongest, most capable Mages in Fiore. And I…” She looked herself over sadly before closing her eyes, “I can’t measure up.”

      “Because you’re tiny?”

      A vein throbbed in her head, “I meant that more figuratively than literally.”

      “Oh.”

      …

      “Because it applies to your height too.” Gajeel continued, motioning with his hands as they got smaller and smaller, “Because you are tiny.”

      “That’s it,” Levy quickly popped out of her seat and walked away, “I knew this was a bad idea.”

      “Wait! Wait, don’t go!” Faced with Levy’s annoyance and refusal to participate, Gajeel suddenly felt like he was floundering in place. He rushed over, blocked the short Mage’s path, and grabbed her shoulders, “Just hold on a sec!”

      “Let go.” Levy pouted, “I don’t wanna participate with you anymore.”

      “I said hold on!” The Iron Dragon Slayer panicked before quickly taking a calming breath. His eyes slowly narrowed with determination, “Look, you wanna win that promotion, right?”

      “Gajeel—”

      “No, forgot about everything else!” He bent over to look Levy in the eyes, “Forget about everyone else. Forget about not being strong enough. For about that. Listen, can you look me in the eye and tell me there isn’t any part of you that wants to be an S-Class?”

      “What kind of question is that?”

      “One I gotta hear your answer!”

      “Of course, I want to be an S-Class! Everyone does!” Levy’s eyes lowered, “But I can’t—”

      “No, nothing else!” Gajeel pressed on, ‘That desire to be an S-Class! That’s all you need to focus on! Look, everyone else has that desire too. I’ve got that desire — but I’ve been denied and I’m guessing a certain whiskered jackass is to blame.’ He muttered to himself before looking back at Levy, “That desire is all you need to focus on. If we have to fight, I’ll make up where you think you’re lacking.”

      Levy looked anxious and uncertain. But then with slightly pink cheeks she looked up at the pierced man and met his eyes, “You… you think we can do this?”

      “Absolutely!” He grinned and bared his teeth, taking a hand off his shoulder and presenting his fist to her, “What d’ya say? That desire burning enough to best everyone else in the way?”

      “…”

      “…”

      Levy knocked knuckles and their partnership was set.

    
    

    
      Carla had been trying to develop her Precognition since they had returned from Edolas. She had focused and trained with her new ability to try and see into the future. Since she was able to see glimpses of years ahead when she was born to cobble together some kind of mission, it stood to reason she could do it again with a more developed and focused mind. But unfortunately, she’d only ever gotten flashes of stuff that would happen just moments before it transpired.

      Except for a recent incident.

      When the S-Class Exam was announced and everyone was celebrating getting a chance to join the upper rank, she caught glimpses of events that had yet to happen.

      Natsu trembling on his hands and knees.

      Cana weeping and crying.

      Naruto was seated in the dirt looking uneasy as someone held his black sword.

      It was all confusing and hard to interpret, but there were two images she saw that she couldn’t quite understand.

      A black-haired young man she had never seen before…

      And a young brunette girl’s back as she stared out into open water.

      Carla wasn’t sure what any of it meant, but it made her uneasy. She didn’t want herself or Wendy to get involved in the S-Class Exam in any way.

      This is why it was so irksome when that scarred-faced man appeared in the night to talk with Wendy and ask for her help in the exam. The only thing that made it worse…

      Mest floated in the ice-cold river as it snowed, “So this is what a river is like in winter.”

      “WENDY, YOU CANNOT TRUST THIS WEIRDO!”

      “B-But Carla, Mest-San said he was Mystogan’s apprentice. If he’s asking for help—”

      “Then he can ask someone else! You don’t need to do anything for him!”

      “But I want to!”

      The Dragon Slayer and Exceed pair frowned at each other as Mest slowly drifted down the river.

    
    

    
      “Aw, dammit,” Lucy sniffled and rubbed her eyes dry. With a moan she looked over at her house guest, “I wasn’t ready to cry my eyes out.”

      “I wasn’t trying to make it a sob story, by the way.” Cana informed her friend with a light chuckle. The normally inebriated Fairy sat cuddled up in a blanket after Lucy had found her passed out in the snow after a wild binge. After being brought in and asked about why her mood had been fluctuating so much, Cana told Lucy the story she had never told anyone in Fairy Tail before.

      “Yeah, well, it’s still a pretty sad story.” Lucy mumbled while drying her nose, “And you won’t just tell him outright?”

      “No. I won’t. I… I can’t bring myself to do it.” Cana pulled her knees in and hung her head, “Not until I’m S-Class.”

      …

      “Then let me be your partner!”

      Cana looked up with wide eyes to see Lucy’s narrowed and determined ones, “Lucy—”

      “So you can tell him the truth, I’ll help make you S-Class!”

      “I mean… you know it’s not gonna be that easy, right?”

      “It never is! But I’ll still do it!” The blonde promised, “Let me help you, Cana!”

      …

      Cana sniffled and gave a small nod, “Thanks, Lucy.”

    
    

    
      “You got everything?”

      “You bet!” Naruto said with a grin as he patted his bag eagerly, ‘Change of clothes! Toiletries! Extra snacks! I got it all!’ The whiskered blond brimmed with excitement while listing everything off to Koyuki, “I’m about to be the best obstacle for the exam that I can be!”

      “Yeah!” Koyuki raised her arms and cheered in response to her older brother’s excitement, “You show them whose boss, Onii-chan!”

      “You know it!”

      “Alright, don’t make too much of a scene.” Makarov chuckled and tried to stifle the Mage and little girl’s celebration. He looked over where a giant pile of suitcases was waiting just on the dock, “Well, Erza, I’m surprised you packed so light.”

      “Well, we aren’t going to be gone for long. I thought we would just need the essentials; spare clothes, some food, tents for housing, some disposable furniture so that we can be comfortable and rest.” Erza nodded proudly at her studious preparations, “Plus a couple of swimsuits so I can be comfortable.”

      Naruto raised an eyebrow, “You brought swimsuits?”

      “Of course.”

      Mira smiled, “I didn’t bring a swimsuit but I brought a lot of bright and breezy clothes. I mean the ocean in that area gets super hot very quickly. You’ll melt if you wear your normal winter clothes.”

      “What?” I thought that was just a suggestion because we were going out in the water! “Naruto looked down at his heavy jacket and pants to keep the winter breeze from sending a chill up his back,” Dammit! I only packed warm clothes! Oh crap!”

      “Don’t worry,” Erza patted his back, “I already considered that this might happen. I packed some extra clothes in the bag. You’re set.”

      “Oh… I love you.”

      “I know.”

      “That reminds me,” Mira quickly stepped up between them, ‘I’m not sure how long the boat trip will take, but I think we should all enjoy the trip together. On the deck. In public.’ She darkly stressed the point with her lovely smile, “Because I’m not suffering through this trip alone while you’re down in your cabin playing bend the pickle.”

      “B-Bend?”

      “Okay, that’s enough you three.” Makarov stepped in before their conversation could turn blue, “Mira, let’s go over the checklist one last time. When you get there, along with making sure Gildarts hasn’t broken everything, I need you to set up paths…”

      Naruto sighed while he watched Makarov lead Mira away, “Well, if it’s gonna be warm,” He pulled the orange fox beanie off his head, ‘I guess I won’t need to take this.’ He got on his knee and pulled it over Koyuki’s head, “You mind keeping this warm for me?”

      “Hehe,” The little Senju giggled as she pulled the beanie down a little tighter, “You bet!”

      “We’ll only be gone a few days.” Erza said gently while kneeling to join them, “If you want we can come back over after our part in the exam is done—”

      “No!” Koyuki shook her head with a pout, “I’m not a baby anymore! I know you two have an important job as S-Class, and you should see it through!”

      “Alright, if you say so, big girl.” Naruto patted her head with a giddy smile, “Just take care and behave yourself at Fairy Hills with some of the other girls until we get home, okay?”

      “Mahiro should come back soon after.” Erza smiled, “We’ll have a big celebration for the end of the year like usual.”

      “Okay!”

      Soon enough, it was time to set off. The S-Class Mages carried the cargo onto the ship and started on their way. Erza, Mirajane, and Naruto waved goodbye to Koyuki and Makarov. It would only be a few days until the old master arrived with the examinees while the young girl would wait at the guild hall.

      Makarov let out a tired sigh and shook his head, “This exam takes so much out of me every year. Maybe I should consider a written test instead?” He turned, “C’mon Koyuki, let’s head home. Don’t tell your brother and sister but we can stop for a treat along the way… Koyuki?”

      The little Senju stood on the dock… looking out over the sea… with tears filling the corners of her eyes.

      “Koyuki?” Makarov stepped up to her, “Are you okay? I’m sorry they had to leave, but they’ll be back soon.”

      “I know.” The little brunette nodded while drying her eyes, “I know they have work to do, and they leave all the time. I’m not sad about that. But…” Koyuki gripped the hem of her skirt, “I don’t know… I don’t want them to go.”

      Makarov gently patted the young girl’s head to try and console her as they watched the boat fade into the distance.

    
    

    
      “So many keys… I’m surprised we were able to finally gather them all.”

      “It took a lot of time.”

      “And a lot of killing!”

      “But finally… finally we’ll have a world of magic like the Black Mage dreamed of.”

      “Indeed, the time has nearly come for our objective’s end.” The gruff, commanding older voice said from the depths of darkness, “Tell me where this search has led us to after all this time.”

      “Readings say that our is in on… Tenrou Island! South of Fiore!”

      …

      “Hades-sama?”

      “Heh, I suppose this is ironic.”

      “Sir?”

      “Never mind. Chart our course and make our way to Tenrou Island. We’ll find him there… and finally find the truth of magic.”

    
    

    
      “Man, this takes a lot of work!” Naruto sighed as he placed some markers down while helping prepare the island for everyone’s arrival tomorrow. The whiskered blond frowned and scowled over at his partner, “I wish you would have done some of this damn work while you were here several days in advance!”

      “Hey, Master didn’t have an idea of what we were doing just yet! Don’t bitch at me!” Gildarts frowned in return, “If all you’re going to do is complain then let me help now.”

      Naruto lurched back, “No can do! This is a lot of delicate work that needs to be done, and there’s no way you won’t screw it up now!”

      Gildarts threw up his arms, “Ugh! Just make up your mind! Do you want my help or don’t you?!” The older S-Class frowned and looked at the whiskered blond before letting out a stiff chuckle, “What the hell are you wearing anyway?”

      “Erza packed my breezy clothes.” He pulled at the bright tropical shirt and shorts he was wearing, “I gotta wait until everyone gets here before I wear some of my normal clothes.”

      “You look stupid.”

      “You should be glad I didn’t wear the speedo she packed. I don’t even know why she brought that.”

      “I can think of a reason or two.”

      Naruto blew a raspberry as Gildarts gave a hearty laugh. As the strongest Fairy looked out over the landscape of the island and admired the view, Naruto pulled himself up the hill to see where he should mark next—

      “Whoa!”

      “Hmm? What’s up?” Gildarts climbed up to his side to see what had Naruto so pale, “Oh! Y-Yeah, that ain’t pretty.”

      Despite how peaceful, warm, and lively Tenrou Island was, the two Mages were surprised to find an area of the island that looked so desecrated. The grass was brittle and dead. The earth was dried and cracked. The trees were withered and hollow. Even the water was black and tainted. And carcasses that could have been wolves or deer had died and decayed so badly that only splotches of skin and fur covered their bones.

      Gildarts grimaced, “That’s nasty. Probably best we don’t let anyone come this way.”

      “W-What could have done this?” Naruto asked, almost tempted to step over to the dilapidated portion of the island’s ecosystem. But Gildarts grabbed his shoulder and pulled him in, “But—”

      “Look around. This part didn’t decay naturally. I’m not sure what caused this… but it’s best not to mess with it until we’re sure. Master will be here tomorrow… we can let him know then.”

      Gildarts made his way back down and Naruto spared one last look at the drained and lifeless area before following after him.

      It was only moments after they left that the sounds of sandals aimlessly clapping against the sand and dirt away from them could be heard. As a dark and broken man slowly dragged himself through the forest and away from life.

    
    

    
      Done

      Oh man, we’re getting into this arc! I’m looking forward to this! So much fun!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    79. Avarice of the Greedy

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 79: Avarice of the Greedy

      Man, I’ve been so bad with my schedule recently. It sucks.

      I might just barely manage to make the April Marathon but might have to take off May again. That might become a stable. Taking a month off to rest after a drop like this really helps refuel my energy.

      Anyway…

    
    

    
      “LET’S GOOOOOOOOOOO!”

      “AYE SIR!”

      The exam participants watched their excitable, annoying pink-haired Dragon Slayer run around like a child at an amusement park. After a week of training, planning, and just generally waiting for the day to travel to come, it was finally here. The examinees and their partners had all arrived in Hargeon to take the boat trip across the sea to Tenrou Island.

      Loke whistled while watching Natsu and Happy runaround, “You know when you’re not in the guild as much, you tend to forget how loud those two can be.” He cleaned out his ear with a hiss, “Not sure if a Spirit can get tinnitus but hanging around this group would test that theory.”

      “Ah, let them scream and cheer.” Gray smirked, ‘It’s just the last time they get to celebrate and have fun before I whoop their butts and steal S-Class from under them — GAH!’ Gray’s head flew back as Natsu’s bag flew straight into his nose. The Maker Mage stumbled back clutching his face and seethed with anger, “OH, YOU BITCH!”

      “Yeah, shut up, perv,” Natsu smirked confidently and pointed to himself, “The one who’s gonna get to the next level is me! And I’ll leave the rest of you to eat my dust! Gray, you should probably just let the dust cover you.”

      “What does that — they’re off again, aren’t they?” Gray didn’t have the heart to look down and see his naked glory. But from the gasps of onlookers, the sighs from the girls, Wendy whining and covering her face, and Juvia steaming while Lisanna caught her, it seemed like it was true, “Dammit all.”

      “It’s gonna be a big scandal if one of our S-Class Mages is an exhibitionist. You should probably quit now.”

      “Save yourself the embarrassment. You should all quit now and save me the time.”

      “G-Gray-sama, we shouldn’t do this in front of others. O-Oh, but if you want to, then Juvia is happy to—”

      “Okay, that’s enough kids.” Makarov announced as he walked between all the teams, ‘Natsu, pick up your bag. Gray, pick up your clothes. Lisanna, pick up Juvia and try to cool her down. Everyone, get on the boat!’ Makarov shed his heavy jacket and revealed the tropical shirt he wore underneath it, shuddering in the cold for a moment before waving towards the boat, “Okay, everyone get on.”

      “Master, should you be dressed like that?” Lucy asked in concern seeing the old man wearing such little clothing during the winter season, “I mean I get that Hargeon isn’t as cold as Magnolia, but it’s still too cold to be wearing that.”

    
    

    
      “It’s too hot to wear anything!” Lucy screamed in anguish and exhaustion, cooking under the blistering sun and its unguarded rays. She, along with most of the other Fairies, had quickly shed a layer or two before they were baked under the sun’s unforgiving heat while traveling to Tenrou Island, “Oh god, I’m sweating in places you shouldn’t sweat!”

      “This is a crossing where all the warm currents and heat on the ocean are most prevalent.” Levy informed, sagging into a table from the heat exhaustion as she whined, “Which is why we’re out here baking under the sun!”

      “Goddamn, you’d think there’d at least be a wind.” Cana complained, pulling on her bikini top to try and circulate some air while making her breasts jiggle, “Master, can’t ya conjure up some wind? Or — I don’t know — grow big and blow some air into the sails to quicken it? Or just cool us off at least?”

      “Cana, this travel and heat is a trial in and of itself.” Makarov said while fanning himself off, “You should take this trek through the sea as a lesson on what can and cannot be controlled, even as aspiring S-Class Mages. The only thing that can be done is whether the heat and continue on—”

      “Boo! Cop-out!”

      He sighed, “Fine, but I should let you know I’ve only got air coming out of one place at the moment, and I don’t think you want me expanding and blowing that out!”

      “EWWW!”

      “YOU’RE NASTY!”

      “MASTER, LOOK AT YOUR CHILDREN SUFFERING!”

      “Oh, stop your whining kids,” Makarov reprimanded them, “There are times in this exam where you’ll have obvious advantages and disadvantages! For example; Natsu has a naturally high heat resistance due to his mastery of fire, so this sweltering heat does nothing to him…”

      “Ughhhhhhhhhhhh~.”

      “But of course, he’s at a disadvantage because we have to travel so much.” Everyone looked down at the moaning Dragon Slayer in pity as he gagged and dry-heaved the whole ride over, “But them’s the brakes.”

      “W-Wendy~,” Natsu weakly reached out to his fellow Dragon Slayer, “Y-You have to heal me. P-Please!”

      “U-Um—”

      “Don’t do it, Wendy!” Gray called out from the other end of the deck, melting under the heat before standing up with ferocity, ‘As Mest’s partner, healing him would be helping the enemy! And that’s just not acceptable!’ He wiped his forehead, “Until the exam starts, we don’t help or hurt each other. That’s the rule of this—”

      Lisanna raised her hand, “Master, can you punish Gray or something? He says we shouldn’t do anything before the exam starts but he’s actively psychologically attacking my partner!”

      He jumped out of his chair in protest, “What?! What are you talking about?! How am I psychologically attacking Juvia?!”

      Gray asked that sincerely but didn’t seem to realize he was now buck naked. So when he jumped out of his seat, it made everyone else grimace and turn away before they could get a glimpse of his exposure. Except for Juvia, who was staring at it the whole time and ended up falling back into Lisanna’s arms as she overheated, “O-Oh Gray-sama, you’re such a tease.”

      “See!”

      “Ugh,” Makarov groaned, “If I thought turning this boat around would curb your behavior, I absolutely would do it. Look, instead of bickering with each other or whining to me, why don’t you kids take a gander at that!”

      The Fairies all looked in the direction their master pointed as a structure started to come into view across the horizon. The group of examinees forgot about the heat and their discomfort as they approached the edge of the boat and looked out at the island they were coming upon.

      It was a large and beautiful island, even if it was oddly shaped compared to a normal one. It seemed like a giant tree had grown through the center of the island and dislodged the central mass of it. Even so, a great portion of the island was suspended over the rest, resting on the branches and roots that sprouted up from the center. It almost looked precarious, and if someone had seen it for the first time they’d think the center mass could topple over into the rest of the island… yet the Faries knew with just one look that it would never happen.

      “That’s Tenrou Island?”

      “It’s so beautiful.”

      “It’s kinda freaky.”

      “But I feel so much power from that place.”

      “It is the place where Fairies are born.” They all turned and looked up at Makarov as the old Wizard Saint looked out at the island, “That is the legend passed down through our guild for ages. Whether Fairies are real or not I can’t say, but there is another fact about this island which I do know for certain. Tenrou Island is the place our first master, Mavis Vermillion, was born… and now rests.”

      “Whoa, the first master.”

      “Jii-San’s been around for so long it’s easy to forget he’s the third master our guild has had.”

      “Yep, we got a long and illustrious line of greats taking up this title.” Makarov said smugly before sitting up and standing on the railing, looking down at the others, “Now listen up! I’m gonna explain the first part of the exam! You’ll be taking several tests one after another to determine who is worthy of the title S-Class, but let’s just focus on that first part!”

      He pointed to the island and they all followed his gaze, “See that line of smoke coming up from the coast?” They noticed a steadily rising plume, ‘That’s the starting point for the first test! Once you arrive there, you’ll find a bunch of different paths and entrances for you to take. After a pair has walked through one, it will close off and be barred from entry for any other pairs. And when you enter,’ Makarov closed his fan and swiped his arm, “You’ll be faced with one of these obstacles!”

      The others watched as a graph was displayed for them to read. It looked like an illustration with all the pathways displayed for them. Four paths lead into each other with the tagline ‘BATTLE’ and four paths lead into bubbles with pictures of the other S-Class Mages that read ‘Extreme BATTLE’ instead. Oddly enough there seemed to be a ninth path that intersected with some of the others but shifted on the projection every few seconds.

      “Now, you should have a pretty good idea of what’s waiting for you when you reach that island. Four paths lead into each other. Two teams will meet in a central location, and the path forward will not open until one team is rendered unable to continue forward. I know you kids are used to fighting and roughing each other up, so just do it within reason and you’ll move forward.”

      “And those other paths?”

      “Others have passed this test before and now they’ll be here to test your mettle.” Makarov said with a cheeky smile, “The S-Class Mages of Fairy Tail will see if you are worthy to share the title.”

      “W-We might have to fight Erza?!”

      “Or Mira-nee?!”

      “I-I don’t think I can handle the idea of fighting Naruto-San.”

      “So if you run into Gildarts, it’s pretty much forfeit on sight, right?”

      Levy raised her hand, “Master, what is that ninth path that keeps changing?”

      “That would be the ‘Luck’ path! The path that grants you guys passage through the first part of the test without having to worry about any fighting or confronting the terrifying pillars of strength that call our guild home.” He waved his hand out towards the illustration, “That is what is being tested in this first portion of the S-Class Exam; strength, teamwork, and luck!”

      …

      T-They were being tested on their luck? How were they supposed to utilize luck?!

      “So at best, six teams could make it through this first part.”

      “And at worst three. Two if no one finds that lucky path.”

      “Now that you know what the exam has to offer, I wish you the best!” Makarov plopped down on the railing before waving his hand towards the island, “Let the S-Class Exam begin!”

      “…”

      “…”

      “…”

      Lucy looked over her shoulder and saw Tenrou Island still a distance away, “Um, Master, did the boat just stop moving? Aren’t you gonna drop us off?”

      “No.” He shrugged, “Getting to the island is part of the exam too. Have fun guys!”

      …

      The Fairies instantly scrambled to grab their belongings and clothes off the deck as they suddenly felt the pressure and fear of being too late to take action. Everyone except—

      “Woohoo! Let’s go, Happy!”

      “Aye sir!”

      The blue Exceed swooped in and grabbed his partner before instantly taking off. Gray and Elfman quickly started to panic, “Oh dammit, this is what we were worried about!”

      “A race or flying and that damn cat suddenly becomes the best partner ever!”

      “Bye guys!” Natsu grinned as they flew, “I’ll wave after I become an S-Class — GAH!”

      Everyone flinched and grimaced when Natsu and Happy suddenly slammed headfirst into an invisible wall surrounding the railing of the ship. As they watched the Dragon Slayer and Exceed slowly slide down the invisible wall, they looked around in confusion, “W-What just happened?”

      Lucy looked up and spotted words in the sky, “Up there!”

      Rule: Those within the confines of this ship may not leave until 5 minutes have passed

      “AHHHH! IT’S THE GODDAMN RUNES AGAIN!”

      “Sorry,” They looked up and spotted Freed flying with the help of his Dark Écriture to form wings while Bickslow stood on some of his babies, “But we’ll be taking the lead. Just wait a few minutes and you’ll catch up!”

      “Bye guys!”

      “Bye-bye!”

      “Eat our dust!”

      “I’d say we’d remember you but I’ve already forgotten your names!”

      “You’re screwed!”

      “Aww c’mon!” The others started beating against the invisible wall but to no avail, “Master, is this shit fair?!”

      “It is Freed’s technique so there’s not much to complain about. And it’s just temporary so no harm no foul.” Makarov shrugged, “After you spend a day locked inside the guild with them restricting your movement you’ll be satisfied with a short time limit.”

      “But what if he sets up a bunch of traps on the other paths and stops us from going any further?!”

      “Then he’s got a pretty good start to claiming S-Class, doesn’t he?”

      “What are you all freaking out about?” Everyone looked over as Evergreen started to unravel some of the runes with her pen. The bespectacled beauty gave a confident smile, “I know Freed well enough to recognize his writing style and habits. A little change here and there and I’ve opened it up for us.”

      “Woohoo! Go Ever!” Natsu quickly got back up on his feet and Happy picked him up again, ‘OFF WE — GAH!’ He slammed into another wall and covered his face, “Shit!”

      “Oh sorry, did you think I meant all of us?” Evergreen gave a haughty laugh before sitting up on the railing, “I meant only my gorgeous self and my meathead partner. Come on, big guy! Let’s move out!”

      Elfman stood still in the middle of the deck around the others. He sighed and shook his head, “On one hand; this is decidedly too underhanded for a man like me. But on the other hand,” He dashed forward and dove off the side, “HERE COMES S-CLASS!”

      “Ciao,” Evergreen winked to the furious others and dove off the side, “Wish us luck!”

      “GO TO HELL!”

      “I HOPE YOU SWALLOW A TROUT!”

      “Hey,” Loke got their attention before he looked to the other side of the deck, “Did anyone else hear a few other splashes after those two traitors ditched us?”

      Cana rushed to the other side and looked down, “Shit! Gajeel and Levy got through too!” She flinched as Natsu slammed into the invisible wall beside her and slid down again, “Dude! Stop doing that!”

      “L-Levy-chan, are you leaving us behind?!”

      “Sorry, Lu-chan,” The petite little blue-haired woman smiled sweetly up at the others, “But we’ll be going on ahead! Good luck when you can finally get out!”

      “Or just fuck off!” Gajeel added with a middle finger, “You cross our paths we’ll kick your asses!”

      “DAMN YOU! DAMN YOU ALL!”

      Makarov took a sip of his drink and chuckled, “Man, these exams are always a riot.”

    
    

    
      “Well, the boat is here so they’ve arrived.” Mira looked over at Naruto as he looked through some binoculars, “What’s happening over there?”

      “Well, Freed and Bickslow are flying over, Elfman and Ever are swimming with Levy and Gajeel, and Natsu ran face-first into an invisible wall three times.” He shrugged, “So I guess things are going about as well as we expected.”

      Mira and Naruto jumped down from their perch on the hill and met up with Erza and Gildarts, “They’re coming?”

      “The others are held up at the moment but yeah they’re on their way.”

      The S-Class Fairies looked at each other with cheeky smiles. Even though they wanted to take this sacred duty seriously, there was something about being able to face their friends in battle that they couldn’t help but feel excited about.

      “Well guys,” Gildarts started heading down, “Let’s go greet these hopeful kids.”

    
    

    
      After the wall had finally come down, the S-Class hopefuls made their wild dash to Tenrou Island. Natsu and Happy immediately flew off the ship and didn’t crash into the wall this time. Juvia and Lisanna splashed in the water, transforming with the waves and turning into a fish to speedily reach the shore. Gray froze part of the sea and skated over it with Loke following up right behind him. And Mest and Wendy disappeared before anyone could realize what happened to them. Which just left—

      “Ah!” Lucy groaned as she crawled up on the shore and tried to catch her breath, “H-Holy crap, that was so far away! I-I’ve never swam that far before!”

      “I-I know, but just catch your breath!” Cana dragged her feet through the sand, trying to make her lungs stop burning and shaking all the salt water off her body, “Damn! N-Now that was a workout!”

      “Are we going to be okay? I mean we haven’t even started the exam yet and we’re pretty much exhausted!”

      “Look we just gotta press on and hope for the best.” Cana and Lucy made their way over to the smoke signal, stopping just beside it as they stared at the pathways that were opened for everyone to take and all but one that had been shut when they arrived. The Card Mage held the bridge of her nose and sighed, “Dammit. Of course, we get here last. So we’re not exactly overflowing with choices right now.”

      “Then let’s not worry about it and just go right ahead!” Cana looked over at her partner in surprise as Lucy grinned and winked, ‘You might not know this but I’m super lucky! When Master told us this first test involves luck, I knew we were set!’ She bumped Cana’s shoulder, “Don’t you worry about a thing! I said I was gonna make you the next S-Class Mage and I’ll keep that promise!”

      “Lucy,” Cana was surprised by her partner’s earnest words but smiled and nodded confidently, “You’re right. We’re already in this. Better just push through to the other side.”

      “Right!” The girls cheered and charged into the last open path to the next part of their trial. They walked through the faintly dim path in the cave and spotted the brighter light at the end of the tunnel. They pushed on and arrived in a larger space. And when they did they noticed…

      “You’re finally here.”

      “Hello Lucy-San, Cana-San,

      Mest and Wendy stood on the other side of the space ready to face them. Cana and Lucy walked up and stood across from them, nervous tension in the air as the enormity of the moment started to settle over them all. Whoever won this fight would earn themselves the right to move on to the next part of the exam.

      Lucy gulped before looking at her partner, “You ready?”

      Cana grinned and drew some cards, “You know it.”

    
    

    
      “Ice Make: Ramp!”

      “Gray, hurry!” Loke and Gray slid along the sudden incline of ice and narrowly avoided the blasts of magic that followed after them. They slid and twisted around, light gathered around Loke’s hand before he threw them out, “Take this!”

      “HA!” Freed covered his eyes and whipped his blade around, spelling out an attack and sending it forward to reach the opponents through the blinding light. Gray and Loke narrowly avoided the attack as Freed called out, “Bickslow!”

      “On it! C’mon, babies!”

      “Rush ’em!”

      “Crush ’em!”

      “Grind their bones!”

      “Turn to dust!”

      “Those damn things are sounding creepier and creepier!” Gray noted as he and Loke stopped evading to stand across from the male members of the Raijinshū Trio. As Freed raised his blade and Bickslow cackled a little harder, Gray slammed his fist into his palm, “Didn’t think we’d be facing these guys right off the bat!”

      “Maybe we’re not doing so well on that lucky aspect, huh?”

      “Maybe not,” Gray smirked, “But I’m not letting that get in the way of me getting to the next trial.”

    
    

    
      “N-Natsu,” Happy trembled in unbearable fright, “T-This isn’t a good idea!”

      “We came here to become S-Class, Happy.” Natsu’s body burst with flames, “What better way to test ourselves than this?”

      “Oh, I’m your benchmark now, am I?” Without even using any magic or skill, the sheer presence Gildarts gave as he stood across from Natsu made the entire cave feel like the air was made of stone. The strongest S-Class threw his arm out before urging Natsu on with a wave of his fingers, “Then come on, Natsu. Let me see how you’ve changed in three years.”

      With an inferno rushing off his body, Natsu roared, “AYE SIR!”

      Happy sighed, “Well, it was a good run while it lasted. I guess our luck sucks.”

    
    

    
      “Oh crap,” Evergreen gulped, stepping back on the sand of the beach as cold sweat ran down her face, “We can pick a different route to take, right?”

      “A man never retreats,” Elfman couldn’t stop the tremble in his voice as he shuddered, “B-But I think a little fear is natural.”

      A tail slammed into the sand and a dark chuckle slowly echoed out over the beach. Standing across from them was a scaly, alluring demon that filled the air with malice and contempt.

      “Well,” Mira’s demonic voice had a more gruff and confident verbosity to it as she tilted her chin, “I’m waiting.”

      “Our luck sucks!”

    
    

    
      “AAAHHHHHH!”

      “IYYYAAAHHHH!”

      Juvia and Lisanna slammed into a shattered rock and were left groaning on their sides after the severe attack they just suffered. With a hiss, both women started to pick themselves and tried to figure out the best move they could make. Juvia’s arms started to become water and Lisanna glowed in preparation to transform—

      A powerful slash cut through the water of the underground tunnel and both girls found themselves getting blasted away by the force.

      “I am not just going to stand by and let you catch your breath. If you are here at this stage, I expect both of you to be able to fight and act more decisively in the heat of battle. This is a test; a show of skill to prove that you can claim the title of S-Class! Lisanna, I know Mira must have been especially pushy to get you prepared for battle after the incident years back. And Juvia, as one of the former Elemental Four of Phantom Lord, your skill should only have sharpened and improved since joining Fairy Tail.”

      Both women struggled and looked up at the intimidating redhead as she stood further down the tunnel, dressed in her Sea Empress Armor and with a blade in hand. Erza exuded power and pressure, “Show me what you’ve got!”

      “Juvia’s luck sucks.”

      “It does!”

    
    

    
      “No! No! No!” Gajeel looked around frantically, pushing apart bushes and looking behind trees to find someone waiting for them in the path they took. As more time passed and Gajeel still found nothing, he started to panic, “This can’t be happening! There’s no way! We—”

      “We found the Luck path!” Levy cheered with joy as she looked around and breathed a sigh of relief, “We don’t need to fight anybody! How great is that?”

      “It’s not great! It’s not great at all!” Gajeel lamented, the Dragon Slayer devastated by the lack of opponents for them to face once they arrived. He pulled his hair, “What was the point in taking this path if there’s no one to fight?!”

      “But that means we can go into the next section without any trouble! That’s great!” She grabbed his wrist and giggled as Gajeel huffed in annoyance, “Three cheers for us! Hip hip!”

      “No.”

      “Hip hip!”

      “Screw you.”

      “Hip hip—”

      “HOORAY!”

      Gajeel and Levy blinked in surprise before looking over their shoulder. They saw the whiskered blond Mage raise his arms with a cheer before he pulled them back down with a smile, “Man I love a good celebration! What are we celebrating?”

      “My luck sucks.”

      Naruto looked down at the crestfallen Levy as she dropped to her knees, “Is that something to be celebrating?”

      “NAH! BUT THIS IS!” Gajeel manically smirked as he cracked his knuckles, “THIS BORING TRIAL IS STARTING TO PICK UP! I GUESS FOR US TO GO FORWARD, ALL WE GOTTA DO IS KICK YOUR ASS!”

      With a confident smirk, Naruto shrugged, “That’s the general idea… but c’mon, we both know that ain’t gonna happen.”

      “WANNA BET?!” Gajeel leaped off the ground and right at Naruto, his hands shifting into blades as he rapidly swung them at the blond S-Class with vicious intent. But without missing a beat Naruto stepped back and swiftly weaved around the Dragon Slayer’s attacks, “STAND STILL!”

      “Nah. If I did that then I’d get hit.”

      “THAT’S THE IDEA!” Naruto ducked under the serrated blade of Gajeel’s arm before the Dragon Slayer changed direction and swung it back at him. Naruto’s hand easily caught his elbow and then threw a swift punch into Gajeel’s nose that knocked his head back, ‘SONUVA — HA!’ Naruto released Gajeel’s arms when the blade changed into metal scales that would have torn through his palm, “IRON DRAGON’S,” Naruto flipped away as Gajeel’s chest puffed up, “ROAR!”

      A tornado of scrap metal released from Gajeel’s mouth and shredded everything in its path. Gajeel roared for several more seconds before bringing his attack to a halt. A trench through the ground that pierced through stone and bark that stood before him. But no sign of the blond Mage left Gajeel on edge as he stayed guarded and started looking around. The bastard probably jumped up into the trees while the attack blocked visibility.

      “Hey Gajeel,” He looked back at Levy as the little blue-haired Mage lowered her head and spoke defeatedly, “This might be over. There’s no way we’ll beat Naruto—”

      “You idiot! Look out!”

      Levy blinked and turned her head in the other direction, looking up and seeing Naruto standing over her. He smiled, “Hey Levy,” He gently placed his foot under her chest, “Should you be the one freaking out?”

      “Huh— AAAHHHH!” Naruto swiftly flicked his leg up and sent the petite girl flying across the clearing. He didn’t hurt her but the speed she went flying was staggering. And Gajeel had to brace himself to catch her before she flew any further. After a moment to steady herself, she looked up, “T-Thanks Gajeel—”

      “Stupid! Don’t get distracted!” The pierced man barked, “We need to beat this guy!”

      “Yeah, I’m the one in the way. So come on…” Naruto smiled and challenged the two of them to come at him, “Let me see what you can do.”

    
    

    
      The moment they realized who they were up against and what their fight would entail, their opponents made a move. Mest vanished from sight, teleporting away from Wendy’s side and appearing behind Lucy and Cana before they could properly react. Cana pulled out her cards, “Lucy, get back!”

      The blonde Celestial Mage squealed and jumped aside as Cana aimed her cards at Mest, “Thunderbolt’s Fate!”

      Mest had to quickly teleport and avoid the bolts rushing in every direction from Cana’s card. As he dodged her attacks, Cana pulled out several more cards to follow up her assault.

      As Cana and Mest engaged behind her, Lucy picked herself up. Sparing her partner’s battle a glance Lucy turned and found herself facing her opponent. With a small bead of sweat running down her cheek, she put on a confident smile and reached for her keys, “Now don’t go easy on me, Wendy. This isn’t a time to be holding back.”

      “Y-Yes!” Wendy firmly nodded, ‘I’m going to give it my all, Lucy-San!’ The young Dragon Slayer raised her hands, wind starting to rush and gather around her arms as she put her training to good use, “HYAAAHH!”

      Lucy had to somersault aside as Wendy threw a torrent of wind in her direction that formed like a cylinder of wind. It didn’t have the sheer destructive force of one of Natsu or Gajeel’s attacks, but she knew better than to underestimate the young Dragon Slayer. She had been training with Naruto for a while now and that wasn’t something to overlook.

      Lucy’s intuition was right as the stream of wind circled above her head and then barreled back down towards her. Wendy guided the stream of wind, coiling back around and dragging it towards Lucy as the blonde woman jumped back and avoided her attack. She kept dodging until she pulled out a key, “Gate of the Ram, open! Aries!”

      Aries popped into existence, the pink-haired sheep woman holding out her hands and creating a barrier of fluff between them and Wendy’s wind funnel. The Celestial Spirit mumbled, “I-I’m sorry, but are you fighting your friends now? I-I don’t think that’s a good thing.”

      “Oh no, we’re fine, Aries. This is for a test. We’re not angry at each other.”

      “T-That’s right!” Wendy quickly assured the equally skittish Celestial Spirit, “You don’t have to worry about us!”

      “O-Okay. Then I’ll be off. Please stay safe.”

      Aries popped back out of existence as Lucy drew another key, “Gate of the Archer, open! Sagittarius!”

      “Moshi, Moshi!” Sagittarius appeared with a salute and his bow at his side.

      “Sagittarius, open fire! B-But don’t hurt her or anything!”

      “Of course!” Sagittarius notched several bolts on his bow, “Young lady, prepare yourself!”

      “Right!” Wendy took his warning and started gathering wind around her. The young Mage spun on her foot, gathering even more wind faster with her movement before Sagittarius let loose his arrows. They flew at Wendy and were swept up in the current of wind building around her. They flew off their marks and landed sporadically before Wendy threw out her arms and sent the wind out like blades, “HA!”

      “Look out!” Lucy called across the space as she jumped aside and avoided the rough but powerful slices Wendy sent her way, ‘Close!’ She sent her Celestial Spirit back and watched Wendy take a breath for her next attack. If it was a roar, Lucy smirked, “Gate of the Scorpion, open! Scorpio!” Her next spirit arrived beside her, “Kick it up!”

      “We are!”

      A burst of sand rushed out of Scorpio’s tail and across the field. Dust and sand were kicked up wildly with the attack and started floating in the air. The particles started catching on the currents of wind flying into Wendy’s mouth and made the young Dragon Slayed gasp and cough roughly. As she covered her mouth with tears pricking her eyes, Lucy smiled triumphantly. Without her roar, Lucy could leave Wendy incapacitated—

      “Lucy, look out!”

      The blonde girl was tackled to the ground by Cana before Mest could blindside her. As the two partners landed in the rocks and dirt, Mest teleported over to Wendy’s side and made sure she was okay as she caught her breath, “Can you keep going?”

      “I-I think so, but you need to handle things for a moment, Mest-San. Here,” Even with her eyes shut, Wendy waved her hands around and pointed towards Mest, ‘Arms Armor!’ A glow covered the scar-faced Mage’s body as he felt his strength and defense rise sharply with her enchantment, “Make them count!”

      “Aw crap!” Cana cursed as she tossed several cards along the ground, conjuring bolts of lightning to shoot up sporadically between them and Mest’s team. But the lone male in the confrontation started to rapidly teleport around the cave, narrowly avoiding the bolts jumping up from the ground, “Crap again!”

      “Gate of the Maiden, open! Virgo!”

      “Hello,” The pink-haired Celestial Spirit greeted as she popped into existence beside them. Coincidentally she was out of her normal maid attire and dressed in a bikini as well, “This is my fanservice attire, as I believe I should be dressed in line with you and your associate, Princess—”

      “Not now! Just dig!” Virgo dropped down through the ground and Lucy pulled Cana into the hole before Mest could catch them.

      The scar-faced Mage slid to a stop once his opponents disappeared under the ground. He clicked his teeth and looked around for wherever they could emerge next.

      “Here!”

      Cana burst out of another hole and tossed a card, forcing Mest to dodge the fireball dialing towards him. She fell back in and emerged from another hole to throw another card and release another element. Mest kept jumping and teleporting to avoid each new card and attack she unleashed as he waited for a moment to present itself.

      He heard the ground crack behind him and looked back to see Cana jumping out of the ground completely with a card in hand. Before she could make a move Mest teleported to her side and landed a devastating kick to her side. The brunette woman gasped with pain, flying back through the air and letting go of her card in the process.

      Only for Cana to suddenly burst and reveal the Gemini twins having taken her shape.

      “NOW!”

      Cana popped out of another hole and threw another card in the air. It glowed and caused the other cards around the cave to glow in unison. Mest and Wendy stared in shock as they were engulfed in the light.

      After a moment of the space above their hole glowing like crazy, the light subsided and everything seemed to return to normal. Cana quickly shimmed out of the hole and Lucy struggled to pull herself out after her before finally managing, “Um, they’re not hurt, are they?”

      “Nah, just dazed.” Cana assured her partner while looking at the starry-eyed Wendy and Mest splayed out over the ground, “Give them a few minutes and they’ll be right as rain. But as for us…”

      The girls looked over and saw the path through to the next location had opened for them. Cana and Lucy grinned and did a grand high five, “We did it!”

    
    

    
      “Ice Make: Cannon!”

      An avalanche of ice and snow rushed out of Gray’s bazooka and burst towards Freed and Bickslow. The two men quickly jumped aside as the attack rushed between them and exploded. Wings grew from Freed’s back and Bickslow jumped on two of his babies as they took flight.

      “Gotcha!”

      Loke chambered his fists before punching, releasing blasts of light at the Mages that forced them apart. Once they were, Loke rushed to chase after Freed while Gray quartered off Bickslow with a slope of ice. The half-naked Mage slid along the ice and dodged the attacks the babies fired at him. Slamming his hands together he jumped off the ice and over Bickslow’s head.

      “Ice Make: Cage!”

      A frozen cage dropped down over the tall, masked man and locked him in. But with a smirk Bickslow closed his hand and his dolls closed in to shatter the bars and collapse the whole thing. He stuck out his tongue, “C’mon Gray, you gotta do better than that! Ain’t that right, babies?!”

      “Right!”

      The totems circled and started to glow before they fired a powerful beam straight at the half-naked Mage. He dodged and let the beam cut through the icy partition so it shattered and collapsed into particles of ice.

      The moment it fell, Loke dove through the separation and joined Gray’s side. He released a blast of light towards Bickslow and his totems — disorienting them for a moment as the two partners joined sides, “Freed set up a few traps along the ground, but I broke them so we probably won’t have to worry about that.”

      “Thanks, bud!”

      “Clever,” Freed floated over with wings made of Runes, joining Bickslow’s side as the masked man dusted himself off and stood up, “You’ve certainly learned from the mistakes made in the fighting festival.”

      “And I wasn’t about to run head-first into it like that charcoal-brained idiot.” Gray looked up at Freed, “I’ve been getting ready for this test for a long time, Freed. Not gonna let anything get in my way.”

      “I can understand that.” Freed drew his blade, “I want to reach the stage of S-Class so that one day I can stand on equal footing and maybe welcome Laxus back.”

      “Heh, I can respect that… but that’s where we’re different, Freed. You do this for Laxus’ sake… but me?” Gray slammed a fist into his palm and released a rush of cold air, “I’m doing this for myself!”

    
    

    
      Lisanna changed her arms into wings in hopes of gaining some altitude and attacking from the flank.

      Erza effortlessly grabbed her ankle before she could reach the air and tossed her into the wall.

      Juvia tried to rush at the redhead’s back while she was distracted.

      She raised her blade behind her back and blocked the torrent of water from getting anywhere close to her.

      With a vicious swing of her sword, Juvia was sent flying back and skipped off the water of the aqueduct like a stone. Erza valiantly swung her sword down at her side, “Come, Juvia, I expected more out of you than this. You too, Lisanna. I doubt Mirajane would approve of your skills lacking like this.”

      “Well, Mira-nee is pretty lax. We haven’t gone training in a while.” Lisanna’s body glowed with her Take-Over, her form becoming more cat-like as she got on all fours and prepared to lunge, “But that doesn’t mean I haven’t been getting stronger! And ready for battle! HYAAAA—”

      Erza blocked her claws with a single-handed sword. She looked up into the youngest Strauss sibling’s eyes, “I can tell… but for the S-Class Exam…” Erza knocked Lisanna back and then jumped by her side, “YOU HAVE A LONG WAY TO GO!”

      “AHHH!” Lisanna screamed as Erza kicked her and sent her flying. Before she could hit anything, Lisanna found herself hitting a bubble of water. The bubble popped and the young Take-Over Mage dropped to the ground, catching her breath and wiping a hand through her hair, “Thanks, Juvia.”

      “No problem, Lisanna-San.” The Water Mage assured her partner, “We need to reconvene. Juvia is worried about our chances of victory if we don’t figure out what to do next.”

      “Maybe if I turn into a fish, you could use your water to get me close? Or I can charge at her and attack while you gather up all the water? Or—”

      They heard a whoosh of something through the air as a sword flew between their faces and embedded itself down to the hilt in the wall behind them. Both girls looked back with a sweat drop before they turned to its origin.

      “If you two won’t come to me…” Erza floated out of the shadows in her Heaven’s Wheel Armor, “Then I’ll come to you.”

      The two girls screamed in abject horror as the redhead descended on them like a plague.

      Erza glowed for a moment as she returned to her standard Heart Kreuz set and sent her weapons back into her Requip. She looked down at her feet, “So what will you do now?”

      “N-No more.”

      “W-We surrender.”

      Juvia and Lisanna were splayed out over the debris and rocks floating half-submerged in the aqueduct. The two partners had been on the receiving end of one of the most vicious dismantling of their lives. And the scarlet-haired Mage standing as the cause of it simply sighed and nodded her head, “Very well. Juvia Lockser, you are hereby disqualified from the S-Class Exam. Good luck next time.”

      “Awwwwwwwww~.”

    
    

    
      Elfman and Evergreen struggled to get up on their feet after the severe ass-kicking they had received at the hands of the Demon of Fairy Tail. Ever hissed and tried to regain her strength as Eflman grit his teeth and punched the sand, “Dammit, this can’t be the end! W-We can’t stop here!”

      “Yeah, I know! I don’t want to either!” Ever complained before sweating and looking across from them, “But we’re not exactly in a position to complain here.”

      “If you don’t like the result, change it with your own hands. That’s what it means to take the title of S-Class with your strength.” Her tail swung down with remarkable force and caused both examinees to flinch in fright. Mirajane in her Satan form looked down at them pitiably, “But if this is all you can muster, Elfman, then it might have been too soon for you to attempt this stage.”

      “Not yet.” Despite his condition, the large Fairy forced himself back on his feet and pumped his arms, ‘This man isn’t done putting up a fight yet! WRRAAHHHH!’ Using his Take-Over magic, he turned into his beast form and rushed at his older sister, “HYYYAAHHHHHHH!”

      Mira easily swatted his fist away with a single hand. And again with his next fist. The giant beast man threw punch after punch that could floor and debilitate just about any monster they came in contact with. Yet Mira casually swatted and stopped them with her hands, using her monstrously superior power to overwhelm and stop his advance before it could gain any power.

      Pushing his hands away, Mira jumped up and spun to slam her tail into Elfman’s temple. And as he hit the ground from the force of her attack, her leg kicked out and struck his chest, sending him skidding across the beach before finally slumping to a stop. As he lay on the shore struggling to catch his breath, his body glowed and he returned to normal. He forced himself to sit up with the last dredges of strength, “D-Dammit.”

      “Sorry, Eflman,” He paled as a shadow descended over him and towered over his beaten form. Looking up he started to realize why so many people feared his sister in her prime, with such strength and ferocity to not even show any mercy during an exam. She looked down at him, ‘Maybe next year will prove more beneficial for you, Elfman.’ She raised her hand, “But this year, your exam has—”

      “Wait!” They stopped and looked over as Evergreen spoke up and held out her hand, “Mirajane, hold on! Don’t be too hasty! Think about what you’re about to do!”

      “I’m about to disqualify Eflman.” Mira said coldly, “He might be my brother but the dangers of S-Class will not treat him kindly just because we’re blood.”

      “I-I know that!” Ever gulped, “I know… you won’t go easy on him just because he’s your brother… but… if anything…” Ever lowered her hands and gently cradled her stomach, “Please show the father of my unborn baby some mercy!”

      …

      …

      …

      Mira blinked with eyes as wide as plates, “Huh?”

      Elfman’s jaw hung low, “A-Ah—”

      “That’s right!” Ever announced proudly, “I’m knocked up and you’re gonna be an aunt!”

      “W-W-Wha—” Mira looked erratically between Evergreen and Elfman, trying to wrap her head around what she was hearing. She glowed for an instant before returning to normal, “A-Are you serious? H-H-How did that happen?! E-Elfman, I didn’t know you and Evergreen were—”

      “N-No, Nee-chan, this isn’t—”

      “I mean this is cause for celebration!” Mira tried to be supportive but couldn’t hide her worried expression, “But you aren’t even dating! A-And you aren’t married! B-But you shouldn’t be held down by old traditions if you’re truly in love. A-And we need to think about the child first and foremost!”

      “N-Nee-chan—”

      “Elfman, I want you to know that you have my full support! Mine and Lisanna’s! So don’t be afraid to lean on us if you need our help—”

      That was the last thing Mirajane remembered before Evergreen clocked her in the back of the head and knocked her out.

    
    

    
      “FIRE DRAGON’S ROAR!”

      “FIRE DRAGON’S WING ATTACK!”

      “FIRE DRAGON’S BRILLIANT FLAME!”

      “FIRE DRAGON’S SWORD HORN!”

      Flame attack after flame attack burst against Gildarts as he blocked the Dragon Slayer’s assault. Happy retreated in fright of being caught up in the rush of flames and Natsu roared at the top of his lungs as he launched attacks that could end most enemies.

      But Gildarts easily weathered the barrage of attacks by expertly parrying and countering the attacks with either his sheer strength or Crash magic.

      The Dragon Slayer had been predictably excited and rushed in at the chance to fight the strongest S-Class in their guild. For years he took every opportunity he could find to challenge Gildarts in fights to test his mettle and grow stronger. They normally ended with a single swat of the older man’s hand and Natsu going flying into or through a wall.

      But now this was his chance to get into a fight with Gildarts and not have to be warned or negged by anyone watching. This was a part of his test. A hitch in his road to reaching S-Class. It was an obstacle he needed to overcome and Natsu was more than willing to meet the challenge head-on.

      Gildarts was tough. He guarded and knocked aside all of Natsu’s attacks at the start. At one point Natsu had been diced into a hundred pieces from the Crash magic, falling apart and becoming an army of tiny Natsu clones that swarmed Gildarts. He’d been so agitated that he reformed Natsu into his singular powerful state and the Dragon Slayer took advantage of that moment.

      Hence why he was throwing attack after attack in quick succession at the senior Fairy.

      After a moment Natsu landed to catch his breath and stopped his assault. The pink-haired Fairy lightly panted and looked up at the mix of smoke and dirt kicked up from the flurry of attacks. From the center of the cloud, he spotted the broad form of Gildarts standing tall and strong after the barrage.

      But there was a skid along the ground where Gildarts had been pushed back by the flurry of attacks.

      “Haha! Yes!” Natsu cheered and laughed, “Happy, did you see that?! I forced him back! I did it! Finally!”

      Happy… didn’t have the heart to tell his best friend he shouldn’t be celebrating too much about just pushing Gildarts back a few feet.

      But surprisingly it was the hearty laugh from Gildarts that drew their attention after the dust had settled. The powerful Mage chuckled and dried his eyes before grinning, “Man, Natsu, you weren’t kidding about how much stronger you’ve gotten. I guess all those crazy fights and jobs you’ve had to deal with over the last few years have helped make you a lot tougher.”

      “Duh! That’s what I was tellin’ ya!” Natsu indignantly announced, “I’m not just the hotheaded kid that challenged you to fight all the time! I’m a powerhouse Mage who can stand with the rest of you!”

      “Heh, I guess you are.” Gildarts nodded proudly, seeing the man that cocky little brat he used to know had grown up into. He pointed over his shoulder with his thumb, “You did great, Natsu. I hereby approve you to move onto the next stage of the exam.”

      “Seriously?!” Happy smiled widely, “Natsu, did you hear that?!”

      “Hold your head tall after—”

      A flaming fist came flying at him and Gildarts caught it on his palm. Natsu smirked up at Gildarts, “No way.”

      “N-Natsu, what’re you doing?! Gildarts said you can go forward!”

      “I’m supposed to fight and beat the S-Class in my way! And that’s what I’m gonna do!” Fire burst off his body, “You hear that, Gildarts! This doesn’t stop until the fight is over!”

      Gildarts scoffed, “Heh, guess the cocky part of you still hasn’t changed.” He shook his head, “I guess I’ll have to end this… the hard way.”

      Natsu and Happy froze… as they were overwhelmed by a gargantuan force of magic power that nearly crushed them.

    
    

    
      Naruto disappeared in a flash of speed and appeared between Gajeel and Levy mid-jump. He spun and kicked out, knocking both of them in separate directions. He planted his feet on the ground and gathered Armor around his fists before throwing a Flying Gauntlet to chase after both of them.

      Gajeel gritted his teeth and coated his body in metallic scales as he slid to a stop and punched the flying magic attack to counter it.

      Levy opted to write the word SHIELD in front of her to guard against the attack.

      Naruto rushed forward and slammed his shoulder into Gajeel’s guard. As the Dragon Slayer hit a rock and cracked it, Naruto charged in with a flurry of punches. They slammed into Gajeel’s metallic scales over and over, pushing him further into the rock before with one last punch he sent the pierced man flying back through the stone.

      “FIRE!”

      Naruto looked back at the incoming attack and leaped over it, looking down at the words imprinted into the flames before landing and rushing at the other Fairy. Levy quickly summoned a pillar of STONE in front of her to try and impede Naruto’s advance, only for the blond to fly forward with a sidekick and obliterate the stone creation right over her head.

      Levy bunched up to avoid getting hit with the debris. As stone pieces rained around her, Levy saw a shadow hang over her and looked up as Naruto stood looking down at her. The little blue-haired Mage raised her hand in preparation to fend the whiskered Fairy off. She gulped and narrowed her eyes at him…

      She saw him just staring down at her silently.

      …

      “Naruto,” Levy spoke up, “What did you mean a second ago? That I shouldn’t be the one freaking out? I’m sorry but if you’ve never had to find yourself facing — well, you — then you don’t get a say about not freaking out.”

      “Well, I did face myself before. It was a crazy experience — and I can see why everyone is freaked out about fighting me. I’m kind of a badass monster.” He said with a chuckle before bending his knees to face Levy a little better while she was on the ground, “What I meant is that you shouldn’t have to be worried or freaking out. Gajeel might be an absolute idiot but he’s got the right idea — now’s the time for you to be focused and determined, not fretful about making a move.”

      “Y-Yeah, I know,” Levy muttered, her gaze downcast as she bit the inside of her cheek in frustration, “But I’m so much weaker than everyone else. If I’m not careful… this could all be over in an instant.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Naruto agreed with a nonchalant shrug, causing Levy’s doubts to double for a moment. But he quickly followed up, “But, you know, when Jiji offered your name up for the participants… not one of us disagreed with him.”

      She blinked a few times before her eyes gently widened in surprise, “R-Really?”

      “Yep. You might not have a crazy amount of power, but you’re smart, resourceful, reliable, and talented. Even if you aren’t gonna match me in power, I came in here expecting to be matched by your skill.” Naruto pushed off his knees and stood back up, “You were picked to take part in the exam for S-Class, Levy. It’s time to show everyone just what it is you can do.”

      …

      Shutting her eyes and taking a deep breath, they opened again with a rekindled fire. Even in the face of her much stronger friend, the petite blue-haired Mage looked defiantly at Naruto, her pointer finger extended out in preparation to conjure and create whatever she’d need to combat the whiskered blond. The heterochromatic Mage smiled proudly and nodded, “Good, now let’s—”

      “HAAA!” Gajeel’s leg swung out into Naruto’s temple where he had vaulted over the broken stone pillar. Naruto’s arm just barely raised in time to block it as he was sent flying away from them, ‘HAHAHA, HOW’D YOU LIKE THAT, YA SONUVA BITCH!’ As Naruto landed in a skid and shook the tingles out of his arm, Gajeel clicked his teeth, “Shit. Hey Shorty, you alright? He didn’t get ya, did he?”

      “No, I’m fine.” Levy assured her partner, ‘Come on, Gajeel, we can’t waste any more time.’ The tip of her finger glowed with magic, “We need to get past him to reach the next stage!”

      …

      She noticed him staring intently at her, causing her face to flush, “W-What?”

      “You were all unmotivated and subdued a second ago, but now you look revved up and ready to shove your foot up his ass. What happened? Did he say something that pissed you off and you wanna get revenge on him? I get that if that’s the case.”

      “No, he didn’t,” Levy shook her head, “But he did give me some words of encouragement, and I don’t want to disappoint his expectations.”

      “I did that!” Levy flinched at the loud and surprisingly raw reaction from Gajeel, the former Phantom Mage furiously pointing at himself, “I was the one who was trying to encourage you first! I dragged your self-esteem out of the mud and told you we had to do this! It doesn’t — it doesn’t count!”

      “Are you serious right now?”

      “His words don’t count!”

      “What are you, 5?”

      “Hey! Hey, Hunter,” Gajeel angrily called out to the blond and pointed at him, “Your words of encouragement don’t count! I did them for Shorty first! They don’t count!”

      “Eh, sounds like sour grapes, Gajeel.”

      “SHOVE YOUR GRAPES UP YOUR ASS!”

      “Gajeel!” She slapped his arm several times, dragging his attention back to her before she nodded forward, ‘Can we focus on the fight again, please? We can’t lose focus now of all time! Listen,’ She whispered so only he could hear her, “I need you to hold him off just a little longer. I’ll get something set up and give you an opportunity. When you do, land a blow that will put him in the ground, got it?”

      A wicked smirk stretched across Gajeel’s mouth, “Pfft, no problem. But don’t come complaining to me if I end up beating him before you get a chance to do anything!”

      Levy rolled her eyes skeptically before her hand whipped forth. In a blur, she drew the next word and sent it out, “SHINE!”

      A bright shine of light filled the area and Naruto had to squint to shield his eyes. In that moment Gajeel rushed in, the light at his back and not blinding him as he reeled his fist back, “Got you, Hunter!”

      He punched and Naruto deftly turned so the fist sailed harmlessly by his face. He grabbed Gajeel’s wrist, “Hey when you blind a guy, don’t waste the surprise by yelling.” Naruto dropped his stance and buried his elbow in the Dragon Slayer’s gut. Gajeel’s eyes strained and he grit his teeth in pain before Naruto pulled his wrist and threw him away, “HA!”

      “IRON DRAGON’S LOGS!” Even as he was thrown, Gajeel launched a barrage of iron spikes at the S-Class Fairy. Naruto smiled as they came flying at him, sidestepping and weaving through the flurry of projectiles. He caught one of them and used them to parry and divert some of the others off their path. Gajeel grits his teeth and turns in the air, his feet slamming into a tree to stop his path before he launches himself back at the blond, “BASTARD!

      With a smile he tossed the spike in his hand into the ground, summoning his cleaver from his Requip space before slamming it into the ground, “Rumbling Earth!” Slabs of rock and earth jutted out around him, causing Gajeel to barrel through one of them unexpectedly and leave the Dragon Slayer dazed for a moment. A moment Naruto took advantage of to grab his collar and slam him bodily into the ground, “I think at some point you gotta realize this is dumb.”

      “F-Fuck you.”

      “Okay, doesn’t matter to me. I can kick your ass all—”

      A powerful gust of wind washed over them both and Naruto had to steady himself before he was blown off his feet. As the wind petered out he looked back and saw the source of the phenomenon. Levy stood on one of the stone pillars that shot up from his defense. Floating in front of her was a Solid Script word for WIND. She had some dirt and smudge on her, probably from being dragged in by the attack Naruto made, but she wiped her cheek and looked at the blond with a challenging smile, “I thought you were supposed to be testing me, right?”

      Naruto smirked, letting go of Gajeel’s wrist as he turned to the blue-haired Mage, “Glad to see you’ve got some confidence now. Ready to stop throwing the chaff at me and see how you measure up to S-Class yourself?”

      Levy steeled herself and nodded, “I’m ready to win.” Naruto smiled and enjoyed her assuredness before he leaped up after her. She jumped back and fell off the pillar as Naruto landed on the top and quickly jumped after her. But as he fell he saw Levy had created several SWORD words that launched at him. Kicking off the pillar he barely avoided the flying blades and landed, looking around and spotting Levy’s foot as she ducked behind another slab of stone.

      Naruto sprinted over to catch her and rounded the corner to find another word, BLAST, waiting in his path. An even stronger burst of wind nearly knocked him back before he could find his footing. With a roar Naruto charged forward, summoning his black blade and slicing through the form of the Solid Script word to dispel it completely. He landed on the other side and looked around…

      He spotted Levy looking his way, her back pressed into a rock after she had retreated into a dead end while running from him. He sent his blade back into his space and turned to her, “Any other plans, Levy?”

      The blue-haired girl gulped nervously before holding up her fingers, “I guess I’ll just have to beat you like this.” She steeled herself, “Come at me, Naruto! And don’t hold anything back!”

      She might have been a little too eager, but she was challenging him directly and he couldn’t turn her down. He was going to respect her wishes even if it meant disqualifying her. He channeled his magic, forming a coat of Armor over his fist as he rushed towards her. Levy tried to keep her composure as Naruto slid in to punch her—

      The ground underneath him suddenly disappeared. The blond’s eyes widened as his footing vanished and he suddenly lost balance. Despite falling, Naruto’s eyes shot up to see the cheeky and relieved smile on Levy’s face as he fell. The cheeky brat had coaxed him into the trap by making it a challenge. Devious but damn was he impressed.

      His hand and foot swung out, catching the circumference of the hole before he could fall in. He kept himself level and let out a sigh of relief before craning his head back to look up at Levy, “Nice try, Levy, but you’re gonna need to do more than trick me if you wanna—”

      “IRON DRAGON’S—”

      “Shit.”

      “ROAR!”

      Gajeel jumped up over Naruto and the hole before releasing his breath attack. Levy ducked and protected herself as the whirlwind of metal shards and scrap barreled into the hole his partner had dug to catch the S-Class off guard. The attack raged for several seconds before finally coming to an end. Once it was over, Levy lifted her head hesitantly and saw the shredded edges of the hole that Naruto had been in.

      Gajeel landed and cracked his knuckles, “Okay, I think we got the bastard cornered! Let’s get down there and beat him a little—”

      “No!” Levy rushed over, grabbed his hand, and pulled him along, “Come on! Let’s go!”

      “What?” Gajeel stopped her from pulling him, “What are you talking about? He’s not beat yet!”

      “But it worked! Look!” Levy pointed back to the pathway that had been blocked by a magical barrier just moments ago. Now it was open for them to pass through, “We can go to the next stage! So let’s go!”

      “Hell no! I’m not satisfied yet!” Gajeel grumbled, “I wanna get down there and—”

      “Gajeel, we barely won this way! I’m not wasting this opportunity sending you down there so Naruto can kick your ass!” The short blue-haired Fairy barked, startling the Dragon Slayer, “Now shut up! Take my hand! And let’s get out of here to the next stage!”

      …

      They started moving, even though Gajeel pouted like a baby the whole way. Levy just had a content smile as she dragged her partner along, glad to know that they had beaten their foe enough to earn a pass and hoped Naruto wasn’t too badly hurt.

      From his spot atop a branch, Naruto watched the two partners proceed to the next area of the exam. The blond Mage was scuffed up after taking the brunt of Gajeel’s attack with his Armor, but just barely escaped before it could hit him dead-on.

      He smiled and flicked some pieces of metal out of his hair, “Good luck, Levy. You deserve it.”

    
    

    
      “Levy-chan!”

      “Lu-chan,” Levy panted as she and Gajeel walked into the clearing at the end of the path, finding several other teams waiting for them on their arrival. Cana and Lucy greeted them first, with Gray and Loke a few feet away and Natsu seated on a rock with Happy by his side, “I guess you all made it here ahead of us.”

      “Yep, bested you two by quite a bit.” Cana said, ‘Lucy and I got here first after we won against Wendy and Mest. Natsu and Happy showed up a little after, but he’s been sitting over there down in the dumps since he arrived.’ The brunette nodded in his direction, “Apparently he passed against Gildarts but won’t say anything about it.”

      “He passed against Gildarts?!” Levy looked completely stunned while Gajeel was fuming hearing his fellow Dragon Slayer won against the strongest member in the guild, “T-That’s amazing.”

      “It was!” Happy eagerly said before looking up at his partner, “So cheer up, Natsu. Please?”

      “And before you, we had Gray and Loke here limping in.” The two men were about as scuffed up as Levy and Gajeel were, “Looks like they just barely eked out a win against Freed and Bickslow.”

      “Nothing barely about it! We won and that’s all!” The Maker Mage defensively yelled with a scowl as his partner sighed and patted his back.

      “What about you, Levy-chan?”

      “Oh, we ran into Naruto.” The others grimaced and cringed at their terrible luck, “Yeah, it was — it was pretty bad.”

      “Pfft, speak for yourself!” Gajeel guffawed and palmed his fist, ‘I beat that bastard’s ass like it was nothing! One good hit was all it took to put him down! And I’m not sulking in the corner about it either!’ Even as Gajeel stood proudly, the others immediately noticed how scuffed and beaten he was, “We might as well be crowned S-Class now, because if fighting him was the hardest part then—”

      “Ah, good,” Makarov interrupted the boasting as he walked over to the center of their grouping, ‘I’m glad to see so many of you have made it here already. Levy, I think you might have moved onto the next stage a little too quickly.’ The little Mage turned pallid with shock before he smiled, “But don’t worry, Naruto passed you.”

      “H-He did?”

      “Yep. Said it all in this note he sent me before you got here.” Makarov held up a piece of paper, “Levy McGarden’s team is hereby approved to participate in the next round of testing. She showed remarkable fortitude and resourcefulness. She also showed great grit and determination in having to carry around a terrible handicap and put him to use for her. Seriously, her partner was nothing but a problem for her to manage. It goes to show her capabilities if she could rein in—” Makarov blinked, turning the letter over in his hand, “Well, that goes on for another page but suffice to say you pass.”

      Levy let out a nervous laugh but was pleased to hear she passed.

      Gajeel on the other hand was seething and about to pop a blood vessel.

      Makarov pocketed the letter and looked around, “Well, I think that’s about everyone this round. It’s time to—”

      “Wait!” They all looked over in time to see Elfman and Evergreen emerging to join them, the larger man leaning on the woman’s shoulder for support as they walked in, “Don’t count us out just yet. A man couldn’t give in before reaching the end!”

      Makarov nodded in amusement, “Now that’s a surprise. Didn’t you two end up against Mirajane? How the hell did you manage that?”

      “W-We…” Elfman’s face fell dejectedly as he looked aside, “I-I don’t wanna say.”

      Ever’s glasses glinted as she smirked deviously, “We won, that’s all that matters. Let’s go ahead.”

      “Right, right,” Makarov jumped onto a rock and looked around at the gathered groups, “Well done, my children. Though all of you have proven your skill and fortitude by arriving on this island, you lot have proven something even greater by overcoming your opponents and clutching victory, however small it may have been. The truth is there was no Luck route in this first section of the test. The greatest luck that could have shined upon you was coming across an opponent you were compatible with in the heat of battle. And now you all have proven just that; Natsu, Gray, Elfman, Cana, and Levy, I welcome you to the next stage of the exam!”

      A fierce clap resounded through the clearing that drew the attention of everyone. Natsu drew his hands off his cheeks, standing up from his spot and taking a deep breath, “Gray! Cana! Elfman! Levy!” He turned around, a big smile on his face as he was reinvigorated to take the exam, “This next part, I’m gonna prove that I’m the one who’s gonna be S-Class! I hope you’re fired up!”

      The other participants nodded in acceptance as Makarov chuckled, “Good, now let’s all head out. Onto the second part!”

      Gray quickly raised his hand, “Uh, Jii-San, what about Juvia’s team?”

      …

      “Jii-San?”

      Their master looked at his children sadly with faint tears building in the corners of his eyes. He sniffled and wiped them away, “My children, never forget the most important lesson of the part of the exam; while your luck may have shined through and helped you… some are not so fortunate.”

      They were confused by his melodramatic answer before realization started to hit them.

      If Mest and Freed’s teams had been in the versus sections, and the others had been with Gildarts, Naruto, and Mirajane, then by process of elimination—

      “Oh…”

      …

      “That makes sense.”

      They wished their fallen comrade the best of luck and followed the old man to their next destination.

    
    

    
      “We’re finally here but we lose sight of him!”

      “I-It’s Azuma-sama so we shouldn’t have to worry about his safety! BCAWK!”

      “It isn’t his safety I’m worried about! We’re the vanguard squad! If they figure out we’re here, the invasion is shot!”

      He could still hear Yomazu and Kawazu arguing with each other as he slipped further into the island’s greenery. For being so concerned with keeping a low profile they sure were being loud.

      He on the other hand was focused on other matters.

      He could feel them. Strong and extraordinary magical powers littered the space of this island. And among them had to be some people who could provide him a magnificent fight.

      The battle maniac nodded and fused with the trunk of a tree. He’d sample a few of the fighters for himself before the rest of the guild arrived.

      And when they did… the new world would finally begin.

    
    

    
      Done

      I’m making more ideas for this arc and it’s got me excited about what to do next. Plus the anime is coming back soon! Hooray!

      I’m always happy to get more Fairy Tail!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    80. Indolence of the Slothful

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 80: Indolence of the Slothful

      And the final chapter of the April marathon is here! And in the middle of another defunct alert shit show! Hurray!

      Anyway, like last year I’ll probably be taking a break in May. Just some time to unwind, ease up, and play some games. I’ll give you guys updates on my profile page but this should be it for about a month.

      Hope you enjoy!

    
    

    
      “Come on! We have to get there faster! There’s no time to be dawdling!”

      “Carla, we’re going as fast as we can without wasting all of our magic power. There’s no reason to complain about something we can’t change.” The white Exceed huffed and pouted as Pantherlily followed her guide towards Tenrou Island, “If you were this worried you should have tried to convince someone to take you on as a partner.”

      “I’d rather we have stayed away from this test altogether! I can’t help shake the feeling that something is going to go wrong here.” Carla confessed, ‘I just wish that silly girl would have heeded my warning and not joined this blasted exam. But she chose now to ignore my warnings and advice.’ She crossed her paws, “I can’t help but think that Naruto might be infecting her with his stupidity.”

      “I think that might be a bit much. Everyone goes through a bit of a rebellious phase as they get older. Even Prince Jellal went off on his own.”

      “Right, and he ended up traveling to another world by himself for the better part of a decade while you and everyone in your world thought that he had been killed.”

      “Fair point.” Lily narrowed his eyes, “And knowing how the prince operated, I find it hard to believe he would have taken on an apprentice like this Mest fellow while exploring the kingdom.”

      “Exactly!” Carla exclaimed, “I don’t trust this Mest character! So I’m going to that island — whatever the consequences might be — and looking after Wendy! I just hope we’re not too late before something terrible happens and she finds herself in trouble.”

    
    

    
      “U-Ugh, a-ah.”

      “Come on, there’s no reason to be crying. We did our best.”

      “B-But we were still beaten.” Wendy bemoaned, trying to stifle her tears before the dam could break and reclaim some semblance of maturity. But as frustrated tears filled the young Dragon Slayer’s eyes and her mouth sucked in, she couldn’t help but hang her head, “Dang it.”

      Mest couldn’t help but chuckle at her reaction, “It’s odd to think you’re more frustrated by the loss than I am.”

      “I’m so sorry, Mest-San. If I was just a bit stronger, then maybe…” Wendy buried her face in her knees and grumbled out a frustrated apology for her inability to help.

      Mest couldn’t help but find the young Mage’s frustration endearing. With an amused shake of his head he stood up and dusted off his pants, “Hey, since we’ve lost, we should probably either meet with the others or start heading home. But since we’re already here…” He stepped around, “Why don’t we go exploring?”

      “Exploring?” Wendy asked quietly while drying her eyes, “Are we allowed to explore the island during the exam?”

      “Um… I’m not sure.” Mest scratched his cheek uncertainly, “I bet Master would be pretty miffed with us. But what kind of Fairy Tail Mages would we be if we didn’t break the rules now and then? Plus maybe we could find the secret of Tenrou Island while we’re at it?”

      “The secret?”

      “Well, Tenrou Island is protected by a series of wards and spells most people can’t get through, even if they know magic. So there must be something here that’s supposed to be protected.”

      “And you think we can find it?”

      “Only one way to know. What do you say?” Wendy brightened up a little and smiled at the thought of an adventure to take their minds off their defeat.

    
    

    
      “Elfman and Evergreen said they were going to have a baby?!”

      “That’s right.” Mira nodded, a strained smile on her face along with a small bandage over her cheek as she laughed nervously, “I was so surprised that I… well, I didn’t see the punch coming.”

      “AHAHAHAHAHAHA!” Naruto doubled over, pounding his fist on the table as he struggled to take in a breath after hearing about Mirajane’s fight. The whiskered blond struggled to take a breath before another wave of giggling and guffawing assaulted his system, ‘AAAAAAAHAHAHAHeheheheheheheeeeeHAAAAA!’ He leaned back, gasping and mumbling out for them to stop before he toppled out of his seat, “Haha!”

      The girls watched the sole blond in their midst continue to suffer from his giggle fit on the ground. Mira crossed her arms and pouted incredulously, “It isn’t that funny.”

      “It is though!”

      Lisanna patted her sister on the arm as she got miffed by Naruto’s laughter, “But Elf-niichan isn’t having a baby with Ever for real, right? I mean, if they were far along enough to have a kid together, I feel like we’d know, right?”

      Mira smiled and shook her head, “No, I don’t think they’re having a kid. It was just a ploy to get me to drop my guard so they could strike and move past me.” With a sigh, the white-haired barmaid shook her head, “I feel silly falling for a trick like that. I mean if they were going to have a baby…”

      Mira hummed and gently cradled her nephew to her bosom as she rocked him to sleep. With a warm and loving smile, she unwrapped the blanket and looked down at the newest member of their family.

      A baby with Elfman’s fully grown head and Evergreen’s long hair. It kicked out wildly before looking up at Mira, “I made a man poopy!”

      “Ahh, that was funny.” Naruto caught his breath and sighed as he took his spot back on the table. When he did he saw Mira covering her face and quietly weeping to herself in despair, “What happened to her?”

      “Just an overactive imagination.” Erza patted Mira’s head as Lisanna tried to console her devastated heart, “Now, no reason to be so sad. It might not be a pretty picture but babies grow… with time.”

      “Maybe your Strauss family genes would kick in and make him look a lot better?” Naruto offered unhelpfully as he tried not to start laughing again.

      “Hey, speaking of which…” Lisanna smiled giddily and looked between Naruto and Erza expectantly, ‘We’re talking about Elf-niichan and Ever having a kid but we seem to be missing the most important couple we should be asking.’ She leaned onto the table, “So~, Erza and Naruto… when do you think you’ll be trying?”

      The joy and amusement on their faces immediately drained away into apathetic and annoyed expressions instead. Lisanna and Mirajane quickly noticed their tense change in demeanor as Erza turned back to focus on preparing the meal while Naruto rested his chin on his fist with a frown. The two Strauss sisters immediately realized the mistake, “Uh oh.”

      “So, clearly this is a sore point.”

      “Um, sorry guys.” Lisanna apologized, ‘I didn’t mean to dredge up a bad point if you guys don’t want to talk about it.’ The youngest Strauss looked between the two, “Do you… not want kids?”

      “Oh no, we do,” Erza said.

      “We’ve talked about it.” Naruto nodded.

      …

      This time it was Mirajane who looked confused, “Then what’s your problem?”

      “Because we can never agree on the particulars about it,” Naruto said with a groan. When the girls looked confused he sighed, “Okay, so after our 1st anniversary, we stayed up for a while and talked about what a future for us would be like. When Erza brought up how many kids we’d want, I didn’t have an answer because I hadn’t thought about it.”

      “And I’d always wanted a lot of kids. Like, as many as I physically could produce,” Erza added as she stirred the stew, “But after one night of drinks with Mahiro and an extensive recollection of what child labor was like, I thought it would be best to cut back a bit.”

      “So we settled; at least three kids.”

      “Maybe more if we feel like we can handle it.”

      With looks of surprise at just how much they’d mulled this over, Mirajane and Lisanna shared another look of confusion, “So… where’s the issue?”

      Naruto groaned, “The problem… is that our kids should have red hair!”

      Erza growled, “And I told you, they would look so much better with blond hair!”

      “No, they won’t!”

      Erza dropped the ladle back in the stew and turned with ferocity towards Naruto, “How can you say that?! Can you not imagine how gorgeous a mane of yellow hair would be on our children?! They’d look like heroes or demigods from those old stories!”

      “And I’ve told you that red hair is way more striking! It sticks out! It’s gorgeous! And I just found out my mom had red hair! D-Do you know how devastating it is to find out that I could’ve had red hair but I don’t?!” Naruto jumped out of his seat, popping with a cloud of Transformation magic as he reappeared with short, straight red hair, “I could’ve been born like this but I was robbed!”

      “You! Were! Not! Robbed! How many times do I have to tell you?!” Erza stressed with a barely contained yell, “You’re spiky yellow hair is adorable! I love it about you! That’s why I want our kids to have it!”

      “We can’t keep having this same argument! It’s getting us nowhere!”

      As the two lovers continued to ramp up their argument and yelling, Mira and Lisanna tried to stifle their laughter as best as they could. With a calming breath, Mira swallowed her giggles and looked at her younger sister, “Do you think they realize they don’t get to choose the kid’s hair and it’ll just be genes?”

      “Oh, why ruin the fun?” Lisanna said with a grin before she turned to her partner, “Juvia, what do you think about all this?”

      Unfortunately, it looked like her partner wasn’t paying much mind to the conversation as she looked down with a red face and mumbled, “B-Babies. Babies. W-What would Gray-sama do if he wanted babies? If he wanted babies…” Juvia blushed deeper, closing her eyes and drifting off to imagination land as she mumbled, “Oh~, Gray-sama~, Juvia will have as many babies as you want~! Do you want to fill a whole soccer team with our offspring? Well, Juvia is more than ready to comply~.”

      …

      “Okay, it might have been a mistake going down this rabbit hole.” Lisanna cleared her throat, ‘So what do you guys think is going to happen for the rest of the exam?’ She quickly changed the topic before things could get out of hand, “I think Elf-niichan and Ever have a good chance of getting through!”

      “No!” Juvia jumped out of her seat, ‘It’s Gray-sama that will win it all!’ She started dreamily swaying around, “He will valiantly defeat all of his opponents and secure the title of S-Class for himself! And if the fates allow, Juvia will be there to witness his majestic victory for herself.”

      “I hope Levy makes it through.” Naruto sat back down with a smile as he joined the conversation, “She’s clever and scrappier than we anticipated. If she’s able to score a win against me with a polyp the size of Gajeel hanging off her ass then I’m sure nothing is stopping her from securing this entire exam.”

      “Don’t forget about Cana and Natsu.” Erza added, “She and Lucy handled themselves very well against Mest and Wendy while Natsu was able to score his way through Gildarts. That’s no small feat.”

      A skeptical chortle escaped from Naruto, “I still think Gildarts took it easy on Natsu. No way he would have gotten past him otherwise.”

      “He says — as if forgetting he was also someone who only got to go forward because Gildarts took it easy on him.” Naruto opened his mouth and said nothing before clicking his teeth and pouting to the side. The other girls chuckled at his childish reaction as Mirajane looked around, “It’s unfortunate that Gildarts left with Freed and Bickslow already. It would’ve been nice for them to stick around until the end of the exam at least. They could’ve welcomed the new addition to the S-Class with us.”

      “Well, we can’t make them wait if they don’t want to.” Erza poured a bowl of stew before turning to the table, “I’m just surprised that Wendy and Mest left already.”

      “Yeah, I thought Wendy would want to stick around for a bit,” Naruto said, thinking back to his young friend and how she was usually so supportive towards others during moments like this. His brow furrowed, “Wait, did they come to one of us and tell us they were heading back?”

      “I didn’t see them.” Mira said as she took the bowl from Erza, “I mean were they told about the rendezvous point if they were disqualified?”

      “Master said he announced it to everyone on the boat. And even he didn’t see them again after the first exam was done.” With a look of slight worry, Erza stared out into the woods, “You don’t think they’re lost, do you?”

      “Maybe they’re just looking around?” Lisanna said.

      “Would they be this late if they were looking around?”

      “Depends on how far along the island they were going.” Naruto’s expression stiffened as he stood up and started walking away, ‘Naruto?’ Erza called out to her boyfriend, “Are you going to go look for them?”

      “Yeah. There’s not much else on this island other than some rowdy animals and the others taking a test so I don’t think they’ll be in trouble. But…” The whiskered blond couldn’t hide the discomfort on his face, “Do you guys remember those patches of dead land? We never did figure out what was causing them.”

      As Erza and Mira shared a look of quiet concern, Lisanna and Juvia looked confused, “Dead land?”

      “There were spots along the island where the fauna and flora were collapsed and dried up. But not by normal means. Like other animals killing them or the ground being uninhabitable. It’s just…”

      “Dead. All of it was dead.”

      “And we didn’t figure out why.” Naruto looked back to the forest, “I need to get out there and look for them before anything happens.”

      “Allow Juvia to assist!” The Water Mage immediately offered her assistance, “She can go look for them before any harm falls to them.”

      “I can help.” Erza started removing her apron, ‘Mira, Lisanna, you two should stay here in case they do make it back.’ The two Strauss siblings nodded as Erza looked up at Naruto, “We’ll take one-half of the island?”

      “And I’ll take the other. Come back here in an hour to reconvene on anything we’ve found?”

      With a firm nod of determination, Erza and Juvia headed in one direction while Naruto headed in the other. Mira stepped up and continued to stir the stew as Lisanna sat anxiously and looked out at the forest in hopes that nothing would happen during the exam.

      Speaking of which…

    
    

    
      “KYYYYYYYAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH!” Lucy shrieked at the top of her lungs as she ran away from the giant scaly beast chasing after them. She ran as fast as she could, “OH MY GOD! WE’RE GONNA DIE!”

      Cana was just ahead of her, running just as fast as she looked around diligently, “Lucy, make sure to keep an eye out for the first master’s grave! It has to be around here somewhere!”

      “I CAN’T FOCUS WHEN WE’RE GONNA BE KILLED IF WE SLOW DOWN!”

    
    

    
      “Gray!” Loke called out as a giant monster came rushing towards him.

      “Hold on!”

      “Gray!”

      “Little closer!”

      “DO IT ALREADY, MAN!”

      “Ice Make: Floor!” Gray created a sheet of ice along the ground that the monster slipped on and crashed into a tree. Loke leaped over its body and jumped off its head to rejoin Gray, “Come on! Let’s get going!”

      “You are the worst partner ever!”

    
    

    
      “Gajeel, can we not pick a fight with every monster we cross along the way?”

      “Shut up! I gotta prove that Hunter was wrong in saying I didn’t even help!”

      Levy sighed as her partner roared and charged into some frightened monsters.

    
    

    
      “HAAAAA!” Natsu yelled as he slammed a flaming fist into the face of another monster and sent it toppling over. The pink-haired Dragon Slayer let out a growl of dissatisfaction as he looked around and huffed out a flame, “We’ve been looking for hours but we still haven’t found the first master’s grave!”

      “Natsu, it’s only been ten minutes since we started looking around here.” Happy responded and made his partner huff with annoyance. The blue Exceed flew up to Natsu’s side and looked around, “But I don’t think anyone would put a grave just out in the open in the middle of the forest. It has to be hidden somewhere safe and sound, right?”

      Natsu crossed his arms and tilted his head, “I don’t know. The only graveyard and grave markers I’ve seen are the ones by Kardia Cathedral. What would a grave look like on an island like this?”

      “I don’t know.” Happy said uncertainly as he and Natsu wracked their brains trying to figure it out. As he floated around he flew up by the trees, “It’d have to be somewhere all these monsters wouldn’t be able to disturb or mess with it, right?”

      “Yeah. Where she could lay in rest. Where…” Natsu looked up in thought. But suddenly stopped, craning his neck back as far as it could go before he lost his balance and fell over on the ground. Happy flew over and looked down at his friend curiously as Natsu’s eyes started to light up like stars, “That’s it!”

      “What is it?”

      “There!” Natsu shot up into a sitting position and pointed upward, “Up here, Happy! I bet that’s where the first master’s grave is!”

      Happy followed where Natsu pointed and looked up at the giant, slim tree roots stretching up from the center of the island and suspending a part of the island within the roots. The Exceed beamed with joy, “Oh! That makes sense!”

      “We were wonderin’ why the island looked so weird! It’s gotta be up there!”

      Happy turned to Natsu with a big grin, “You know what time it is?!”

      Natsu matched his excitement with a grin of his own, “Of course I do!”

      “It’s time to fly!”

      Happy swooshed in and grabbed Natsu’s back before lifting off and flying up through the air to the portion of the island over their heads.

    
    

    
      “A MAN DOESN’T RUUUUUNNNNNNNN!”

      “YOU’RE RUNNING NOW SO SHUT UP AND MOOOOOOOOOVVVEEEEEE!”

      Elfman and Evergreen sprinted through the forest at top speeds, screams of panic and fright coming out of them as they just barely avoided getting caught in the snapping maw of the horde of monsters that chased after them. They jumped and dodged and dove across the edge of a hill, tumbling down it like rag dolls before they finally hit the ground. Ever and Eflman quickly picked themselves up and tried to scramble away before they could be swarmed by the monster horde again—

      “Hey.”

      “AAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHH — oh, it’s just you.” They screamed and lurched back in fright only to calm down when they saw it was Naruto in a tropical shirt and shorts. Elfman let out a sigh of relief as Evergreen stomped her foot, “Don’t sneak up on us like that! We’re on edge!”

      “I’m just standing here. You two were the ones tumbling down the hill like toddlers.” Naruto said, “What were you doing anyway?”

      Eflman wiped his cheek, “There was a giant horde of monsters that was just chasing us. But now that we’ve fallen here, I think we’ve lost—”

      The deep, booming roars and howls of monsters appearing back up on the hill overwhelmed their discussion. Only the sound of Ever angrily slapping Elfman’s bicep in annoyance for a tempting fate like that could be heard.

      The monsters prowled down the hill and kept their eyes on their prey. Elfman raised his fists and prepared to use his magic to take them on. Evergreen took a step back, putting Elfman in front of her so he could engage them first while she reached for her glasses to petrify them. And Naruto just seemed to regard them with a glance in the corner of his eye as they stalked closer.

      He released a burst of wind from his body that expanded in every direction and caused everything to get pushed by the gust. The monsters seemed to quickly recognize the threat in front of them and scurried away. As the monsters evacuated, Elfman and Evergreen spared the blond a look of surprise.

      “O-Oh shit,” He palmed his face, “I shouldn’t be interfering with your exam like this. Look, have either of you seen Wendy or Mest?”

      “Seen them? Are they lost?” Elfman asked.

      “They should have left on the ship with Gildarts and the others or come back to base camp but they haven’t. We’re looking around and can’t find them anywhere.”

      “If we found them, would you reward us by telling us where the first master’s grave is?” Evergreen requested with a sly smile and raise of her brow. The unamused look on Naruto and Elfman’s faces at her shameless inquiry immediately shot her down, “Worth a shot. How about we help you look around for a bit?”

      “What?” Elfman balked, “I want to make sure Wendy and Mest are okay but aren’t we in the middle of an exam?”

      Ever reached up and grabbed Elfman’s ear, pulling him down and making the bulky man hiss in pain as she whispered into his ear, “That’s the point, idiot! If we walk around with Naruto he can ward off all the monsters that come our way. That way we can look around for the grave without being warded off by the beasts.”

      …

      Elfman stared at the bespectacled Fairy in shocked horror before narrowing his eyes, “You understand Wendy’s missing, right?”

      “She’s a persistent girl. She can handle herself.” Ever listed off in a single breath — not sounding convincing but more focused on getting to the next topic of discussion, “Are we doing this or not?”

      “Did you sell your soul for pocket change or something?”

      Naruto sighed, “Okay guys, I’ve gotta get going.”

      Ever turned to him in a panic, “W-Wait! We can help! No reason to leave just yet!”

      “I just need to make sure Wendy is alright. I hope you guys have luck finding the grave but I need to—”

      Naruto stopped mid-sentence and froze in place in front of Elfman and Evergreen. The two looked at the whiskered blond in confusion at his sudden and peculiar reaction, “Naruto, are you okay?”

      Just as quickly as he froze up Naruto suddenly relaxed. And no one looked more confused by his reaction than the man himself. He’d almost question what could have made him freeze like that if he hadn’t experienced the deep and cold chill running up his spine before vanishing just as quickly. But years of traveling, fighting, and surviving had made him secure his trust in both his senses and instincts. That wasn’t just a random chill…

      What… was that?

      Tensely, Naruto slowly turned away from the duo and looked in the direction of the forest. A forest that should have been empty and devoid of any approaching life.

      It wasn’t.

      “People?” The Fairies looked up in surprise as a black-haired young man in a strange set of old robes with a white toga emerged from the thicket of trees and bushes. His raggedy sandals clapped against the dirt and ground, “I-I didn’t think there would be people out here. There were never people out here. W-Why—”

      Was he the source of that chill? But he was so squirrelly and unassuming. He looked confused and frightened. You should never judge a book by its cover… but was someone like this capable of causing a sense of dread stronger than any he’d experienced before in the span of an instant?

      “Hey!” Not feeling any fear or having noticed the same thing Naruto did, Elfman stepped up confrontationally and called out to the strange man, “Hey, who the hell are you? You can’t be on this island!”

      “This is our guild’s private island! How the hell did you even find it?!”

      “A guild?” The stranger looked up at the central tree and solemnly nodded, “I… guess she did make a guild after all. Then you—”

      “Did you not hear us?” Elfman grumbled as he stepped forward, “We said—”

      “Stop!” The man cried out in sudden urgency, causing Elfman and Evergreen to halt their aggression and movement. The young man started panting in a panic and stepped back, “I-I’ll go! I’ll leave! I-I swear! P-Please, just don’t come any closer. I-If you do, you might get hurt!”

      “Why did he get all skittish?” Elfman noted while the young man seemed to start mumbling and convulsing.

      “Is he making threats?” Ever said with a grumble as she reached for her glasses, “How about I just petrify this guy and then we can kick his ass off this—”

      “AAAAAHHHHHHHHH!”

      The stranger let out a shrill, anguished cry as a wave of black suddenly burst out of his body in every direction. The Fairies watched in shock as the wave spread out and caused the trees, ground, and the tiny birds around him to shrivel and die in an instant. The wave got closer and closer—

      Iron grips tightened around Eflman and Evergreen’s arms as they were suddenly yanked off their feet and dragged a dozen meters back. The duo suddenly were dragged while Naruto’s feet skidded along the ground after their immediate retreat backward. He released the partners and slowly stood back up to stare at the spot they just escaped from.

      An area of eroded, dried up, and dead landscape with the stranger at the epicenter. He panted and looked around in terrified panic, only barely noticing them further down along the way and having avoided the effects of the black wave.

      It was him. He was responsible for the patches of dead land littering the island.

      “I-I’m sorry.” The man mumbled as he stepped back, the trees and bushes behind him having crumbled up and disintegrated after being swept up in the wave of death. With nowhere to hide in, he just stepped back and retreated, “Please, don’t follow me. If there are people here then I need to leave. I can’t—”

      A flaming comet rushed down from the sky and impacted the dangerous stranger. A burning fist dug into his cheek and knocked his head back violently, sending him flying and skidding along the dried ground before finally coming to a halt. Happy looked at the man they attacked in disbelief, “N-Natsu, we don’t even know who that guy is!”

      “I just smelled something bad about him.” The Dragon Slayer snarled before they landed. Natsu’s eyes seemed to linger on the downed body of the man before he turned to Naruto and the others, “We were flying over there before we saw a black light. Next thing I know the smell of dead trees and dying roots start wafting over like crazy. Who is this guy?”

      “We don’t know.” Naruto said, eyes also never leaving the form of the stranger on the ground, ‘He just walked out of the forest, started talking, and that wave came out of him. I don’t think he meant to attack, but this guy is dangerous.’ The whiskered Mage took a step forward, “I’ll take him to Jiji, and we can figure out—”

      They stopped as the man slowly picked himself off the ground, with no groan or sound of pain as he did. He stood back up and turned to look at them again.

      Elfman gulped, “He’s fine.”

      Ever felt a cold sweat go down her cheek, “I’ve never seen someone take a punch from Natsu and not even have a bruise.”

      The boisterous Dragon Slayer may have had a reputation for being a goofball in the guild, but no one could deny that his punch could be devastating. None of them had ever seen him land a punch on someone who not only didn’t feel it but didn’t react to it in any way.

      But he did react in one way.

      “Natsu?” The stranger whispered, his eyes wide and trembling as he looked at the pink-haired Fairy. Natsu felt a swirl of unprecedented discomfort, fury, and fear build up in his chest when this stranger looked at him and said his name so familiarly, “Is that you?”

      “Who are you?!” Natsu looked ready to rush him but Naruto caught his shoulder before he could make a move. He might not have seemed antagonistic but Naruto didn’t want to risk his friend getting closer to him in the heat of the moment, “How do you know my name?!”

      The man didn’t answer… simply touching the cheek that Natsu had punched in wonder. A faint smile came to his face as his eyes lowered dejectedly, “I see. Even after all this time… you’re still not there yet.”

      “What the hell are you—”

      Without any reaction or fanfare, another wave of black erupted from his body in every direction. This time all of the Fairies reacted in time, rushing back and avoiding the wave of death before it could wash over them. It spread out intensely before petering away. And once it was gone they could see that the stranger had vanished as well.

      “Dammit.”

      “Where’d he go?”

      “Who the hell was that guy?”

      “Shit!” Naruto stomped his foot and bit his lip, considering what he should do before clicking his teeth and turning to the others, ‘I need to go after him. I don’t know what he’s doing here but this,’ He motioned to the dead forest around them, “Isn’t good. If you see Erza and Juvia, tell them what happened here. And if you see Wendy and Mest, tell them to get to the camp for god sake!”

      The other Fairies watched the blond S-Class speed into the forest to give chase to their intruder. Elfman looked around at the dilapidated environment in disbelief that one man could do this by himself. Happy looked at Natsu in concern as the Dragon Slayer calmed his breathing but kept his furious glare across his face.

      “So, you wanna tell us which spots you’ve been looking for the grave?” Ever broke the silence of the moment, ‘If you haven’t found it there then that just narrows the search.’ The three of them turned and looked at Ever for her inappropriate question. She just pouted incredulously, “I know it’s serious but I’m still aiming for the win here!”

    
    

    
      Mest gulped as he felt the subtle but deep influx of magic appear and then disappear in an instant. As Wendy gleefully leaned down and giggled at the flowers and butterflies they found, Mest grit his teeth and looked out further into the mass of land that was Tenrou Island. If that magic had come from one of the members of Fairy Tail, he was worried about how this operation would proceed.

      “Mest-San?”

      “Eh?” He came out of his thoughts and looked over as Wendy called his alias, “What is it?”

      “I said don’t you think these flowers are beautiful?” The vibrant little Mage said, her mood taking a turn for the better after getting to explore the island and see its natural beauty for herself, “And they smell so lovely too.”

      “I want to know too!”

      Mest dove into the flower bed and started to roll around in it like a dog that just got let outside. Wendy watched the man’s strange behavior as he rolled onto his stomach and sucked in a great big huff of the flowers’ scent. As he sniffed and even started nibbling on some of the flowers she couldn’t help but feel like with his eccentricities… maybe it was best that he didn’t take on dangerous S-Class missions too much, “U-Um, Mest-San?”

      Just a little longer. He had to keep up the appearance for a little longer until the reinforcements from the Magic Council arrived. The reformed council made it clear they didn’t want to tolerate Fairy Tail and their reckless methods any further. The prior council gave too much room and leeway for them to act and destroy as they wished. So now Mest and the others of the advance force were going to come in, using whatever clues or evidence he could find about shady practices on this island, and they could officially bring the hammer down on the guild once and for all.

      It was all working to plan… except…

      He sat up and looked back at Wendy as she covered her mouth and giggled at all the flowers and petals stuck to his body.

      He needed a way to the heart and secrets of the guild. And he needed a cover story. So participating in the exam on Fairy Tail’s private island while using the alias of being the most recent departure’s student seemed like the best course of action. It all seemed to be working out…

      Except for her.

      He needed to have a partner. Hearing that she had some kind of connection to this Mystogan seemed like the best chance for his mission. It was going to be a success. But he couldn’t deny the nagging feeling in the back of his mind about what her reaction would be when this all came crashing down. Would she understand it wasn’t her fault that the guild had wasted its goodwill before she even walked through its walls?

      But it wasn’t something he could allow himself to consider. He had to focus and—

      “Wendy!”

      The young Dragon Slayer looked up and saw Carla and Pantherlily soaring down from the air and towards them, “C-Carla? Carla, what are you doing here? You’re not supposed to enter the island grounds while the exam—”

      “Wendy, get away from that man! Now!”

      Carla cried out, swooping in and floating defensively in front of her young charge as Lily immediately changed into his hulking form and punched at Mest’s head. The scar-faced Mage jumped back as the huge Exceed’s fist slammed into the ground and cracked it, “W-What—”

      “Carla! Lily! Stop!” Wendy protested, trying to push past her best friend to get to her partner’s side before anything could happen with this misunderstanding, “You can’t just attack Mest-San like that! He hasn’t done anything! Please stop before—”

      “He’s lying, Wendy.” Lily said with a narrowed gaze of suspicion aimed at the scar-faced man, ‘He said he was the student of Mystogan, but everything I know about him would suggest he’d never take up a student. Not while he was so focused on fulfilling his goal here.’ The bulky Exceed faced Mest down, “And we know nothing about this man. Over and over again, all we’re told regarding Mest Gryder is that he is a student of Mystogan and he was close to winning the S-Class promotion last year. But that’s it. No personal details. No other memories. Just those two facts on repeat. As if they were just forced into the heads of other people in a hurry — not to be examined but to simply be ignored.”

      “I don’t know what you mean—”

      “Who was he under the mask?” Lily asked threateningly, slowly stepping forward as Mest retreated, “If you were trusted to be his pupil — if he trusted you enough to allow you to follow him when he chose to entrust Wendy with another guild so she could be safe, then he must have told you something about him. His name. His face. His goal. Tell us what you know.”

      Stifling, uncomfortable silence was the only response given to them for Lily’s inquiry. Wendy looked perturbed by the tense silence between everyone. She looked over at her scar-faced partner, “Mest-San, is this true?” He looked in her direction before his eyes went downcast, the shame and guilt rising to his face to show that their suspicions were right, “N-No.”

      “Give us an answer,” Lily repeated, “Who are you?”

      “I come from the Magic Council.” He announced, “We’re here on a mission to surprise and bring the Fairy Tail guild down for good.”

      “W-Why?”

      “Because you’re a bunch of troublemakers who cause more worry than you’re worth.” Mest narrowed his eyes, ‘Coming to this island was supposed to dredge up some nasty secrets about your guild I know you’re hiding, but I haven’t found anything yet.’ A shaky smile came to his face, “This might be a situation where we arrest first, find cause later.”

      “A spy.” Lily sighed and shook his head, “It’s unsettling to think that even in a world where they are legal and doing good work, Fairy Tail is still under scrutiny and a watchful eye.”

      “When they run roughshod across the kingdom without restraint and hesitation they have no one to blame but themselves.” Mest said, “It’s only a matter of time. A ship of reinforcements is coming in to assist with the mission. A little more time and—”

      Mest went silent when he heard something whiz through the wind behind him. He and Lily looked up and saw several round objects fly into the air, cast in shadows by the light of the sun over their heads. The objects broke like eggs and something started raining down towards them.

      In an instant, Mest’s hand was on Lily’s shoulder.

      And the next, they were both in front of Wendy and Carla as Mest grabbed them as well.

      They all relocated to a spot just aside as the strange substance started to rain down with intensity and crack the ground. The Fairies and spy looked at the area of effect in shock. They were all shaken by the sudden attack, most notably because it was aimed at all of them and not from a member of their party.

      Carla gulped, “What was that?”

      Lily turned with his eyes narrowed at Mest, “You helped us?”

      “Don’t look at me.” He grumbled, “Just moved before we all were overwhelmed by the attack.”

      Wendy looked down at the substance forming a gooey puddle in the spot where they had avoided the attack, “Is that… are those egg yolks?”

      “BCAWK!” They all looked up and saw a strange figure emerge from the forest as it approached them. It had the form of a tall bulky man but with feathers and a beak in an orange apron. Marked across his long neck was a crooked heart covered in thorns and barbs.

      Wendy blanked, “A-A chicken?”

      “BCAWK!” The avian man clucked before speaking up, “I ain’t a chicken! I’m a rooster!”

      “Roosters don’t lay eggs though.”

      “Do you think that’s much of a difference?”

      “That insignia.” Mest muttered to himself, staring at the barbed heart on the rooster man’s neck in disbelief, ‘That’s the mark of the Dark Guild, Grimoire Heart. What is one of the pillars of the Balam Alliance doing here?’ A frantic smile came to his face as he nervously looked over at Lily, “Your guild isn’t secretly working alongside one of the worst guilds in the world are they?”

      Lily ground his teeth in frustration, “Stop fishing for dirt!” The black Exceed stepped forward and announced to the feathered Dark Mage, “State your business on this island! What is a member of a Dark Guild doing here?!”

      The feathered man tilted his head in thought before announcing, “Preparing for war. BCAWK!”

      “War? What do you—”

      Carla saw a flash of something from the future and cried out, “Lily! From the left!”

      Mest and the bulky Exceed looked aside as they saw a flash of something from the forest before a vicious, powerful slash rushed from the side straight toward them. They just barely dodged as the slash flew by, digging a furrow through the ground where they stood just a moment earlier. They quickly ducked back before taking up battle stances as they realized it wasn’t just the one opponent to face, “Another one?!”

      “BCAWK! Yomazu, I can’t believe you missed such a perfect opportunity.”

      “Don’t berate me, Kawazu. I’m not in the mood.” From the shadows, another man who looked like an animal emerged to join them in the open. It was a goat man dressed in samurai armor and with a katana strapped at his side. He stepped out bow-legged, his gait heavy and determined as he glared at the Fairy Tail members, “First we lose sight of Azuma-sama, then we run into the locals. This isn’t what we planned at all.”

      “Yeah,” The chicken man now identified as Kawazu crossed his arms, ‘But it’s just a few more bodies in the pile.’ The two Grimoire Heart members stopped beside each other, “Until we find Zeref, we can’t allow anyone to stand in our way.”

      Wendy’s ears perked at the particular name, “Zeref?”

      Mest’s eyes widened in disbelief before they trembled downward, “Z-Zeref? Are they trying to find Zeref here? How is that possible?”

      “Zeref?” Lily repeated, “What is that? Why is it so important?”

      “It’s important…” Yomazu drew his katana, took a stance, and raised his blade by his head in a thrusting motion, “Because it means the world is about to change. Gō!”

      A strange character appeared in front of the Dark Mage before a deafening screech spread out in every direction. Wendy and the others immediately covered their ears in an attempt to block out the ear-splitting cacophony of noise that debilitated them.

      Yomazu smirked victoriously at his tactic before he stepped aside and opened the path for Kawazu. The feathered man reared his head back and puffed out his chest before hocking up dozens of eggs that flew straight towards them, “Egg Buster!”

      Through the mind-numbing screech, Lily saw the incoming barrage and stepped up to guard Wendy and Carla as best as he could. The eggs explosively crashed against Lily and Mest during the attack on their senses. Even though they couldn’t hear the men scream as they were assaulted, Wendy forced an eye open and watched them get hurt in horror. She realized what was happening and knew what she had to do. She started taking in a big gulp of air as her lungs filled.

      Yomazu and Kawazu smiled victoriously as the cloud of smoke settled over their enemies while they were still assaulted by the deafening noise. With their pathetic foes cornered and beaten by their combination, they could take their sweet time to look around, find Azuma, and locate Zeref before—

      A giant whirlwind barreled towards them, silenced by the sound of the screeching as it tore through the ground on its way to reach them. The two Dark Mages panicked and jumped aside before they could be swallowed up in it. They avoided it but the Solid Script attack deafening them with the loud screech was negated and destroyed with Wendy’s technique. As the tempest died down, Yomazu looked at the gouge it had formed in the landscape, “W-What was that?!”

      “The girl — BCAWK!” Kawazu quickly pointed out, “She’s the one that launched that attack! We need to take care of her first!”

      “Lily! Mest-San!” Wendy looked between the two in panic after watching them tanking the egg attack to protect them. She prepared to heal them, “Hold on! Let me help—”

      Lily’s hand grabbed her shoulder and roughly pushed her aside as he leaned away as a piercing rush of air flew in their direction. Wendy landed on the ground and looked up as she saw Yomazu charging in their direction while Kawazu’s chest expanded in preparation for another attack.

      “Wendy!”

      Carla swooped in and grabbed the little Dragon Slayer before she could get caught up in the next wave of egg attacks. Mest teleported away as Lily dodged only to be beset by Yomazu and his magical sword attacks. Wendy struggled in Carla’s grasp and whined, “Carla, let go of me! I need to be down there helping—”

      “Look out!”

      Wendy looked forward as a rush of eggs came flying up from the ground towards them. Wendy screamed as Carla started to dive and weave them through the onslaught of eggs — making sure not to touch one of them so as not to trigger a series of explosions. Carla called out over the rushing wind and eggs whizzing by, “Wendy, we’re not abandoning the fight! But these people have eyes on you now because they see how much of a threat you are! I can’t let you stand by healing them while it leaves you as an open target!”

      Wendy wanted to argue against her best friend’s point… but she couldn’t find a point to refute her. It was one thing to help her friends once the fight was over, but healing them in the middle of one would leave her wide open for retaliation.

      This means if she wanted to help… she had to end this fight fast.

      As Carla weaved them through the flurry of eggs, Wendy closed her eyes and started concentrating, “Carla, keep moving me. I’ll look for a chance to strike.”

      “Of course!”

      Lily kept on the back foot, retreating away from the slashes and swipes made at his neck and chest. The bulky Exceed cursed under his breath; both for allowing himself to get caught in this ambush and for not having a blade to properly arm himself with. This Dark Mage was fierce and if Lily was reckless his katana would end up shredding him apart.

      “There’s no point even fighting back!” Yomazu coyly mocked the Exceed as he kept attacking, ‘Once the main attack force arrives, nothing will stop us from annihilating everyone on this island! Make your peace now before you — AGH!’ Mets teleported in and landed a kick against Yomazu’s head. The goat’s samurai helmet popped off and he quickly caught himself before slashing his sword, “Zan!”

      Meat grabbed Lily’s wrist and teleported them away before the rapid air slashes could cleave through them. They reappeared off to the side and Lily yanked his wrist out of the spy’s grasp, “I thought you would have run away.”

      “Not like this.” Mest said, “Not if it means leaving her behind.”

      Lily spared a look up and saw Wendy in the air with Carla. It seemed that whatever this man’s intentions were, he didn’t want any harm to come to Wendy during this fight. As Lily looked up at the young Dragon Slayer being weaved through the egg attack by Carla, he saw an abundance of wind start to gather up around her hands. And just like that, realization struck the bulky Exceed about what was going to happen next.

      “Infiltrator,” Lily grumbled towards Mest, the scar-faced Council agent sparing him a look as Lily wiped some sweat and grime off his cheek, “I need your help to settle the fight with these two intruders. Mind giving me a hand?”

      Mest looked annoyed and wanted to rebuke the Exceed’s request… but knew it was the right choice. With a sigh he stepped over, placing his hand on Lily’s wide back as the giant cat looked back at him befuddled. Mest narrowed his eyes, “Do yourself a favor; don’t think and just punch.”

      “Just punch?” Lily raised his fists and exhaled, “Got it.”

      The world suddenly shifted around as Mest teleported Lily away. It was a sensation the bulky Exceed still wasn’t used to, but he prepared himself and threw a punch. As the world started to settle back into place, Lily saw something appear in front of him.

      His punch landed square in the back of Kawazu, knocking the feathered man forward before he could launch another egg attack at Wendy. The Grimoire Mage snarled and turned to attack them in retaliation—

      Mest teleported them again, and Lily threw another punch as they appeared at Kawazu’s side and his fist buried into the man’s beak.

      They teleported over and over again. And each time Lily would focus only on throwing the next punch. His barrage of blows landed across Kawazu’s face, chest, shoulders, arms, and back in rapid succession. He couldn’t do anything to react as he was besieged from all sides.

      “Kawazu!” From the side, Yomazu watched the bulky Exceed disappear and reappear in rapid succession around the feathered man with fierce blows landing across his body. With a growl, Yomazu rushed over and raised his katana to attack, “Damn you!”

      “Let go!” Lily demanded, Mest releasing his hold on his back and teleporting away. Kawazu fell over unconscious and Lily spread out his wings before taking flight. He rushed at Yomazu at full speed with his wings folded back.

      “You fool!” Yomazu slid to a stop and raised his sword, “With a target as big as you I’ll never miss! HAAAAAAAA—”

      As Yomazu swung at Lily’s incoming head, the giant Exceed popped with a puff of smoke and returned to normal as the sword swung harmlessly over his head.

      “WHAT?!” Lily swooped in, snatching Kawazu by the back and lifting him off the ground in a single rush, “W-What is this?! Unhand me you damn feline!”

      “You got it.” Lily let go of the goat man in the middle of the air, watching him flail and careen back towards the ground, “Wendy! Do it now!”

      High over their heads, a stream of air and wind was rushing around Wendy’s hands. The young Dragon Slayer focused and tried to concentrate the flow of wind she was gathering into her palms. Remembering the way Naruto gathered wind so concisely before releasing it in such a powerful burst. It would be years before she had destructive power like that. But now—

      “Sky Dragon’s,” Wendy gathered the vortex in her hands and threw them down, “Surging Tempest!”

      A massive swirl of wind and air rushed out of her hand, creating a vortex that swallowed Yomazu whole and caused him to fly around like a rag doll in its confines. He let out a futile scream before he finally slammed into the ground and cratered the rock and stone he hit. The wind continued to rush over him before it settled and died down completely.

      The two Dark Mages were defeated and lay unconscious on the ground. Mest reappeared close to where they were and looked down at their defeated bodies as Lily floated back down to the ground. Carla slowly dropped Wendy off, the young Dragon Slayer catching her breath after her fierce attack before looking over at her friends, “Lily! Mest-San! Let me treat you!”

      “I’m fine, Wendy,” Lily said with a sigh, his bruises and injuries still lingering over his smaller body but nothing debilitating. He spared a look back at Mest and saw the Council spy was staring out into the water aimlessly. The black Exceed then looked over at the fallen Grimoire Mages they had defeated and shook his head, “What is going on? And who is this Zeref they were talking about?”

      “Oh,” Carla floated over to him with a weary sigh, “I forget there’s still so much to explain about this world to you. Zeref is known as the Black Mage.”

      “We all hear stories of Zeref when we start learning about magic.” Wendy said in concern, “About the greatest Dark Mage in existence, that pushed the bounds of magic and experimented with death itself. The stories about the things he’s done…” Wendy trembled, “They’re horror stories still told today.”

      “Many of the Dark Guilds in Fiore are influenced by Zeref’s teachings in some way.” Mest added, turning from the ocean and walking back over to them, “Most of them are petty criminals that don’t want to conform to society’s standards, committing crimes to earn money or status. But some break the mold, taking things to the next level and following in Zeref’s footsteps to wreak havoc. Just this year there have been ritual killings, an attempted attack on the guild master’s lodge, and the R-System debacle that crippled the last Magic Council.”

      “So he’s bad news.” Lily surmised, “Then what are they doing here?”

      “T-They said they were looking for Zeref here, right?” Wendy asked, “Why would they look for him here?”

      “Grimoire Heart is believed to be responsible for a series of ritualistic killings across Fiore over the last few years. There was some purpose behind it but we could never figure it out. It could be possible… they were trying to resurrect Zeref in some way.”

      Carla scoffed, “Did they think killing other people would suddenly bring their dead messiah back to life?”

      Lily shook his head, “Don’t underestimate the driven and zealous, Carla. Believe me, I’ve seen how far some people would be willing to go for their own beliefs.”

      “If Grimoire Heart is coming here,” Mest stepped in closer, “Then you should go and warn your guild of their arrival before it’s too late. And I won’t…”

      Mest grabbed Wendy’s shoulder and pulled her in, “What—”

      “Let you get caught up because I brought you here.”

      In an instant, he teleported away with Wendy and Carla’s eyes widened in horror as she realized they were gone.

      “Wendy!”

      Her wings sprouted from her back and she immediately took to the air, looking around frantically, “Wendy?!”

      Lily tried to reach her, “Carla!”

      She was gone.

      Nowhere to be found.

      “NO!” Carla panicked and cried out, “WENDY!”

    
    

    
      Elfman and Evergreen proceeded to search the island uncertainly.

    
    

    
      Happy looked at Natsu in concern as his partner was still on edge after the confrontation with the gloomy man before.

    
    

    
      Cana and Lucy continued to look around, Gray and Loke tailing them from close behind.

    
    

    
      Lisanna looked around a little nervously as Mirajane reassured her.

    
    

    
      Erza and Juvia remained vigilant as they called out Wendy’s name.

    
    

    
      Naruto stood on the branch of a tree, looking out and trying to find the strange man who had evaded them before he could do any more damage.

    
    

    
      Levy gasped for air and felt her ribs ache when she did.

      This wasn’t happening. It wasn’t possible.

      It was just them on this island. I-It was just a test. An exam! S-So how—

      “This is profoundly disappointing.”

      Levy flinched and trembled on her knees. She remembered the words she shared with Naruto and the determination she discovered while facing him. A-And yet before this man…

      Standing over her was a very tall, muscular man in dark brown and green clothes. There wasn’t even a scratch or mark on him despite fighting both of them so fiercely a moment ago. And hanging in the man’s wooden hand was Gajeel, choked by the neck and toeing the line of unconsciousness as he tried to stay awake and glare at their enemy.

      In the destroyed area, Azuma looked up at the tree of Tenrou Island, “Perhaps if I keep looking around, I’ll find an opponent worth fighting here.”

    
    

    
      Done

      So some people were worried last chapter that I was going exactly the same as canon. Well happy to inform I do have some changes in mind. In fact, there’s a confrontation next chapter that I’ve been very excited about writing for a few months now.

      Anyway, Grimoire Heart is on the way, Mest is taking Wendy to secure her safety, and Naruto is trying to find Zeref. Meanwhile, Azuma has found some prey and isn’t too impressed

      What will happen next?

      Found out next time!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    81. Voracity of the Gluttonous

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 81: Voracity of the Gluttonous

      Welcome to the birthday bash! A huge upload to celebrate the day!

      Man, Fairy Tail finally comes back so this feels serendipitous!

    
    

    
      At the headquarters of the Magic Council, the attendants, and auditors of information regarding the guilds and magics of Fiore worked tirelessly while the dutiful Rune Knights acted as their will around the kingdom.

      One amphibious envoy made his way through the halls, checking over the folder of information and details he was asked to collect. He hummed a jaunty tune while focused on his work but froze midstep as he felt like something was stalking him. He turned around and expected to find something following after him yet saw nothing but the empty hallway. With a shrug, the humanoid turned back around—

      “Hi, Sydney.”

      “AAH-MMMGGH!” A hand snapped over his mouth before his scream could be heard as he was dragged around the corner to a different room. The panicking amphibian looked at his abductor and then blinked in confusion before the hand pulled away from his mouth, “C-Commander Senju?”

      “Didn’t mean to scare you, Sydney. My bad.” Mahiro apologized, wearing a disarming smile as she stood in front of the nervous worker and nodded, “I just wanted to ask you a quick question.”

      “A-Apologies, Commander, but I have to get—”

      “Oh, there’s no rush.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him back before he could scurry away. As Sydney started to cower and shake, Mahiro took a breath, “So I’ve been doing my job going around Fiore and trying to locate and apprehend Dark Guilds.”

      “A-And we all admire you for the work you do, ma’am.”

      “Thank you. I wish I could do more against the Balam Alliance but it feels like we can only react with them, not attack. A shame but it is what it is.” Mahiro blew out a sharp breath of irritation, “But I’m not here to talk to you about Dark Guilds. No, I have a question about some of our soldiers.”

      “W-What question might that be?”

      “Where are they?” Mahiro crossed her arms, “I noticed Lahar seems to have taken several squadrons with him, Doranbolt’s been missing for a few weeks, and a battleship has been deployed from the Council’s secure port. Sydney…” Her eyes narrowed, “What’s going on?”

      “M-Ma’am, I’m not sure what you’re referring to—”

      “My kids — they’re sweet, a real cute couple — called me and told me they were heading out to sea for a few days as part of an annual tradition at the guild.” Mahiro’s nostrils flared for a moment as she took a breath, “Now I seriously doubt it’s just coincidence that a battleship left while they’re at sea, don’t you?”

      “I-I—”

      “Sydney.”

      “There is currently an operation to undermine and expose secrets regarding the Fairy Tail guild in the hopes of getting them disbanded! Please don’t hurt me!”

      As the amphibious man cowered in fear, Mahiro sighed and patted him on the shoulder before walking away. Her face hardened into a livid expression as she reached into her satchel and removed an item.

      A small Lacrima with the Fairy Tail insignia inside it.

      “Hello, can anyone hear me?” Mahiro spoke into the Lacrima as she hid away in a corner of the hall where she wouldn’t be found, “This is Mahiro. Can anyone respond?”

      ( “Mahiro? What are you doing?”)

      “Macao, Master, and the others have already left for the S-Class Exam, right?”

      ( “Yeah, I’m not sure how far along they are at the moment but—”)

      “Can you contact them?”

      ( “Uh, that depends if Master is anywhere near a Lacrima. He keeps one on the ship but I can’t be sure.”)

      “Just make the call. You have to warn them that something is heading after everyone at sea.”

    
    

    
      “What’s he going to do to her? He could do anything to her! She’s at his mercy! He said he was a member of the Magic Council but would they do something to her? He said that they were coming to shut the guild down but would they try and hurt her to get the secrets of the guild? She doesn’t even know the secrets! She—”

      “Carla, calm down.” The white Exceed was hysterical, and Lily quickly realized that trying to calm her nerves was a fruitless effort. As he dragged the two defeated Grimoire Heart members together in a pile his eyes landed on the katana in Yomazu’s hand. He pried it out of his grip and gave it a swing, a little uncomfortable with the small length but figuring he would make due if another attack force was on the way, “That spy tricked us but I don’t think he was aiming to hurt Wendy.”

      “How can you be sure?!”

      “Because he made sure that Wendy was protected and out of the way of these two and their attacks. And I think the reason he took her now was because he doesn’t want her safety risked by being here when Grimoire Heart arrives.”

      “I don’t want her safety risked being captive to a spy who lied and tricked her just so he could get a promotion!”

      “Wendy will be fine. She’s strong and capable and more reasonable than most in this guild.” Carla still looked frustrated but could agree with that. Though she naturally worried about the girl there was no denying just how resilient and strong she had become since joining Fairy Tail, “Right now, we need to warn the others in the guild that an attack is on its way.”

      Even though Carla was still worried and incensed by what had happened, she controlled her emotions enough that she could focus on the task at hand. Lily was right that this didn’t just concern them, Wendy, or the Magic Council. This involved everyone, and if Zeref was in the middle of it… then it could only spell tragedy on a scale unimaginable.

      They just had to hope no one got hurt before they got the warning out to the rest of the guild.

    
    

    
      “I expected more from members of Fairy Tail.” Azuma said flippantly while Gajeel continued to hang by the throat in his prosthetic hand, “I know a number of them helped to bring down the Oración Seis. And I’m sure he was in those numbers. Perhaps if I hunted them down instead—

      Gajeel’s leg swung up fiercely covered in metal scales to shred away his body. Azuma released his grip, allowing Gajeel to land and run before he could be caught again. Once he was a good distance away and could rub his neck in relief, the Dragon Slayer cursed, “Who the hell is this guy?”

      “He’s strong, that’s what matters.” Levy groaned, still trying to stand up even though she had no strength left in her legs. She caught sight of the barbed heart insignia on his clothes, “He’s a member of Grimoire Heart.”

      “That Balam Alliance pillar?” He asked rhetorically before looking towards the tall stranger, “What the hell are you doing on this island?!”

      “Looking for something or someone.”

      “Be specific!”

      “I don’t want to.” Azuma said carelessly, barely paying any attention to them anymore as he looked around, “I’m sure he must be around here somewhere. This is his guild so it’d make sense for him to be here with the rest of the strongest.”

      Levy and Gajeel listened to him mumble to himself and tried to catch their breath. With a snarl, the Dragon Slayer wiped his cheek and glared, “What the hell is with this guy?”

      “He’s so strong.” Trying to calm herself down, Levy wracked her brain and tried to put everything together. Why was a member of Grimoire Heart here? It couldn’t just be to fight someone from their guild — it was too much of a risk. He was strong, but there were S-Class Mages, nearly S-Class capable Mages, and a Wizard Saint littered all over the place. Levy kept glaring up at the invader before her eyes settled on his insignia, “Wait.”

      “What?”

      “Didn’t Naruto say that he fought off a bunch of powerful Mages from Grimoire Heart?” Levy asked, remembering something he said during their guild meeting regarding the Balam Alliance and how to go about confronting them. The whiskered S-Class Mage commented on having faced Grimoire Heart, both their guild master when he was younger, and some of their core members just a few months ago. That couldn’t just be a coincidence. Levy slowly forced herself up to her feet, keeping herself steady with her hands on her knees as she spoke, “You’re looking for Naruto Uzumaki, aren’t you?”

      “He’s one of the people I’m looking for.” Azuma answered without missing a beat, “If I could have a rematch with him then today would take a very steep upturn in enjoyment for me.”

      “I knew it, but it sounds like Naruto’s not the only reason he’s here. We need to find the others. Warning them that — Gajeel, no!” She immediately reprimanded her partner when she saw him grind his teeth and visibly start to seethe, “You can’t just fight him because Naruto did!”

      “You understand that puts me in a box, right?!”

      “I can’t keep wasting time with you.” Azuma waved his arm out and the ground around them rumbled and cracked. Sprouting up as they had already formed underground, a veritable forest appeared around the Dark Mage and surrounded the Fairies in an instant. Levy fell back on her butt and scrambled away from them as Gajeel stayed on guard, “If you want to survive, I suggest staying where you are. Heal and recover there away from the fighting. Any movement you make to try not to escape…”

      Azuma tapped the body of the closest tree to him. Levy and Gajeel stilled in fright as the gentle tap caused the spot on the bark to glow brightly. And that glow started to spread and cause the other trees to slowly shine like glowsticks as well.

      Levy gasped as the glow started to draw towards the trees surrounding them. The gravity of the situation started to crush her as dread filled her voice, “N-No way.”

      “If you’re lucky, some of your companions will come by and find you. Until then, why don’t you sit right there and be patient?” Azuma didn’t spare them another look, already walking away as he focused on what else he might find first on this island, “There are more fights to be had, and until we find where he is sealed—”

      The sound of a deafening crack and toppling trees cut him off before he could finish. Azuma turned around and saw the source of the commotion.

      Several trees had been cut down between the Fairies and the path towards the cliff’s edge. The toppled trees started to glow so brightly they were blinding, the explosions within them building up to critical mass that would erupt and cause a domino effect across the field. Gajeel’s hand had extended into a giant blade, and in his other arm, he held Levy up by the waist.

      “Oh?”

      “Gajeel! Levy looked around in panic,” What are you doing?! If we touch the trees too much then—”

      “Oi, Levy, listen up.” She cut herself up, looking up at the Dragon Slayer in surprise as he used her name for the first time. His metallic scales started to spread over his exposed skin as his eyes never left Azuma’s form, “You need to warn the rest of the guild about this guy and what’s going on. You’re the only one who can.”

      “B-But what about you?”

      “Me?” He grinned viciously, “I’m going to try and hold him off as long as I can before he starts attacking anyone else.”

      “Gajeel—”

      “You got this, right? As the next S-Class, do the guild proud and protect everyone.”

      “Not without you—”

      Gajeel tossed her through the path he made off the cliff, sending her careening over and towards the rushing river underneath. Her cry and call of his name echoed out before there was a splash of water down below.

      Azuma spared the direction she was sent a look before turning back to Gajeel, “Do you honestly think you can fight me by yourself?”

      “Y’know, I can tell you’re tough. But the thing is the moment I realized you were here for Hunter…” Gajeel punched his fists together, causing a clashing metal sound to echo before he rushed in, “I JUST HAD TO END YOU MYSELF!”

      Despite his obvious weakness, Azuma could admire the Dragon Slayer’s ferocious zeal. As the trees around them glowed and started to erupt, the two fighters met and clashed in the middle.

    
    

    
      “Is something the matter, Hades-sama?”

      The remaining members of the Seven Kin looked over when they saw their old master raise his head suddenly, looking directly forward when he did, “I sense that Azuma just used one of his stronger techniques.”

      “You can sense that from here? Damn, that’s impressive.”

      “You can’t expect anything else from Hades-sama,” Ultear said as she returned to the bridge, zipping up her combat attire as she and Grimoire Heart’s battleship drew closer to their destination. She looked to Hades, “Should we be worried that Azuma and those vanguards will raise the alarm on the island before we arrive?”

      “Considering I’m not feeling any massive swells of magic power different than usual, I think they’re just isolated incidents. They aren’t prepared for our arrival. And even if they were…” Hades leaned in his chair, resting his cheek against his fist with a sly smirk, “Would it matter?”

      The looks of confidence and sadistic excitement on the faces of the Seven Kin of Purgatory were more than enough of a response to his rhetorical question.

      A ping went off on their ship’s radar as the leaders of the guild looked over. One of the masked grunts checked it, “Hades-sama, we have another ship on the radar. It’s currently afloat far enough off the island that they shouldn’t be seen by the people on it.”

      “Where’s the ship from?”

      “It’s a Magic Council vessel.”

      “What’s a Magic Council vessel doing out here?” Merely quietly pondered. She looked up at Ultear, “Ur, what do you—”

      “Meredy,” The young Dark Mage flinched at Ultear’s stern tone, the older woman glaring ahead, “I told you never to call me by that name.”

      “I’m sorry.” She quietly apologized and hung her head sadly at the way she was chastised. Caprico and Rustyrose were quick to pat her back and shoulders to alleviate some of her guilt.

      Zancrow walked across the bridge, jumping down by the grunt’s side and pushing him away to get a better look at the Magic Council vessel. An unsettling grin started stretching across his face, “Hey, Hades-sama, you think I can go down there and take care of that ship myself?”

      “You don’t wish to accompany us on the journey to land, Zancrow?”

      “Of course I do! And I’m gonna make it there, don’t you worry. But if we gotta keep dealin’ with Council folks while we’re trying to finish the job then that’s just gonna be a pain in the ass. Besides,” He looked down at the image of the vessel beneath them and licked his lips, “I bet that hunk of tinder would make a nice bonfire for the start of the new world.”

      Black flames rushed over his hands in anticipation.

    
    

    
      “Zeref?!” Lahar exclaimed before Doranbolt quickly shushed him and covered his mouth. The two officers looked around the corner, making sure none of the other members of their unit could hear them talk. The bespectacled commander fixed his glasses and sighed, “Doranbolt, are you sure about this? This isn’t exactly something you can go around exclaiming without proof.”

      “I heard it right from the mouths of Grimoire Heart members.”

      “And I believe that, but it’s hard to convince and mobilize the entire Magic Council based on a single confession from a criminal we don’t have in custody.” Lahar sighed, “Honestly, this would be a much easier problem if you had grabbed one of the Grimoire Mages and not… well—”

      “I don’t know how things are gonna devolve on that island, Lahar — I wasn’t about to leave that girl there.” Doranbolt said with unflinching resolve, “However we proceed with this, she isn’t going to be in the middle of it.”

      Lahar stared at him in silence, the sound of water crashing against the hull of the ship and some of the soldiers calling out orders up top punctuating the quiet. The glasses-wearing Rune Knight sighed, “I’ll try to reach out to HQ. I’m not sure how much of this they’re going to believe considering the last time the Council took a Zeref threat seriously they utilized Etherion. But I’ll try to convince them. You just make sure our guest is well-accommodated.”

      Doranbolt sighed and rubbed his face before making his way down the hall. He stopped outside a door and knocked on it, “Hey, are you alright in there?”

      He didn’t get an answer.

      With another sigh, he twisted the knob and pushed his way in. As he walked into the homey and spacious living quarters, it was to see Wendy curled up on the bed with a pillow squeezed in her arms. She lifted her head enough off the pillow to look his way and her eyes slightly narrowed in annoyance before ducking back into the pillow.

      “How are you feeling? You’re not motion sick like your friend, right?”

      “Take me back.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can. You just choose not to.”

      Doranbolt closed his eyes tiredly, “I guess you’ve got me there. But you were only on that island because I brought you there. If there is going to be some terrible battle on it then I didn’t want you to stay there—”

      “But my guild is there!” Wendy interjected, “If they’re there then that’s all that matters! I need to be there too!”

      “Wendy—”

      “I can’t leave them behind! Don’t make me do that!”

      “I won’t—”

      “Mest-San!”

      “No!” The scar-faced spy put his foot down and denied the young Dragon Slayer’s desperate plea. Even with her watery eyes and expression, he knew this was the right choice. Bringing her back to that island in the middle of the danger to come was a risk he wasn’t willing to take, “I’m not going to take you back there.”

      “T-Then…” Wendy frantically looked around before looking at Doranbolt. Her eyes narrowed fiercely before she climbed out of bed and put her feet on the ground. She put the pillow aside and faced the scar-faced man, “Then I’ll get back there myself. Without your help.”

      Doranbolt stared at the determined young girl before stepping in and away from the doorway. If she was going to be this defiant, then the best move would be to alter her memories and get her back to the guild. He looked at her sadly, “I’m sorry, Wendy, but I’m making sure you get back to the guild safely.”

      “My guild is here,” She said defiantly, “And I need to stay here now.”

      “Close your eyes and you’ll—”

      Suddenly the ship tilted and lurched, Doranbolt grabbing the wall to keep himself standing as Wendy yelped and fell back on her butt. Doranbolt quickly realized something was wrong, rushing out the door and banking to the side to rush towards the source of the commotion. The ship continued to groan and creak from the stress while alarms started going off and other soldiers yelled urgently.

      All the while the walls and hallway started to get so hot he felt like he was in a sauna now.

      Doranbolt burst into the bridge of the ship, where all the communications, controls, and equipment were housed that made this one of the finest vessels on the seas.

      It was all scorched in raging black fire.

      He quickly took inventory of everything; from the gaping hole in the roof to the flames settled over every inch of the pilothouse to the dead bodies that littered the ground scorched beyond recognition. And in the middle of it all was the blond man maniacally grinning like a monster with black flames dancing over his hands. He turned towards Doranbolt, recognizing the new arrival that had just walked in… and grinned.

      Doranbalt teleported just before the plume of black flames could swallow him whole.

      Reappearing on the other side of the room and caught his breath as his heart pounded in his chest.

      “Oho~,” Zancrow smirked and slowly turned back towards the vanishing spy, “You’re a fast little gnat, aren’t you?”

      Doranbolt knew how dangerous it would be to stand still and get caught in this monster’s range. The moment the Grimoire Mage turned to attack, Doranbolt vanished to the other side of the room to avoid the flames. Zancrow cackled and turned, dragging a rush of fire with his hand and sending it flying around the room. Teleporting again and again, Doranbolt evaded Zancrow’s path of destruction as the Dark Mage laughed like a hyena.

      As a minute passed by and Doranbolt tried to catch his breath after the relentless attacks, the sweltering heat was starting to affect him. Sweat poured down his face and he was finding it difficult to catch his breath while in such a tense situation.

      “I can’t believe the Magic Council has someone this adept at running away! Ahahaha!” Zancrow bellowed, ‘Hey, you might be having fun but you’re just wasting my time.’ The manic grin on the man’s face stretched abnormally as he showed off his teeth, “So you can keep running if you want, but this next one’s gonna drop this whole ship.” He took a deep breath, his chest expanding as his magic power spiked.

      Doranbolt felt a chill run up his back as he saw the black flames building in the Dark Mage’s mouth.

      “Fire God’s Be—”

      “ROAR!”

      A tornado broke through the doorway to the bridge and rushed towards Zancrow before he could finish. The Dark Mage quickly jumped back before he could be swallowed up by the raging vortex. It tore through the flames and structure of the room, breaking out into the outside with its full power before the tornado started to subside.

      Doranbolt could finally catch his breath as the flames and heat started to die down. He looked over and saw Wendy standing in the broken pathway, the little Mage panting and trying to catch her breath after her powerful attack. When she walked into the room a little more she blanked and turned pale at the sight of the charred bodies everywhere.

      “Hahaha! Man, look at that! Crazy to think the strongest person among the Rune Knights is some little girl with a loud mouth!” Wendy and Doranbolt looked over at the rabid cackling, the debris, and the broken wood shifting as the figure underneath pushed his way out. Once he was freed, Zancrow cracked his neck and laughed, “But man, that nasty little breath attack was the best you can offer? We need to fulfill our mission sooner than ever to weed out you losers.”

      Even though she had attacked him, Wendy didn’t have a good sense of who she was facing until now. And as the feeling of dread settled in her bones she knew this wasn’t an enemy she should have picked a fight with, “W-Who are you?”

      “Me? I’m Zancrow of the Wrath. One of the Seven Kins of Purgatory, Little Girl.” Black flames burst off him like a raging inferno and his vicious smile could be seen in the flames, “And I’m going to turn you and this entire ship into a nice piece of kindling.”

    
    

    
      Levy panted for air as she finally found purchase on a bank along the river she floated in. Her fingers dug into the gravel and mud as her feet planted against the muck. She dragged herself out of the river until at least her upper body was in the open air. And from there she forced her tired muscles to carry her up the rest of the way. Once she was out of the water, feeling it rush along her ankles and feet, her body went limp and she rested on the ground.

      The last moment of Gajeel in her sight before she passed over the cliff’s edge came to her mind. And even though Levy felt exhaustion through every muscle in her body she urged herself to keep going. Anything she could do to reach her friends and warn them.

      “S-Stupid — ah!” She flinched in pain, ‘Stupid Gajeel. We’re partners, aren’t we?’ Tears of frustration started to prick her eyes. She couldn’t drag herself any further as she collapsed into the grass and sobbed, “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.”

      “Erza-San, Juiva heard something over here!”

      Levy struggled to keep her eyes open and looked up at the shadows hovering over her. When the blurs in her eyes started to focus and solidify, Levy looked up to see both Erza and Juvia standing over her. The redhead got down on her knees and gently helped Levy rest on her side as she tried to catch her breath, “Levy, what happened to you? These injuries aren’t just from running around the island, are they?”

      “E-Erza,” Levy took the older girl’s hand, squeezing it tightly as her tears started to rush down her face, “Gajeel is fighting. H-He’s too strong. Please, help him.”

      “Gajeel-kun?”

      “Hold on, Levy,” Erza gently picked the exhausted girl up, “We’ll find him soon.”

    
    

    
      “Gajeel!” Lily called out when he finally found his partner laid out on the ground, covered in burns and soot amidst a field of scorch marks and exploded ground, “Gajeel, are you alive?! Can you hear me?! Please, answer me!”

      “W-What did this?” Carla looked around at the carnage whatever battle Gajeel had been in. It seemed like they were in the middle of a field of trees, their trunks being the only things left of them. Some had been cut off by blades while others seemed to have burst open like balloons, “This can’t be part of the exam, is it?”

      “I think these are more of those people from Grimoire Heart. I can’t imagine anything else on this island being able to hurt Gajeel like this.” Lily pressed his ear to the Dragon Slayer’s chest after turning him over. After remaining still in fright for a moment he let out a breath of relief when he heard the faint heartbeat resound in his ears, “He’s alive. Thank god.”

      “But he’s still hurt.” Carla clicked her tongue, ‘If Wendy was here she’d be able to heal him, but that stupid spy had to abscond with her before we could figure anything out!’ The little white cat tutted and started to pace around in anger before catching her breath. She looked at Gajeel’s injured form and then in a random direction of the island, “If Naruto is here then he’ll have his Sky sword with him. That will be the best treatment Gajeel can get on the island at the moment.”

      “Right, then we need to find Naruto and keep Gajeel safe.” Pantherlily grew to full size, lifting Gajeel over his shoulder as he took to the air again. Carla lifted off ahead of him before they both stopped over the treetops and started looking around, “Are there any flashes? Can you discern where anyone might be right now?”

      “No, I haven’t got anything! We’ll need to keep looking!” They started flying over the island for some sign of their friends from the guild, “We need to find the shore their boat arrived at and we can look for everyone else from there! They have to be—”

      Suddenly, a giant spurt of water shot up from the trees like a fountain. Lily and Carla froze and watched the water spurt, hesitant to move in case it was some kind of ploy from the enemy they knew was on the island. But as they watched they saw something akin to the shape of an arm form in the water and wave them over.

      “Juvia!” They immediately flew towards the water as she lowered herself back towards the trees. As the two Exceed flew down to the ground they saw the blue-haired Mage beside Erza carrying a nearly unconscious Levy on her back, “Erza! Levy! Thank goodness we found you!”

      “Carla, Lily, what are you two doing here? And is that Gajeel?”

      “Gajeel-kun!” Juvia quickly came over to Lily’s side as he gingerly laid the injured Dragon Slayer on the ground, “What happened?”

      “We found him amidst a field of explosions and scorch marks. He fought back against someone but… he didn’t beat them.”

      “Gajeel-kun lost to someone?”

      A faint groan and whimper came from Erza’s back as Levy started to stir awake. The little Mage lifted her head and looked down at Gajeel’s prone body. She urgently shifted over Erza’s back, urging the redhead to kneel and allow her to climb off her back. Levy panted softly as she knelt by Gajeel’s side and touched his face. She felt how dry and dirty he was and sniffled.

      “Levy.”

      “Idiot,” She muttered, “I would have helped. I would.”

      Erza watched the quiet moment before standing back up, “Who did this?”

      “Dark Mages from Grimoire Heart. They’ve invaded the island and there are more of them on the way. We fought back a pair of them with Wendy and that man who called himself Mest, but he was a spy from the Magic Council who infiltrated the guild.” Juvia gasped as Carla continued, “There should be a larger force of them on the way here. But that’s not the worst part.”

      “They’re here looking for someone. They said they found him on this island and are trying to revive him.”

      “Who?”

      “Zeref, the Black Mage.”

      The name Carla said sent a cold wave through the chests of the women around her. Levy trembled by Gajeel’s side as Juvia covered her mouth in shock. Erza’s eyes widened in shock before they narrowed resolutely. She stepped back, walking away from everyone else as she pulled a flare gun out of her bag.

      “I’m calling it now; the S-Class exam is postponed.”

      She raised it, pulled on the bottom, and sent the flare flying high into the air.

      It exploded in a burst of red light unmissable across the island.

      “FAIRY TAIL IS AT WAR!”

    
    

    
      Naruto looked up in time to see the flare burn in the sky overhead. His eyes widened in fright as all the possibilities ran through his head. He was still trying to find the trail of the gloomy man who ran off, so he couldn’t have escaped in that direction and hurt someone, right? Did he screw up? Did one of his friends get hurt because he hadn’t found that stranger?

      The images of his friends lying lifeless at the feet of the black-haired man flashed in his head.

      “SHIT!”

    
    

    
      Natsu, Happy, Elfman, and Evergreen all looked up at the red flare in shock as it hit its apex and started trailing down.

    
    

    
      “Mira-nee?”

      Mirajane froze and gulped nervously as she saw the red flare fall through the sky.

    
    

    
      “Lucy, do you see that?”

      “Y-Yeah,” The blonde girl felt unsettled at the light the flare let off as it fell through the air, “What is that?”

      “It’s the emergency flare. It signals that something has gone wrong during the test and we need to stop.”

      “Can’t imagine what it could be but they wouldn’t send it flying for nothing.”

      “Huh?” Cana and Lucy turned in surprise when they heard the additional voices join their conversation. As Loke and Gray emerged from the bushes and trees to join them, Lucy looked at them suspiciously, “How were you guys so close that you found us that fast?”

      “Oh, we were following you. We heard you guys figuring out a clue to which way the First Master’s grave might be so we decided to stalk you, find the grave, and make the jump once it was in our sight.”

      “You motherfucker.” The brunette drinker snarled through her teeth as her hands tightened around an imaginary throat, “Gray, I’m gonna shove my foot so far up your ass people will see what size I wear when you open your mouth!”

      “Yeah, I get you’re angry. But we can’t worry about that.” Gray deflected, easing Cana’s seething rage for a moment before they all looked up at the falling flare, “We need to figure out what caused that flare to get fired.”

    
    

    
      Azuma walked through the trees and bushes after his intense battle with Gajeel. There were bruises and lacerations over his entire body after the battle had finally come to an end against the pierced man.

      In truth, he was a far more enjoyable fight than Azuma had expected, but it still wasn’t the bout he came here for. If he could find the Wizard Saint or one of the S-Class Mages then that would be all the more worth it.

      And if he could have that rematch he was dying for…

      The flash of strange light through the trees drew the Dark Mage’s attention up to the sky to see a flare falling through the air. He stared up at it for several seconds…

      “What are the chances that’s unrelated to me?” He asked himself, “Low. Probably low.”

    
    

    
      The things Makarov was feeling from around the island caused deep unease in his gut.

      First, it had just been swells of magic he could determine as his kids fought their way through the island trying to find this place. But then some deep, disturbing swell of power he didn’t recognize expanded and immediately disappeared before he could find it. And now, after a fierce burst of magic somewhere deeper on the island, the warning flare was soaring over and starting to fade.

      Someone was here threatening his family. Makarov narrowed his eyes as he spotted the small black spot in the blue sky approaching them. And even though that ship didn’t contain as vile a power as that surge on the island, he could tell it would bring nothing but trouble if it managed to reach Tenrou.

      “Master,” He slowly stood up, his joints cracking as he did until he leaned back and popped his back, “There’s trouble brewing, and my kids are going to be in the crossfire. I don’t want any harm to come to the guild I love, so I will face and fight whatever threats come its way. So please…”

      He turned, gently placing his hand on the grave of Mavis Vermillion and closing his eyes, “Watch over them and keep them safe.”

      Master Mavis Vermillion was the one who started this all, creating a guild with a dream in mind for a home where misfits and wanderers could join and find family with each other.

      Master Precht Gaebolg kept it going, watching over it after her untimely passing. He taught Makarov everything he knew about the guild, building harmony among his friends, and setting Fairy Tail on the bright path of prosperity it still enjoyed today.

      Their will rested on him now…

      And he would not fail.

      Makarov boldly strode forward, ready to intercept the enemies of Fairy Tail before they could reach this land.

    
    

    
      “How long do you think it will take Zancrow to destroy that ship?”

      Ultear pondered on Caprico’s inquiry, “How long? A couple of seconds to destroy the ship. But how long will it take him to get here considering he’ll probably burn everything to cinders and leave himself stranded?” She scoffed, “Who knows? He’s never been one to think ahead before making a move.”

      “That is true.”

      “H… H… He…” Kain Hikaru struggled to eke out the words he was building up. The big man stuttered and grumbled, “H… He…”

      “Spit it out, Kain.”

      “Heisquitehotheadedbutheisstillourcomradesoweshouldtrustthathecanhandlehimselfandmakeitbacktousintimetohelpwiththefight!”

      “Not all at once, Kain.”

      “Zancrow is capable and should have a handle on dealing with that ship. And all of you should be strong enough to handle the people on that island.” Everyone on the bridge went silent as Hades spoke, the ancient man slowly standing up. He stepped forward, strolling towards the window to look out over everything beyond the walls of their ship, “However, if there proves to Mages on the island that can match even your magic…” A crooked smirk grew across the one-eyed man’s face, “Then make sure to use that ‘gift’ I was able to procure for you.”

      The remaining members of the Seven Kin of Purgatory present looked down at specific parts of their bodies. Kain patted his belly while Rustyrose rubbed his neck. As Caprico touched his shoulder, Ultear put a hand to her breast with an uneasy look on her face, “And you’re certain this ‘gift’ will work for us?”

      “Granted there will be risks if you use it — any boost in power comes with it — but they have been tested and harnessed as best as possible.” Hades assured them, “With the original supply from Tartaros and the helpful refining we’ve gotten in cooperation with Raven Tail, we’re more prepared for the world Zeref can make than ever before.”

      The beautiful raven-haired woman tightened her hand over her chest before pulling away, “No offense, Hades-sama, but I don’t think I want to take the chance to test another one of your experiments. If we face any real opposition down on the island, we’ll take care of it by our means.”

      “Fair enough.” The old man shrugged, “I simply offer the option. I won’t force any of you to make it.”

      Meredy gently touched her abdomen with a pensive expression at the idea of using Hades’ experiment. But as she raised her eyes, her face paled, and her apprehension faded, “Um, Master?” She pointed forward, “What is that?”

      Everyone turned back towards the front of the bridge to look out the window…

      And saw the balding behemoth that towered over the beach and stood between them and the island. His hands were large enough to envelop the entire ship between them. And his chest was wide enough that it blocked them from turning to land on a different part of the beach either.

      And right before their eyes… was a Fairy Tail insignia large enough to dwarf them and their ship.

      The grunts and soldiers of Grimoire Heart cowered and fell back, their bravado and cocksureness melting away in the face of the giant. Even the Seven Kin of Purgatory that were present looked afraid to tangle with him.

      But Hades… merely smiled and didn’t waver when the giant leaned down to look into the ship.

      “The master of Fairy Tail, Makarov Dreyar.”

      “The Wizard Saint?!”

      “That’s the leader of Fairy Tail?!”

      “He’s huge!”

      “You!” Makarov’s boisterous voice echoed and shook the entire ship with its vibrato. A growl ran up through his throat as the giant raised his hand, “I won’t let you come ANYWHERE NEAR MY GUILD!”

      “Evasive maneuvers!” Hades ordered.

      “Y-Yes sir!”

      The ship banked through the air, just barely raising in time as Makarov’s vicious swing came hurtling towards them. His massive digits carried through, and the ship got nicked along the way. Everyone inside the ship tumbled about and struggled to find their balance after the intense evasion.

      “W-We made it!”

      “But we’re not going to avoid the follow-up.” Hades surmised, seeing the giant hand already swinging back their way, “Caprico, get everyone to the island!”

      “And you, Master?”

      “I’ll handle Makarov here.”

      The goat man nodded and raised his hands before bringing them together in a sharp clap. Suddenly, everyone besides Caprico and Hades disappeared. The goat man rushed to the side, grabbing a jet pack and then breaking through the window as he fell through the air.

      Makarov spotted the small dot jumping off the ship and immediately flying away through the air. He watched the speck fly around his body and rush towards the island as quickly as it could. He turned and reached out, “You aren’t going anyway near—”

      A magical chain flew out and grew to tremendous size, snagging around Makarov’s wrist and yanking him back forward. The giant looked down at the relatively tall man standing atop the damaged ship spitting out smoke and fire from where he nicked an engine. Makarov was startled by the strange magic before he scowled and looked back, barely able to make out Caprico as he approached Tenrou Island. The old Fairy snarled before bringing his hands together, “You’ve left me no choice.”

      As his hands laced over each other, a beautiful and intense light started to shine out from his palms. Hades nearly went blind looking into the light that illuminated like a sun in his grasp. An amused chuckle slipped out of the old Dark Mage, “Fairy Law, eh?”

      The legendary ultimate magic of Fairy Tail. Said to be able to destroy entire armies in the hands of a powerful enough user. When used by a master, Fairy Law would recognize whoever the caster thought was an enemy and render them unable to fight anymore.

      “I shall give you to the count of three to gather your people and retreat before I make my move.” The light intensified several folds in Makarov’s hands, “3! 2! 1—”

      “I told you to never use that in a big group, remember? Too risky. Maybe you’ve gotten careless in your old age?”

      Makarov nearly paused at the strange wording from the helmet-wearing geriatric. And soon after a blinding black light grew from where he stood, quickly intensifying until it matched the Fairy Law between Makarov’s hands.

      “This is Grimoire Law. A spell I made fashioned with Fairy Law in mind. If our two spells collide, you’ll get what you wanted by taking out my guild. But it’ll take out your guild as well. So why don’t you put that magic away and we can settle this differently, Boy.”

      Makarov froze in shock, hearing that familiar term used by an old voice he hadn’t heard in… decades. Only one person had ever called him Boy. Even when he was a middle-aged man of 40, one person still knew him well enough to bop him on the head and call him a child.

      “M-Master?” Makarov muttered as the spell in his hands died away. Hades’ spell faded as well, “Master Precht— GAH!”

      A giant hook launched up and snagged around Makarov’s massive throat. The Fairy Tail master gagged and struggled for air as the magical hook tightened around his neck and nearly cut off his breath.

      Hades smiled before yanking his hands aside, pulling the giant off his feet and sending him flying towards Tenrou Island. With a smirk, Hades jumped off his ship as it started to descend and followed after Makarov’s falling form, “Why don’t we take some time to catch up?”

    
    

    
      “D-Did Master just disappear?”

      “What could’ve sent Master flying like that when he’s so big?” Gray asked, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him budge when he grows bigger — especially when he’s that size.”

      “It’s gotta be whatever had that flare sent up.” Loke rationalized.

      “Then we gotta get going. We can’t just keep waiting here.” Cana made to walk down the path before she noticed Lucy still standing in place looking up at the sky, “Lucy? What are you doing?”

      The blonde girl stared up at the sky. When the sun nearly got in her eyes she shielded them with a hand while still looking up, “Do you guys see that?” The other Fairies looked up and saw the strange thing trailing through the sky with what looked like glitter falling behind it, “What is that?”

      “Is that glitter?”

      “What the hell is going on?”

      The glitter started to gently sparkle down over Tenrou Island. Lucy watched the little sparkle float down in front of her face. And inside it, she could have sworn she saw a little man with a weapon. The glittering ball cracked open—

      And a full-grown man appeared above her, yelling with murderous glee as he swung a bladed weapon towards her head.

      “AAHH!” Lucy yelled as she was tackled to the ground before the blade could cleave into her head. She flinched and looked up to see Loke had just narrowly saved her before she could get attacked, “W-What happened?”

      “We’re surrounded!” Gray and Cana quickly backed into each other, preparing for battle as dozens of Dark Mages surrounded them when they appeared from the light.

    
    

    
      “Mira-nee! Who are these guys?!”

      “I don’t know.” Mira grimly said as she and her sister were suddenly surrounded by the rest area.

    
    

    
      “What the hell is this?!”

      “Sorry losers, but this is the end of the line!”

      “You’re facing Grimoire Heart now!”

      “Grimoire Heart?” Evergreen’s eyes widened, “Why is one of the Balam Alliance here?!”

      As the countless grunts continued to arrive around them, Natsu snarled and punched his hands together in a burst of flame, “Who cares? Let’s deal with these guys!”

    
    

    
      “Carla. Lily. Watch over Levy and Gajeel.” Erza ordered as she dropped her bag by her feet, “We’ll take care of these intruders.”

      “Erza, are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Erza-San,” Juvia whispered by the redhead’s side, “If these people are here for the reasons we heard—”

      “Then we take care of them as quickly as possible.” With a firm tone and unwavering resolve, Erza summoned swords in each hand while facing down the horde of Dark Mages, “That’s all we need to do.”

    
    

    
      “Hahaha! It’s the end of the line, you Fairy fuck!” The Grimoire Mage cackled and mocked the man in front of him as the dozen other grunts reveled in the fact they had the lone Fairy Mage surrounded. With their victory assured they basked in the moment, “You better pray now and think back on your life! Because with us here, you haven’t got a snowball’s chance in—”

      A hand slammed into his cheek before he could squeak out the next word. And before he could make a sound, that hand pushed him back and slammed his head into the ground hard enough to crack it.

      The Grimoire grunts blinked after they realized their target had disappeared in front of them. And slowly they looked over to see him standing over the loudest one of them that was speaking just a moment ago.

      “I don’t know why you’re here, and I don’t care.” Naruto turned around and cracked his knuckles — a vicious scowl on his face after the interruption in his search for the black-haired Mage, “Grimoire Heart, right? From the looks of your insignia, I guess it’s you. Bad luck on your part. I was already frustrated and I’m in a bad mood…”

      Naruto stomped forward as everyone else retreated, “And you lot just made it worse.”

    
    

    
      “Sky Drag—”

      “HAA!”

      “IYAH!”

      “WENDY!” Doranbolt rushed in and grabbed the little Dragon Slayer before she could be engulfed in black flames. They reappeared on a different side of the room again, just barely avoiding the attack from Zancrow. The spy panted and bent down on a knee as Wendy tried to catch her breath as well, “This isn’t looking good.”

      “H-He’s too fast. He won’t let me form a spell fast enough before he attacks.” Wendy coughed, “I-I don’t know what to do.”

      “You know, I didn’t think the Rune Knights were this pathetic!” Zancrow mocked them as his flames intensified and spread over the systems and room around him, “You know if you don’t put up a little fight you’re gonna die for nothing!”

      “Stop it!” Wendy yelled out over the sounds of bustling flames and creaking wood, “You’ve already killed so many people! Why?! Why would you do this?!”

      “Why?” Zancrow repeated, looking up in thought quizzically before smiling and shrugging, “Because I want to.”

      “What?”

      “I said I want to. I have the power to turn everything to ash,” He exemplified his point with a burst of black flames in his palms, “And so I do. This world is filled with worthless losers and peons — people so weak they couldn’t possibly make it to the new world.”

      “New world?”

      “So they may as well be my source of strength, and after that my entertainment. That’s all they’re worth at the end of the day. Just like you two, little Rune Knight.”

      “I’m not a Rune Knight!” Wendy yelled defiantly, stepping forward and putting her shoulder forward to proudly display the Fairy Tail logo tattooed on her arm, “I am a member of the Fairy Tail guild! My name is Wendy Marvell, the Sky Dragon Slayer! And I won’t let you bring your destruction on the island to hurt my guild!”

      Zancrow stared at the girl in surprise after her exclamation. But he didn’t even bother registering her name or the determination in her voice. Instead, his eye twitched slightly as he ground his teeth, “Fairy Tail?” Wendy flinched at the harshness in his voice as Doranbolt immediately jumped back up on guard, “You’re part of Fairy Tail?”

      The black flames on his arms steadily started to grow more intense as his anger rose. A black inferno enveloped the Dark Mage as the heat increased a dozenfold. He stomped forward, scorching the floor beneath him. Wendy started to retreat in fear, feeling wave after wave of killing intent coming off of Zancrow now aimed at her, “If you’re part of Fairy Tail, that makes this easy. I don’t need to kill you. I can burn you, carry you to the island, and present you to that blond bitch long enough to get the drop on him and end it. Stay still, Little Fairy,” He started reaching out as Wendy shied away, “This won’t hurt any longer than it has to.”

      A figure flashed into existence between her and Zancrow, standing in her defense before the black flames could reach her. Wendy caught her breath after the fear nearly swallowed her whole as she looked up, “M-Mest-San?”

      “You’re not laying a finger on her.”

      “You can die too — no trouble for me.” Zancrow continued unabated, “I’ll end this—”

      Zancrow’s hand was forced against an invisible wall that nearly bent his fingers at a disturbing angle when he reached for the duo. Wendy and Doranbolt seemed just as surprised as Zancrow as he stepped back and looked at the barrier he had encountered.

      Rule: You cannot enter if you are a member of Grimoire Heart

      “What the fuck is this?!”

      “This is Dark Ecriture magic. And it will not allow you to approach them as long as you have that tattoo on your body.”

      “Which means you ain’t getting any closer to our little interim leader as long as we’re around. Is that clear, jackass?”

      Wendy looked past Zancrow and saw a new duo standing in the opening of the bridge her roar had created. Her eyes widened and she smiled with relief, “Freed-San! Bickslow-San!”

      “Heya Wendy! You’re in some shit, huh?” Bickslow laughed with his tongue hanging out.

      “We were on our way back before we got word from the guild that something was happening with the Magic Council. We saw this ship on our way back, and then we saw your roar tear through its hull.” Freed narrowed his eyes at the flaming blond, “And this man in the middle of it all.”

      “ENOUGH!” A rush of black flames came toward the two Fairy members and they quickly split up to avoid it. The black flames spewed out the broken hole and spread to the Fairy Tail ship outside, catching the thing in flames unintentionally as Zancrow started swiping his arms around, “I’M SICK OF DEALING WITH YOU FUCKING FAIRIES!”

      Zancrow threw fire and belched it out in an attempt to catch Freed and Bickslow. Even with the rune shield around them Doranbolt grabbed Wendy and shielded her from the rush of fire that passed around them.

      “One! Two! Ten! Twenty! I don’t care how many more of you drop in!” The Grimoire Mage was raving mad, his eyes white with rage as the flames around him burst off his body, ‘You’re just more pests I need to kill!’ Bickslow jumped on his totems to evade as Freed created wings to fly with, “Until I get the chance to kill that blond fucker and all of his friends, and finally revive Zeref, I’m not letting any of you little bitches get in my way! YOU’RE ALL GOING TO DIE!”

      A giant wave of black flames exploded out in every direction to swarm everything around him.

      But the flames were sectioned off and disappeared before they could cause any damage.

      Zancrow blinked in confusion at the impossible reaction he’d just felt. And then he looked down when he felt someone step in close to his guard.

      Just in time to get a metal fist in the cheek that caused his vision to go black.

      Zancrow was sent flying through the walls of the ship, crashing through everything in his path until he broke through the other side and went flying over the water.

      Wendy and Doranbolt blinked in surprise as they watched Gildarts stand back up and shake out his prosthetic hand. The older S-Class Mage looked to Freed expectantly, “I mean that was the right move, right? We wanted that guy out of here?”

      “Yes, Gildarts, that was the right move.”

      Bickslow shrugged, “I don’t know if you had to take out half the ship just by punching the guy, but shit you do you.”

      “Well, if that jerk’s all taken care of…” The three Fairies looked over at Wendy and narrowed their eyes at Doranbolt, “You wanna explain what’s going on, Mr. Magic Council?”

      Somehow Doranbolt was more afraid now than at Zancrow’s mercy.

    
    

    
      Atop the center tree of Tenrou Island, she watched as battles spread across the island and damage scoured her homeland.

    
    

    
      Natsu roared and swatted dozens of enemies away with a wave of his arms as Elfman, Evergreen, and Happy thinned out the numbers.

      Lucy and Cana worked in tandem by each other’s side while Loke and Gray charged into the depths of the enemies’ numbers.

      Mira quickly proved why it was a mistake to surround her as Lisanna speedily defeated everyone close to her.

      Lily and Carla protected Levy and Gajeel as Juvia whipped out arms of water while Erza slashed them down with flashes of silver.

    
    

    
      All the while her successor struggled to stand against their new enemy… and her dearest friend.

    
    

    
      Makarov panted and struggled to stand as Hades remained dauntless and unmoved.

      The Fairy Tail master felt conflicted and confused. But the Grimoire Heart master was not nearly as perturbed — long since preparing for sacrifices like this.

    
    

    
      And all around their worst enemies gathered and prepared to move on them.

    
    

    
      Azuma rubbed his neck and continued to trudge through the forest and trees to find another opponent.

      Rustyrose dramatically flicked his hair before heading in one direction.

      Caprico dropped off his jet pack and fixed his glasses.

      Meredy was already making a move the moment she landed with the rest of their forces.

      Kain Hikaru had landed on his head and whimpered as he rubbed his crown with a groan.

      Ultrear had landed and was about to move, but instead immediately dropped down into the bushes and hid before she could be spotted.

      She watched Naruto devastate the horde of grunts around him in just a matter of seconds, making quick work of their numbers before dusting himself off. He scowled and seemed to mutter some curse before he turned and started walking away. Saying something about picking up the trail of the gloomy bastard that had slipped away. She wasn’t quite sure who he meant but her instincts told her he could prove fruitful.

      The Dark Mage quietly followed after the S-Class Fairy as they made their way through the forest.

    
    

    
      Atop the center tree of Tenrou Island, she watched everything occur… and knew there was nothing she could do to help them.

      Instead, she silently prayed for their safety and hoped for their victory.

      It was her guild… now and forever… and she hoped they would continue to make the name of Fairy Tail proud.

    
    

    
      Done

      I wanted to end this chapter on a different note, but I realized it would take me forever to get there. Thankfully with a little restructuring I think it can be very effective for next chapter instead.

      Look forward to it!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    82. Lascivious of the Lustful

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 82: Lascivious of the Lustful

      Here’s the last update of the year!

      Hope you all enjoy it and see you next year!

      Hunter

      “A-Ah,” Makarov coughed blood and gagged on it as he tried to lift himself off the ground. His body ached and cried out for relief as he craned his head to look up at his opponent.

      “You should stay down, Makarov. Save yourself the trouble.”

      A man he had once trusted with his life. Who had led the Fairy Tail guild for decades when he was just a boy.

      “M-Master Precht—”

      “I told you that’s not who I am anymore.” The one-eyed elder said stoically, “I’m Hades now. You’d probably be able to fend me off more effectively if you discarded those old memories of me.”

      “This was your guild!” His words went ignored, Makarov pushing through the pain and standing up through sheer rage and indignation at the sight before him. His pupils constricted in anger as he looked up at the helmet-wearing Dark Mage, “How could you bring enemies here?! To this sacred land?!”

      As Makarov’s voice echoed through the trees and the immediate area, Hades had a pensive and thoughtful expression. He slowly craned his head back, looking up at the bright blue sky and the giant tree that covered a portion of the sky.

      Long faded memories of three foolish treasure hunters arriving on this island looking for riches and the legendary Tenrou Jade. Coming to an island long believed to be abandoned in search of an S-Class treasure, they instead found themselves in the company of a brilliant, energetic, but incredibly lonely little girl. A chance meeting that changed their lives and shaped the paths each of them walked forever.

      Even when he concentrated on those long-cherished memories… they weren’t as vivid and clear as they used to be.

      “It does hurt to know that the guild we built together is the thing standing in the way of the final goal… but it’s something I can come to terms with.” Hades looked down at Makarov, “You could just tell your guild members to turn, run away, and avoid my guild before they get hurt.”

      “The Mages of Fairy Tail don’t just back down when our home is invaded!”

      “Fine, but if that’s your position then you can’t complain to me when something bad happens if they get in the way.”

      “How can you talk like this?!” With a desperate yell, Makarov looked at his old master, “You were the one who taught us what it meant to be in Fairy Tail! The family we made in that guild hall and the bonds shared with our tattoos! Once a member of Fairy Tail always a member of Fairy Tail! How could you even talk about something destroying it?!”

      “Do you remember the day I left the guild? I trusted you to carry on leading the guild as the new master. I have many fond memories of the guild, my friends, and even leading all of you back when you were young. But before that — long before I passed the mantle onto you — I wanted to learn more about magic. The breadth of its capabilities. The depths of its complexities. Even as the master of Fairy Tail, I spent countless hours studying and researching magic in any way possible.”

      Makarov remembered the long swaths of time when Precht would leave the hall, either retreating to undisclosed locations or working down in the basement with the secret of Fairy Tail. He never quite figured out what the old master was doing in his free time and after decades it felt like an afterthought.

      But now he regretted not following up on it.

      “When I left Fairy Tail, I knew I had to devote myself to continuing that search. So I did. I plumbed the depths of understanding and magic. Delved into practices and studies that were forbidden and taboo. I sacrificed others… pieces of myself… and even gave this body over to experimentation. But after it all… I glimpsed it.”

      He turned back to Makarov… and the Wizard Saint felt a cold shudder run up his back at the depth of vile determination in the man’s eye.

      “Magic grew from darkness. Its origins come from deep points of evil and hate. The magic of the modern day may be varied and bright but it all started at the center point. And the one closest to reaching that origin… was Zeref the Black Mage.” Hades’ eye narrowed, “If I could somehow find a way to talk with him, I’d have a closer understanding of magic than I ever dreamed. And here, on this island… we’ve found him.”

      Makarov’s eyes widened and trembled, “What? Why — why would Zeref be here? I know this island! It’s not a graveyard for the Black Mage! That’s impossible!”

      “It’s not a grave because the Black Mage isn’t dead.” Hades looked down at the shock-stricken face of Makarov as he spoke, ‘He’s still alive. Walking the face of the world with no idea of what he’s capable of or who he is. And now he’s here, on Tenrou Island of all places.’ Hades raised his hand and clenched his fist, “Once we revive his memories, we can learn all there is to know about magic. And the world he’ll make afterward will be a world of ultimate magic.”

      “Y-You’re insane.”

      “I have been focused solely on this goal for many decades now…” Hades scoffed, “I suppose I must be crazy to devote so much time and effort. My life and the lives of others seem almost trivial in this pursuit of it. And now that it’s finally in sight… not sure whether to sigh a breath of relief or collapse from exhaustion.”

      “You can’t do this, Precht! You can’t endanger the guild like this!” Makarov insisted, “No matter what you say, you’re a member of Fairy Tail! And a member of Fairy Tail never turns their back on their guild or their friends! You can’t—”

      “We both know that’s not true, Makarov. If it was, Ivan wouldn’t be off traipsing around in the underworld, would he?” Makarov immediately went silent, blood cold as ice rushing through his veins at the mention of his son and the black sheep of their guild he had kicked out so very long ago. Hades turned and looked back down at him, “He’s been very helpful as a support to Dark Mages everywhere. The things he’s capable of doing would make most parents proud. And he doesn’t work cheap either.”

      “Y-You,” Makarov’s heart started pounding in his ears at the idea of his son having reached out to the Balam Alliance, and the dangers he allowed aimed at the guild in callous revenge, “You’ve been in contact with my son?”

      “He sees your guild as nothing more than a destination behind him. And I hope you understand now… that it is just the obstacle in the way to what I desire.”

      The ground shook as Makarov grew in size, veins pulsing along his arms and in his face from the fury he felt as he lunged for the one-eyed man, “PRECHT!”

      “I told you, Boy…”

      A giant magical formation popped into existence around Makarov and surrounded him from all angles. Just as his hand started closing around Hades, the older man brought his fingers up…

      “It’s Hades now. Amaterasu: Formula 100.”

      The light around them intensified and exploded.

      Hunter

      Naruto flinched as he felt the entire island shake with a violent rumble and burst of magical power. He looked back through the forest, his breath catching in his throat as the intense power of the magic reverberated through the island and caused the trees to shake. A cold sweat ran down his face before he grit his teeth and turned back to his foe.

      “You said you were part of Grimoire Heart, right?”

      “Y-Yes, sir!” The bloodied Dark Mage whimpered, flinching in fear of angering the much stronger blond that had him by the collar, “W-We were told to come to this island and clear it out so that we could look around without trouble.”

      “And does that mean your master is here too?”

      “Y-Yes sir!”

      That meant Hades was somewhere on this island. Knowing that made the edges of Naruto’s mouth tighten as he grits his teeth in anger. The thought of that old bastard being here with his guild and endangering them started making his blood boil. He dragged the frightened grunt in close and watched the man cower by his snarling teeth, “What about the guy in black? Who is he in your guild? One of the Kin that are so strong?”

      “G-Guy in black?”

      “Don’t try to lie to me!”

      “I-I don’t know!”

      Naruto clicked his tongue before roughly tossing the weak grunt aside and stomping forward again. His mind raced with choices trying to figure out the best move he could make next. These wimps weren’t any real threat to his friends so he didn’t have to worry about them. But if those Kin members were on this island too then they could be a threat. And that was before he even considered the damage Hades could cause. His first instinct was to immediately rush in the direction he felt the swell of powerful magic…

      But that instinct was quelled when he remembered he was following someone who sucked the life out of everything around him.

      Hades or the man in black? One terrible danger or another? He wracked his brain considering the choice to make—

      “HA!” He immediately spun in place, channeling his magic and punching a tree hard enough to shatter and topple it. As the tree fell over a figure landed on the ground — someone he didn’t recognize with flowing black hair. Whoever they were they landed directly in the path of the falling tree they had been hiding in. The shadow of it covered them completely.

      Before somehow freezing in place. Not with ice or telekinesis, but as if the tree had just stopped in place. Every broken twig. Every falling leaf. Every piece of the tree had completely stopped. Naruto watched in silent amazement as the tree started to rise back up from its fall and towards its shattered trunk.

      Almost naturally, all the broken pieces reformed as if filling in the puzzle to recreate the shattered base of the tree. Even the crater his punch had formed popped back out into place until the tree was reformed and perfectly restored as it once had been.

      “Shame on you.” The raven-haired woman said with some light mocking in her voice. She turned to face him, a crystal ball running down her arm and into her hand, as she looked at Naruto, “This is your precious sacred land, right? You should be treating it with more reverence.”

      An immediate snark or curse drew up from Naruto’s throat in response to the stranger’s chide. But after a moment he just stared at her in silent confusion. The orb. The magic. And as the unfamiliar woman turned to him he recognized her facial features — even if it took him a moment to place them.

      “Ultear?” He struggled to connect the coy, teasing, well-mannered Magic Council seat and Siegrain’s assistant to the woman in front of him. But even though it took him a moment he realized how similar she looked, even if he was still confused and baffled by what he was looking at, “What are you doing here? Did — did you join Grimoire Heart? Why did you join a Dark Guild after leaving the Magic Council?”

      Ultear silently bounced the orb off her elbow, letting it float slowly into her hand as she looked at Naruto. She raised an eyebrow and waited for his brain to put things together.

      They finally connected as he closed his eyes and sighed, “You were always a part of Grimoire Heart, weren’t you?

      “I joined as a spy, keeping tabs on the Magic Council’s activities to make sure Grimoire Heart was always a step ahead.” She bowed her head, “Ultear of the Lust, at your service.”

      “Everyone wondered where you ran off to after the council collapsed and Jellal was arrested. So I guess you just went home, huh?”

      Ultear let out a soft giggle before her crystal ball jumped up to her hand. With barely a move she whipped her hand aside and sent the crystal ball jetting off her fingers and straight towards Naruto’s head. He ducked down in time for the ball to fly over like a bullet and through the trees behind him before he stood up. He heard a whistling sound and saw the ball flying right back at him in the same path it went sailing past him.

      Naruto flipped over and landed in time to see the ball freeze and shoot toward him again. He jumped and ducked and weaved around the ball as it moved in tandem with Ultear’s simple hand movements. The blond Fairy jumped and bounced between the trees, landing on branches and leaping off to the closest branch as the ball barreled through his footholds to reach him.

      When he was in the air, he turned and slammed his fist into the crystal ball before it could reach him. It shattered against his knuckles, sending the pieces of her weapon spiraling out in every direction as he landed and glared at Ultear. But once he saw her smug smile he remembered…

      “Oh, right.”

      The pieces of the orb pulled together and reformed perfectly into their previous shape. The ball flew back into Ultear’s hands, delicately landing on her fingertips as she turned her hand and allowed it to run over her knuckles, “You didn’t forget that my magic fixes damages like that, did you?”

      “It’s been a long time since we sparred. Slipped my mind. Had a lot going on since then.”

      “Well, I still remember that day you and your lady friend came to the Magic Council. And we had a spar to pass the time and introduce ourselves. Of course, your friend watched, and… Siegrain graced us with his presence as well.”

      “You knew that wasn’t him back then, didn’t you?”

      “It was him. A Thought Projection to cover the bases while he was still in the R-System but still him nonetheless.”

      “You helped him. You helped him along every step of the way, and then slinked off back to the Grimoire Heart when it was all over?” Naruto looked at her oddly, “Why bother? Why would you get involved with Jellal’s plans if they weren’t your aim?”

      “Why would I get involved, you ask? Simple…” She smiled beautifully while looking deep into her crystal ball, “It was my work to begin with.”

      “What?”

      “It was my little project trusted to me by Hades-sama. Retake control of the R-System construction, have it built off the coast, utilize the Magic Council’s secret weapon after infiltrating it, and then bring it all crumbling down.” She shrugged, “It was quite the long-term project in hindsight but one I was able to entrust to another. Someone I was able to convince after coming to him at the lowest point in his life, twisting his mind, and letting him believe he could remake all the pain and mistakes he and the people he loved had to go through.”

      Jellal.

      “You controlled Jellal?”

      “Set him on the path he charged down with such fervor, more like.” Ultras admitted, “A few choice words here and there, spoken by someone he was convinced was a loyal subordinate ready to complete his every will. And a suggestion spell to turn his focus back on the tower when we needed the Magic Council’s attention off of Grimoire Heart. It was ever so easy.”

      “You…” Naruto’s jaw clicked as he felt a vein run up his neck, “You made him a puppet?”

      “The strings weren’t as tight as you might think they were. But yes… I was the one that set him down the first steps of his path.”

      …

      Everything else seemed to go quiet and mute around Naruto as the sound of his frantically increasing breathing became the loudest thing he could hear. His fingers twitched at his sides as they slowly closed into tight, trembling fists. Armor magic formed around his fists as his knuckles turned bone white.

      “I…” He took a shuddering breath and muttered, “I’m going to hurt you. And I’m not gonna stop… until you pay for what you did.”

      “You’re welcome to try,” Ultear said challengingly, “But this time I’m here for my own goals and volitions… and I’m not letting a single one of you damn nosy Fairies get in the way of finding who I’m looking for.”

      Titania

      Erza spun like a top, knocking the blades of the Dark Mages surrounding her aside and slashing them down. Even as she was surrounded and attacked from all sides the S-Class Mage responded swiftly — parrying the swings from everyone around her and moving through them like a wind with just the swing of her sword.

      Juvia and Pantherlily stood in defense of Levy, Gajeel, and Carla while Erza cleared out a majority of them. As Juvia flung whip after whip of water at every charging grunt that slipped past, Lily took on his muscular form and started striking down the Grimoire Mages with the katana he had lifted off of Yomazu, “Is this what I should expect from the Dark Guilds of your world? They’re so much more bloodthirsty and unhinged than the ones back in Edolas!”

      “There’s a reason they’re one of the top three in the Underworld.” Erza remarked as she riposted the swing of a club and then cut down her opponent the next second, ‘They aren’t fighting to survive or usurp the resource of magic from the government. They only desire their wishes to come to fruition and they’ll go to any lengths to get it. The things I have heard about Grimoire Heart are some of the most despicable in the entire underworld, and what they’re doing here is a mystery. Not that I care.’ Erza swiped her sword aside as her body glowed, “Only one thing matters…”

      As the bright light flashed, Erza rushed forward in the blink of an eye in her speed armor. Once she had slid to a stop and allowed the unconscious Dark Mages to rain down limp and bodily, she turned with a put-upon exhale and looked back at her friends, “Are you all okay? They didn’t reach you, did they?”

      The others stared in stunned silence after Erza had effectively cleared out the entire attacking force by herself. Lily popped back into his smaller form as sweat dripped down his face, “She is just as devastating as the Erza I fought alongside. Is she usually like this?”

      “Yes,” Juvia weakly nodded, “It’s why Juvia and Lisanna-San were disqualified so quickly in the exam. We stood no chance against someone as strong as her.”

      Levy flinched as she stood up despite her injuries, “Erza, what should we do now?”

      “We can’t stay here.” Erza used Requip to turn back into her bikini, her sword still in hand as she stood ahead of them, “I’ll take point in case any more of these goons show up trying to pick a fight. Lily, Juvia, and Carla help carry Gajeel and Levy to the rest zone. If anyone else needs help, that will be our point of operation while we’re dealing with this crisis. It will be for the best if we can all convene together and figure out what is happening on this island.”

      “Right!”

      The other Fairies quickly did what the S-Class said, helping their injured friends up as they made their way over the heaps of beaten Dark Mages that lay at their feet. Carla rushed over to fly by Erza’s side, “What do we do about Wendy? I don’t feel comfortable leaving her alone in the hands of that spy.”

      “I know it’s not what you want to hear but there isn’t anything we can do to help her now. She’s been whisked away by a teleporter at the moment.”

      “So we just abandon her?!”

      “No, Carla, we aren’t abandoning her. We’ll trust that Wendy can do something about it.” Erza stated firmly, “That girl helped us handle the fight with the Oración Seis. She saved the guild in Edolas. And Naruto’s been training her to become stronger and more capable in a fight. I know she isn’t as weak or helpless as we think she is.”

      “I-I… know that…” Carla scowled and frowned, her face twitching between several complicated expressions before she looked down forlornly, “But I don’t want her to be in danger.”

      Erza nodded empathetically, “I understand. I hate leaving the others alone, or staying away from Naruto when I think he’s in danger. But despite that feeling you’re going to have to realize the same thing I’ve come to terms with; you can’t always watch over them, and you have to trust that they can take care of themselves.”

      Carla understood that what Erza said was the right and logical thing to do. She knew Wendy had grown more confident and capable since meeting the members of Fairy Tail and donning their insignia. She knew this… but the anxiety and worry was just too much to ignore. Carla was about to raise the point to their redhead leader—

      But she froze. All the Fairies froze. Despite the dire situation they stilled when faced with the oddity in front of them.

      A tall, fat man with snow-pale skin and a black mullet wearing nothing more than shorts and a cape came into view. All the Fairies stared at the rotund man standing before them frozen in place like a deer in the eyes of a predator. A tense silence filled the atmosphere around them, the sound of some far-off bird squawking in the sky the only noise between them.

      “H-Hello!” The pale man stammered out, a nervous sweat drop running down his cheek, ‘I-I’m the new Fairy Tail member; Steve!’ He said confidently with his Grimoire Heart tattoo obvious for everyone to see, “T-Those cool Grimoire Heart guys were just raining down a-and attacked me! I fended them off — obviously,” He flexed his chubby arms, “Being the hulk of manly muscle I am I easily handled them w-with easy.” He nodded stiffly, pointing past them as he started walking with a jittery energy, “I-I’ll go search in that direction and you guys keep going this way, okay? Break!”

      He hurriedly made to walk past them as everyone was still stunned and silent—

      But Erza’s blade shot up and tickled the underside of his many chins on the edge. She narrowed her eyes, “We have something to talk with you about, ‘Steve’.”

      “O-Oh no! Is this the end of Steve and his adventures in Fairy Tail?!”

      Carla cringed, “Stop it, you idiot.”

      Hunter

      Mirajane and Lisanna had cleared out the numerous Grimoire Mages that surrounded them so suddenly. Mira had knocked them back with a rolling pin and cooking pan before they could get close. And then Lisanna stepped in with her Take-Over magic, slashing them across the chest with her cat claws and landing fierce kicks that knocked them down before they could be surrounded. The two Strauss siblings had managed to form a strong line of defense from the invading force.

      “Man, these guys just kept coming!” Lisanna said as she glowed and reverted to her normal form. She looked around at all the creeps that had dropped out of the sky and tried to swarm them, making comments about finding Mirajane Strauss on this island and if they’d get to have her for themselves if they captured her, ‘Assholes.’ Lisanna groused with a look of disgust at the beaten before wiping her cheek, “Mira-Nee, do you think these guys made it to the others around the island?”

      “It’s a safe bet.” Mirajane agreed, bending down to grab one of the grunt’s shirts to straighten it out for her to look at. The unease in her stomach worsened when she noticed the barbed heart insignia on their clothes and immediately recognized who they were, “Grimoire Heart… why would such a high-profile Dark Guild come to Tenrou Island of all places?”

      Lisanna shook her head, “I don’t know. It makes no sense!” With some frustration, she kicked a rock by her foot and huffed, “Should we leave, Mira-Nee? Go across the island and look for everyone else?”

      “No.” Lisanna looked over at Mira in surprise as the older white-haired woman made her way back to camp and carried back a long spool of rope. As she knelt and started to tie the unconscious Grimoire Mages up she looked back at her sister, ‘Naruto, Erza, and Juvia are already out there in the middle of it and I imagine they are fighting as well. This means if they find more of our friends, or if any of them are hurt, we’ll need a base of operations to work from while handling this attack.’ Mira finished tying up one member and moved on to the next, “So we’re going to stay here and make sure this place is secured for the rest of our friends.”

      “R-Right.” Lisanna nodded in agreement with her sister’s plan, jogging over to grab some rope from her spool and helping her tie up the rest of the beaten grunts. The younger sister took a deep breath and tried to compose herself like her big sister. There was a deep anxiety in her chest but she had to calm down and think rationally. Mirajane was right that it was better to set up a base of operations instead of splitting up and blindly looking around the island without clues.

      Was this the rationale she had garnered as an S-Class Mage in the field? Was it something they had been trying to test in this exam? If so, Lisanna realized she still had a long way to go before reaching the level her sister had achieved.

      “Okay, that’s the last of them.” Mirajane and Lisanna exhaled after tying up the rest of the Grimoire grunts, “Let’s make sure the camp is secure before we settle—”

      The soldiers all glowed with light and disappeared in an instant. Mira and Lisanna were left on edge as they looked around in a panic, trying to find any sign of the dozens of men that had surrounded them just moments ago.

      “What is this?”

      “Mira-Nee, what was that? T-They just glowed and disappeared into thin air!” The younger sister was on edge before she noticed Mirajane’s tense expression looking in a straight direction, “M-Mira-Nee?”

      “They truly did perform poorer than expected.” Lisanna flinched and turned to stand by her sister, both Strauss women looking up at the tall, lanky goat man in glasses standing on the top of a small hill looking over them. He fixed his glasses and finally looked down to regard them, “Even with their greater numbers and the element of surprise, there was nothing to be done against warriors and Mages as elite as you. Sad but inevitable. Fortunately…”

      He jumped down from his spot on the hill, landing on his hooves with ease as he fixed his glasses up his nose, “I’m here to make up for their failure.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Caprico of the Greed.”

      Hunter#

      Natsu’s nose shifted and raised as he sniffed the air and picked up a scent after the grunts suddenly vanished around them. The Dragon Slayer picked up an unfamiliar scent amongst the wildlife and greenery around him.

      A scent slowly approaching their location.

      “Natsu? What’s wrong?” Happy asked when he saw his partner’s serious expression.

      The Dragon Slayer walked past Happy, Elfman, and Evergreen to face a single direction in the forest, “Someone’s coming.”

      The Fairies remained on guard as they heard the faint sounds of leaves rustling and branches shifting around. Elfman tensed his muscles in anticipation as Ever reached up and touched the rim of her glasses. Happy nervously floated by Natsu’s shoulder as the pink-haired man continued to wait for the stranger’s arrival.

      Finally… from the forest… she appeared.

      “A-A girl?”

      “It’s a kid.” Evergreen continued from Elfman’s disbelieving mutter, all of the Fairies staring at the little girl with pink hair a few tones darker than Natsu’s. She wore a purple leotard with a red cape and a winged headpiece around her head. Even with a few grass stains and leaves on her attire, and coming face to face with the Fairies, her expression barely changed at all while facing them, “What’s a kid doing here?”

      “I-Is she part of Grimoire Heart?” Happy quietly asked, worried that saying anything louder might set the stone-faced girl off.

      “She can’t be, right?” Ever denied, “I mean look at her — she’s too young to be in that guild!”

      Elfman shrugged, “I mean she can’t be that different in age than we were when we joined Fairy Tail. Or how old Wendy— AH!”

      “That is not the same!” Evergreen harshly grabbed her partner’s cheek and yanked on it, “We’re not talking about kids joining a lively, homey guild like Fairy Tail! We’re talking about a brat making their way into one of the largest, worst Dark Guilds in the kingdom! Natsu! Back me up on this!”

      “How else would she be here?” His simple deduction was enough to silence Evergreen and leave her reeling as he stepped forward. The two pink-haired Mages stared at each other, “What are you doing on our island?”

      She silently looked up and stared at his face, “Natsu Dragneel.” Then over his shoulder, ‘Elfman Strauss. Evergreen of the Thunder God Tribe. And the flying cat.’ With a small shake of her head, she seemed disappointed, “No one high up on my list… but names to clear nonetheless.”

      She whipped her arm out of her cape, summoning a slew of ethereal blades that circled her in a half-crescent. The Fairies immediately took on combat stances in anticipation of her attack.

      “I am Melody of the Envy, one of the Seven Kin of Purgatory. And this will be your end.”

      Hunter

      “Ah~, what a glorious stage to be set for us on this final day of the dawn~.” The gorgeous, extravagant, eccentric Rustyrose pontificated while looking up at the beautiful blue and cloudy sky over their heads. He raised his hands and let them slowly lower down to his sides as he took a deep breath and admired the fresh air of this paradise, “Truly, we find ourselves in a Garden of Eden. The home from which our new mankind will be cradled into creation before spreading out to cover the rest of the world. A beautiful, enchanting sight to behold.”

      “…”

      Gray, Lucy, Loke, and Cana all stared in confusion at the strange man before them, wearing a coat with fur trimmings in such a hot climate and with his big grey hair styled like a pompadour. After the sudden assault of the Grimoire goons, they had expected more of them to show up eventually. What they hadn’t expected was a flamboyant, extravagant man suddenly making his way out of the forest to greet them and gesture unnecessarily.

      As the man continued to soliloquize to himself, Cana turned to her friends with a bland expression, “Who is this freak and what is he doing here?”

      “I mean he’s a member of Grimoire Heart, right?” Gray pointed out, “After what just happened it makes the most sense that he’s a member of it.”

      “Him? Really?” Lucy was unconvinced, “I mean he looks like a slightly flashier version of how Loke used to look.”

      “What?!” The Celestial Spirit balked in outrage, ‘There’s no way I was ever as showy as that! I was one thing but this guy’s a freakin’ peacock!’ He pointed at the Dark Mage still talking to himself even as they argued with each other, “Notice the difference!”

      “There is none.”

      “Can’t see it.”

      “I-It is pretty minimal.”

      Loke’s skin took on an ashen tone and he nearly broke apart into dust as the other Fairies focused on the odd stranger in front of them. Cana drew out some cards, “If he’s an invader too then we just need to take care of him.” She tossed her cards, “Take this!”

      Even though the Grimoire Heart Mage still seemed distracted from talking, he effortlessly waved his arm down in the direction of Cana’s cards as a large, ornamental shield appeared and blocked the projectiles.

      Cana and the others looked startled by the simple way he was able to block her attack, “What the hell?! Where’d that shield come from?!”

      “I-It just appeared from nowhere.” Loke immediately took a stance, “Was that Requip like Erza and Naruto?”

      Lucy reached for her keys, “Or is that Maker magic like yours, Gray?”

      “No,” The dark-haired Fairy tensed up and narrowed his eyes at the deceptively flamboyant man, “That wasn’t like my magic. That was… I don’t know.”

      “It appears like there’s no more need for enjoying the moment.” The grey-haired man finally addressed them properly, fixing his sunglasses and eyeing them down as the shield remained hovering by his side, “If you’re all ready to fight now…”

      Swords popped into existence over his head, floating around his head as he smiled, “Then I, Rustyrose of the Gluttony, shall meet you in battle.”

      Hunter

      “Alright, here we are.” Doranbalt said as he appeared within the coastline forest with Wendy, Freed, Bickslow, and Gildarts all holding onto his arms or shoulders, “This is the best location I can find to stop in on the island. The ship was totaled too far away from shore so these trips take a lot out of me.”

      Freed and Bickslow let go of the Rune Knight and stepped around the forest, “I can feel some foul magic all around the place.”

      “Yep,” Bickslow sneered, “Can’t believe the island got invaded right after we left. Such bullshit.”

      “Thank you for getting us back here, Mest-San.” Wendy took the scarred man’s hand and bowed her head deeply. His reluctance to go back to the island — especially bringing her back after the raid on the boat by Zancrow, was clear as day on his face. But still, she poured her heart out in gratitude, “Now we can help our guild!”

      “And there’s more help on the way.” Freed said, “Macao said he and Mahiro were going to coordinate a ship with the other Fairy members to make their way out here to help.”

      Gildarts chuckled and looked towards a tense Doranbalt, “She was fucking pissed with you.”

      “Commander Senju’s loyalties were always pretty clear so there’s no surprise there.” The scarred man said, “Lahar is working to make contact with the other forces of the Magic Council to get reinforcements. The Zeref angle was hard to sell but with definitive proof that Grimoire Heart is acting here then I should be able to get back up here. I just don’t know how long it’ll take to reach them… considering the damages our ship and systems took.”

      Everyone looked pointedly towards Gildarts who blankly blinked, “I think that fire guy did most of the damage.”

      Doranbalt shook his head before looking down at Wendy, “I’m going to head back to the ship to help the injured, respect the dead, and get some information to the Council through whatever systems might still be working.” He got down on his knee to face Wendy directly, “I’ll come back in a few hours. If you can convince your guild to come together I think I can get you all off this island.”

      Wendy nodded gratefully, “I appreciate that, Mets-San,” But she smiled nervously, “But I don’t think Fairy Tail would ever turn away from people attacking our homeland.”

      …

      Doranbalt nodded and stood back, “I’ll be back in a few hours. Take care.”

      He flashed away and left the Fairies behind. Wendy looked uneasy before she noticed Freed, Bickslow, and Gildarts smiling proudly at her, “W-What is it?”

      “I’m glad to see you know our guild well enough to know we won’t just walk away.”

      “Yeah!” Bickslow smirked, ‘Now I think it’s about time we find these guys and kick their asses. Right, Gil— Gildarts?’ They looked back and saw the strongest member of their guild walk away, “Where are you going?!”

      “You guys go ahead. I’m gonna head off on my own for a bit.”

      “For what?”

      “Well…” Gildarts’ face hardened as he stepped into the forest, “I think there’s someone who needs their ass kicked in this direction.”

      Hunter

      “HAAAAAAAA— ARGH!” Naruto’s roar was cut off when the orb he had destroyed a moment ago came flying in from his flank and struck him across the face. The strike sent his attack off course — his fist blasting out a ball of wind chakra that Ultear was just able to avoid.

      The bruised and dirtied Dark Mage smirked as her orb returned to her hand and she threw it back out, “Fast Forward!”

      The orb blurred too fast to see, striking Naruto in his chest and leaving the blond Mage winded. But as he doubled over from the strike, his hands quickly caught the crystal ball between them and squeezed. With a little extra force, he shattered the weapon into pieces, keeping a few of the shards within his grasp so that Ultear wouldn’t be able to reform the whole orb. He swiped his hands out, dispersing most of the broken shards aside as he rushed at the raven-haired villain.

      Ultear just dodged Naruto as he dropped down and slammed his fist into the ground. And even though she evaded, the eruption of power following the blow upon the earth blew her back with some pieces of debris impacting her unguarded areas. But still, the Seven Kin member looked unperturbed, flipping through the air before landing gracefully on the bank by a river and facing Naruto without fear. She raised her hand and instantly willed her orb back to her hand.

      The broken pieces of the orb he had thrown aside started rushing back. Naruto felt a tug from his hands and scowled before opening them, letting the pieces he had been holding onto fly back to their original place over her hand.

      As Ultear got her weapon back, she couldn’t help but notice the specks of blood on its circumference from where Naruto gripped them so tightly. She sent it into the water to clean as she smiled at the whiskered man, “My, you certainly have gotten a whole lot stronger since the day you were that little squirt I challenged on the Magic Council grounds.”

      “And I can tell you’re taking this fight seriously — unlike back then.” Naruto rotated his shoulders and legs, trying to stay limber as he made sure never to look away from Ultear or her orb, “So what’s the point of you all being here anyway? You said you were looking for someone on the island, right? Who is it?”

      “You don’t need to worry about that.”

      “I do. After I kick your ass from here to the beach I’m gonna need to know who to look out for on the island.”

      “And after I kill you, you won’t have to worry about anything anymore. So please, make this easier for me and—”

      The sound of branches snapping drew both Mages’ attention, Naruto falling into a battle stance while Ultear summoned her orb back to her hand and prepared to strike.

      They were greeted with the sight of the dark-haired stranger in odd robes Naruto had been chasing before the Grimoire Heart invasion. The young man looked especially timid under the gaze of the two Mages as he panicked, “N-No! Stay away from me!”

      “You!” Calling out to the meek man Naruto frowned and pointed at him, “I was looking for you everywhere!”

      “I-I just want to be left alone!”

      “Then you showed up on the wrong island, dipshit!” Naruto scowled before looking over at Ultear, “So is this guy another one of your bunch or—”

      “Zeref-sama…” Naruto’s snarking remark of scorn died on his tongue when he saw the stunned look of reverence on Ultear’s face looking at the robed stranger in front of her. She was almost reduced to tears as she caught her breath, “You’re here. We’ve finally found you… Zeref-sama.”

      Her words took a moment to register in Naruto’s ears, and once he realized what she said he turned back to look at the scrawny, frightened man cowering down the river bank.

      “Zeref?”

      Zeref was ancient. Zeref was dead. Zeref was the reason he was locked up in the Tower of Heaven for years in hopes of reviving him. Zeref was the greatest Dark Mage in history — the being that many of the Dark Guilds in Fiore aspired to and followed even to this day. The idea that this little, terrified kid could be that monster should have been downright laughable.

      But his magic… the power to drain the life out of everything around him. The fact that even now when he looked so unsettled and fretful Naruto’s instincts told him that something was wrong.

      “T-That not — that’s not possible.”

      “Zeref-sama,” Ultear stepped forward, reverence and anticipation in her voice, “We came looking for you. We—”

      “No!” The man identified as Zeref stumbled back, toppling over to his butt before twisting around and scrambling off the gravel and sand, “Stay away from me!”

      As Zeref stumbled back to his feet and rushed down the river and forest, Naruto snapped back to attention and tried to chase after him, “Hey—”

      The crystal ball flashed towards his head and he had to dodge back before it barreled through his skull. With a scowl, Ultear clicked her teeth and gave chase to follow the Black Mage. Naruto was forced to jump and duck from the crystal ball speeding towards him from every angle to keep him busy.

      “HA!” He kicked the orb and sent it into the forest before chasing after Ultear and her target, “Stop right there, dammit!”

      “Zeref-sama! Please come back! We’re here to help you!” Ultear called out to the man ahead as she used her magic to raise trees and boulders behind her to block Naruto.

      “No!” The skittish man cried out ahead of them, a wave of black magic pulsed out from his body as he ran, “Please! Don’t come any closer!”

      The black wave rushed in every direction, causing the little fish swimming in the creek to float to the top dead and for the trees and grass to wither into brown nothingness. Naruto immediately recognized the black wave and kept his distance while Ultear charged forward. She waved her hand down, returning her crystal ball by her foot as she jumped atop it and levitated over the black wave before it disappeared.

      Naruto sprinted ahead, not sure what to do once he reached Zeref but knowing it wasn’t a good idea if Ultear did before him. He closed the distance and reached out—

      He felt something rush through the wind above him and moved his head before the crystal ball could barrel through his skull. Ultear landed in front of him and immediately chased after Zeref while Naruto was left to deal with the crystal ball again.

      “Dammit!” He cursed as he tried to stop Zeref but couldn’t focus with the damn ball trying to kill him. He wasn’t sure if they were on the same side but if Grimoire Heart got access to that black wave of death then it would be the end for everyone. And no matter what he did Ultear would use her magic to affect time and—

      An idea crossed his mind instantly. And in the next instant, he realized he felt no hesitation or compunctions about doing it.

      Even though he had done so much to avoid taking life… if them reaching Zeref was the only other option…

      Naruto kicked the crystal ball with his heel and shattered it. And in the moment before it reforged, he reached out with his Requip and retrieved his black sheath with the sword inside. He pulled them out, yanking the sword out in one swift move before he took a deep stance.

      With a turn of his hips, he spiked the black sword straight through the air. Ultear must have heard it coming as she turned and held out her hand to turn the blade to dust before it could get any closer.

      But the blade was immune to magic cast on it, and even her Lost Magic couldn’t stop its path.

      The raven-haired Dark Mage gasped and tried to reach out to grab the sword as it passed by but missed its hilt by an inch. It kept sailing forward past her reach—

      And pierced completely through Zeref’s back in a spray of crimson blood. Zeref gasped and his eyes went white as the black blade pierced through his chest cavity and emerged through the front. He flew off his feet with the hilt still sticking out of his back before he toppled over on the ground.

      Ultear dropped to her knees in anguish, staring at the slumped-over corpse of Zeref propped at an angle with the black sword against the ground, “Z-Zeref-sama?”

      There was no answer from the Black Mage.

      “You,” She turned around, tears in her eyes as she glared daggers at Naruto, ‘DO YOU HAVE ANY IDEA WHAT YOU’VE DONE?!’ As tears ran down her face, bloodlust rushed off her and enveloped the entire area as fury and retribution fueled her every thought, “I’LL MAKE YOU PAY FOR THIS! KILLING YOUR ENTIRE GUILD WON’T BE ENOUGH!”

      Naruto scowled and prepared for the next move she made. Even if he had taken another life, if he had stopped someone like Zeref from properly returning to the world then that had to be the right choice. It had to—

      Naruto’s eyes slowly widened as his pupils shrunk in disbelief. Through Ultear’s madness, she followed his line of sight and looked behind her.

      Zeref had slowly climbed up to his knees even with the sword still lodged in his chest. In silence Ultear and Naruto watched as the young man fiddled with the sword piercing through his sternum, grabbing hold of the blade even as it cut his hands. After some wiggling, he finally managed to work some free space to force it back out of his chest. The hilt drew further and further away from his back before the black blade plopped out completely to fumble on the ground.

      Zeref stood back up, completely unaffected by the attack that would have killed any other man just moments before. He turned to pick the black blade up and inspect it, “Huh? If this made its way through my heart or my head… would that have finished the job? I wonder.” He lowered the blade to his side and turned to face the two Mages that he had been running away from in fear just minutes ago, “Now you two…”

      His hair shifted out of his eyes and he stared at them, “Who are you and what do you want?”

      The magical pressure that exuded off of Zeref nearly brought Naruto and Ultear onto their knees, and as that crushing weight spread out across the island the animals and creatures of the forests evacuated in panic.

      Hunter

      “A-Ah.” Lisanna fell to her knees in terror, feeling like a force had taken hold of her lungs and squeezed them until they were empty. With both the strange pressure pushing her down and the new injuries she had sustained she struggled to breathe again, “W-What is this?”

      “Lisanna, just breathe!” Mirajane warned her sister, struggling to follow her advice as the unfamiliar magic power continued to crush her. Not making things any easier was that she felt so lethargic and weak in the presence of the goat man in front of her, “No matter what don’t give up.”

      “Giving up might be the best thing to do.” Caprico mockingly said while standing over the weakened Strauss siblings after the pulse of magic shook the foundation of the island, “It appears our guess was right. Zeref-sama is here, and with his retrieval, we can start making plans to create our new world.”

      “You!” Mira grits her teeth, “What are you talking about?!”

      “Sorry dear, but I won’t be wasting my time explaining this to dead—”

      A new burst of magic cut Caprico off as the Dark Mage looked down at the woman he had been-handedly holding back until now. Her body had changed with sharpened hair, scaly appendages, and a long tail coming out of her back.

      “Tell me what you know. Now!”

      Caprico hummed, “Interesting.”

      Hunter

      “AH!” Evergreen cried out in pain as a blade slashed through her magical wing and caused her an unbelievable amount of pain. As she careen into the ground and writhed she dispelled her wings, “H-How the hell did I feel that?”

      “Ever!” Elfman, having transformed into his beast form, roared angrily as he charged the short pink-haired girl who attacked his partner. She ducked under his swinging fist and flipped over his follow-up attack. When she landed and he was about to crush her with his fist, Meredy whipped her hand out and sent a sword toward his scaly arm.

      The blade passed straight through the sturdy scales that could ward off any blade and into Elfman’s arm without drawing any blood, “AAHHHH!” Elfman roared and retreated, holding his arm after feeling like it had just been cleaved in two without any noticeable injury, “W-What is this magic?!”

      “Whatever it is don’t let it touch you!” Natsu warned as he leaped to avoid the swinging ethereal blades the short girl wielded. With a spin through the air, he released a wave of intense flames that forced Meredy to retreat before she could be enveloped. He landed with a snarl as he sniffed at the air, “Dammit, this feeling! It’s that guy again!”

      “Natsu,” Happy whimpered his friend’s name as the crushing pressure of the strange magic spreading over the island only just started to lighten enough that he could start flying again, “Who was that guy that we can feel him from here?”

      “Don’t know! Don’t care!” Even though he said that the scowl and fierce way Natsu grit his teeth made it clear how on edge he was feeling this presence, “But this brat needs to get out of my way so I can find and kick that guy’s ass!”

      “You’re getting higher up on that list.” Meredy said with a frown as she summoned another array of magical swords.

      Hunter

      “Did — did you feel that?” Rustyrose asked rhetorically, a giddy smile slowly growing on his face after sensing the immense magical pressure that suddenly spiked and grabbed their attention. A strangled laugh pushed through from his throat as he grabbed his hair, “He’s here. We have finally reached him.”

      Gray and Loke faced down the quirky weirdo but froze at the magical power spreading over them, “Holy shit. What the hell is that magic power?”

      “That, dear Fairies, is the presence of the patriarch of true magic and the guiding light of those of us in the dark. The one who granted us magic unlike any other, and will create a world of magic from which we can all thrive.” The twisted smile on the Dark Mage’s face sent a chill down their Fairies’ backs, “That… is the pulse of the Black Mage, Zeref.”

      “Pfft, yeah right.” Cana immediately scoffed, believing the eccentric weirdo to be delusional on top of needlessly flamboyant, “Not sure if you’ve realized, nut job, but the Black Mage has been dead for a while. Like, I don’t know, 400 years! So how about you take your delusions and please just fuck off!”

      “Oh, but that’s the beauty of it. The Black Mage was never dead. Simply asleep — locked away and unable to revive himself. But that’s what we’re here for now.?

      “How delusional are you?!”

      “Can you not feel this pressure from the magical power?” He asked while raising his arms to feel the intense force of the magical power over them, “Who else could produce power like this except for the progenitor of the truly magical world?”

      “Master! Gildarts! I’m sure Laxus could’ve forced out power like this! Am I supposed to be impressed?!” Cana snarled and mocked the Dark Mage, but silently she knew that this power wasn’t only intense but too dark to be anyone she knew from the guild.

      “You keep saying true magic world…” Lucy spoke up hesitantly, “What are you talking about? What true magic world could you think this guy could make?”

      “Exactly what it says on the box, my dear~. A world of true magic — a new life brimming with magical power and where magic grows beyond its modern limitations. Wildlife. Greenery. Even the sky itself will turn and change with the abundance of magic now in the world.” Rustyrose gripped his shoulders and trembled with excitement, “And those of us gifted and strong with magic shall experience its abundance like never before.”

      “But not everyone can use magic. Most people can’t.” Lucy said with a fearful sweatdrop running down her cheek, “What happens to them in this new world you’re making?”

      “Death. Or a life worse than hell.” Rustyrose immediately answered, and the callous response was enough to startle the Fairies. He smiled unnervingly as his fingers laced through his hair, “Can you picture it? The fear? The despair? Devastation and death swirling together into a beautiful maelstrom.”

      The air around the Dark Mage started to shake and darken as his Arc of Imagination brought the images and thoughts in his mind to life. Ghastly images and ghouls filled the space around them and set a chill in the air. The Fairies cautiously stepped back as Rustyrose’s magic changed the whole area around them.

      “Can’t you imagine it…” His smile fell into a terrifying grin, “A magic world just for us… and an extermination for everyone else.”

      Hunter

      Juvia looked up at the intense magic power wafting over them, “This power… Juvia has never felt anything like it before.”

      Levy shuddered, “It’s too much.”

      Carla’s face twisted in discomfort, “This kind of power it can only mean…” She shook her head, “Erza!”

      “I know,” The redhead nodded a few meters ahead of them before turning back around with her blade aimed down at her foe, “Is that magic power the reason you and your people invaded our island?”

      “M-Muowwwww~.” The severely bruised and lumpy face of Kain Hikaru moaned under the tip of her blade. The Seven Kin member had been tossed around thoroughly once Erza recognized him as an enemy. He had been surprisingly squirrely and difficult to handle with his Mr. Cursy doll to assist him with his changing elemental structure and bombastic movement…

      Until Lily swooped in and snagged the doll, now hovering beside Erza after her vicious beatdown put the rotund man in his place on the ground. He sniffled at her feet, “How could you treat your friend Steve like this?”

      “Stop. That. Now.”

      “Yes ma’am.” The pale man lowered his head meekly, “If that magic power belongs to Zeref-sama then yes that’s the reason we’re here.”

      It was still unsettling to think that the Black Mage was on their island. Memories of time in the Tower of Heaven listening to the cultists speak and revere Zeref came flooding back, and her stomach felt uneasy knowing that their madness infected one of the worst Dark Guilds in the world.

      “Erza! If there are more guys like him around then we need to make a move now!”

      “Right.” Erza nodded, sending her sword away as she glared down at the Grimoire Heart Mage that shivered under her gaze, “Now I guess all that leaves is the matter of handling you.”

      “O-Oh dear.” Kain immediately reacted, pushing off the ground and putting some distance between him and Erza before she could make a move on him. Still, the pale giant cowered feeling her piercing brown and blue eyes bare into him like he was a cornered rabbit. If he tried anything now he was sure she’d make a move and put him down. The thought terrified him…

      But letting himself get defeated while the rest of his guild worked to accomplish their goal?

      That was something he couldn’t stomach.

      “Do you surrender?” Erza warned as she stepped forward and summoned another sword, “If you do, get on your knees and I won’t hurt you more than necessary to incapacitate you.”

      Kain Hikaru scowled and snarled, reached back into his pouch, and pulled out an identical cursed doll to the one Lily was still holding.

      “Oh crap!”

      “He has another one?”

      “That’s right! I have two Mr. Cursey dolls! But I don’t have enough magic power to use two at the same time! And since you have my other one, that makes this one useless!” The Fairies gave him very blank stares at his honest yet intense confession. The fat man frowned before looking down at his second doll, “But we came here with a purpose… and if I need to take the risk to see it through…” His hand settled over a point on his stomach, “Then so be it!”

      Space on his stomach glowed brightly as new marks and runes started to appear over his abdomen. As they spread, Kain started to twitch and spasm as if he was in pain. He gnashed his teeth together to weather the pain as the spot on his stomach started to darken. The Fairies watching were unsettled by the strange anguish the fat man was putting himself through as his skin started to change tones as well.

      Erza narrowed her eyes as the process seemed to come to an end, Kain’s writhing and twitching easing away as he caught his breath and relaxed. His entire body was a shade of brown and red — as if all the blood in his body had risen to stop just under the surface of his skin. The change was unnatural and even though Erza could feel his spike in magical power the thing that unsettled her more was the sudden intensity in his expression, “What is it?”

      “Demon particles.” Kain’s voice boomed out in a low growl as he reached up and plucked another hair from his head. He fixed it to Mr. Cursey, “Hades-sama’s final resort.”

      He dashed forward at blinding speeds, far too fast for a man his size to travel. Erza immediately acted, donning her armor and rushing forward to cut him down before he reached them.

      His body became like the air, passing through Erza’s blade like a breeze as Mr. Cursey’s body turned into the wind. The breeze passed over Erza and Lily and reformed into the rotund man behind them. Erza didn’t waste a moment as she turned around and lunged in to slash the Dark Mage.

      Just to fall to her knees and skid to a stop before him.

      Erza looked up with wide eyes… and saw the first curse doll back in his grasp… with a strand of scarlet hair now atop it.

      “Erza!”

      “Oh no!”

      “My name is Kain Hikaru of the Sloth!” He exclaimed with a scowl as he pulled his foot back and punted Erza a dozen meters away, “And I will help make the world of true magic!”

      Hunter

      Zeref stabbed the black blade into the ground, slowly and calmly taking a seat beside it with crossed legs. He waved his hand towards the spot across from him, “Sit.”

      Naruto and Ultear weren’t sure who he was referring to when he made that offer. Ultear looked baffled and Naruto looked ready to fight—

      “Sit.”

      This time it was clear it was a command, and the cold and careless look in his eyes told them he wasn’t amused having to wait. Both the Fairy and Grimoire Mage made their way forward to sit, Ultear sitting across from Zeref on her knees while Naruto casually fell back on his butt.

      Once they sat down Zeref turned his attention to the black blade he stabbed in the ground, “This is a peculiar blade.” He ran his hand over its length, “The design conjures up some nostalgia in me. I think if you managed to hit here…” He put his hand to his heart, “Or here…” He tapped his skull, “It might have been able to put me down properly. Possibly. It’s hard to gauge that without testing it for myself.”

      “How are you still alive?” Naruto asked tensely.

      “I can’t die by normal means.”

      “You can’t be the real Zeref.” Naruto shook his head, “He died 400 years ago—”

      “Did you not hear me say can’t die by normal means? Aging counts.”

      “What happened to you?” The whiskered blond glared at the stone-faced man across from him, a drop of sweat running down his temple as he spoke, “You weren’t like this a moment ago.”

      “I know. I tried to run away and stay a good distance from you both in fear that I might kill you.” He tapped his knuckle against the black blade beside him, “And you tried to kill me anyway. So now I’m sitting here to face you down instead. I hope you’re happy.”

      “Are you deciding if you’re going to kill us?”

      Zeref chuckled a hollow and mirthless thing that unnerved Naruto to the bone, “I don’t need a reason to kill you. I need a reason to let you live. And honestly, I’m straining myself trying to come up with a reason to let either of you keep breathing.”

      “Zeref-sama!” Ultear finally spoke up, immediately lowering her head into a deep bow as she pleaded to the Black Mage, “I am Ultear Milkovich! Seven Kin of Purgatory — an elite unit of Grimoire Heart! We have looked far and wide trying to find you and free you from your confines! Please allow us the chance to lift the seal that has you trapped!”

      “Seal?”

      “Yes! You were sealed away and left to rot in this world without ever being able to reach your true glory! If you would allow us, we would free you and bring you back to yourself!” She raised her head ever so slightly to look up at him, “My comrades and I have worked tirelessly over the years to carve crests of blood in the land and bestow their energy into keys to free you. Please, come with us—”

      “There is no seal.”

      Ultear shook her head, “No, Zeref-sama, you may be regaining some of yourself from the attack, but it isn’t enough. Please allow us to truly free you from your shackles—”

      “There was never a seal that bound my power or mind. That was a lie your people fell for.”

      Ultear’s expression slowly faltered, her eyes stilling as she raised her head and looked at the Black Mage, “What?”

      “I think it was a conversation many years ago. Someone believed something was wrong with me and theorized I was sealed within myself. They couldn’t fathom that the Black Mage they had read and revered so much was a weakling like me. So they convinced themselves that I was sealed in some way or dead and needed to be revived. Years… decades… centuries passed… and now fools like you are convinced that you can free me from some nonexistent seal if you kill more and more in my name.”

      Ultear’s eyes widened in shock, “That… that can’t—”

      “You people,” She looked aside when she heard Naruto’s spiteful voice growl up through his throat, ‘You traveled around Fiore, laid waste to so many villages, and killed too many people to count.’ He scowled at them both, “You fuckers did all that… and it was all for nothing.”

      Zeroed nodded, “All for nothing.”

      “No!” She yelled, ‘It wasn’t for nothing! If it got us to this moment then it was worth it!’ Ultear bowed her head again, “Zeref-sama, please come with us! With your help, we’ll be able to change the world!”

      “I’m not going with you. With either of you.” Zeref pushed up on his knees, standing up and dusting off his robes, “I’m going to kill you both and then make my way off this island.”

      “Kill us if you want.” She said as Naruto grit his teeth and immediately tensed for a fight, “But please, if you meet a member of my guild give them a chance to prove to you what we could do with you by our side!”

      “Fuck that!” Naruto barked, eyes snapping towards the black blade by Zeref’s side and wondering if he could snatch and attack with it before the Black Mage could respond, “I’m not gonna let you walk around this island endangering my friends!”

      “It might be your friends or it might be hers.” Zeref shrugged nonchalantly, “Either way if they block my path off this island then I’ll kill them.”

      “Fucker!”

      Zeref raised his hand in preparation to attack as Ultear just lowered her head and Naruto prepared to retaliate. A cold drop of sweat ran down his cheek as he realized he was about to fight the Black Mage with the intent to kill. As he felt the magic intensify around Zeref and become heavier than any other he sensed, he gulped and prepared to move.

      Only to pause when he saw the flash of golden hair behind Zeref’s shoulder.

      Naruto paused and looked up at the sudden visitor. A short, young girl with long golden hair like a veil and little accessories on her head that looked like fluffy wings. She wore a frilly pink and blue robe, landing gracefully on her feet so silently that Zeref didn’t even notice her arrival. He blinked in surprise, “Who are you?”

      Ultear raised her head and looked in the direction Naruto was staring to see nothing at all. Zeref tilted his head and looked back curiously. He also saw nothing but empty air.

      And yet… his eyes softened staring in the direction of the girl he didn’t seem to notice. The murderous intent dripping off of him seemed to falter as he shuddered. Shaking his head he whimpered out, “I… I didn’t know your guild would be here. I-I was… I was going to…”

      The black wave started to form around him again and Naruto knew if he got caught in it he’d end up dead. As Zeref huddled over panicking Naruto made a move to jump back—

      The crystal ball swung in from the side and slammed Zeref across the head. The Black Mage toppled over unconscious as the black wave around him withered and disappeared.

      Before Naruto could change his movement the ground underneath him dipped inward before a powerful geyser shot up to envelop him. The eruption knocked him off his feet and sent him into the air before he flipped and landed on his feet. And when he did he looked up and saw Ultear scooping Zeref up onto her shoulder and charging for the forest with her crystal ball floating behind her.

      “WAIT DAMMIT!” Naruto immediately rushed in a sprint, yanking his black blade out of the ground as he passed it and chasing after Ultear as she disappeared into the thicket of trees. Just as he was about to approach it, the trees unnaturally started to grow and lean across each other to block his path, ‘FUCK!’ He sliced through the first couple of trees but could see that more and more of the forest was starting to grow with the help of Ultear’s magic to block his path, “GET BACK HERE, YOU BITCH!”

      He punched a tree in frustration before he looked over at the river again. Standing there in silence was the little girl who had suddenly appeared and disappeared amid the confrontation. Naruto looked at the girl warily before she pointed towards a portion of the forest that hadn’t been forced to grow and quickly rushed inside of it.

      With no other path to take Naruto sprinted over and followed the strange girl into the woods.

      Hunter

      “Gray, we have to retreat for now!”

      “Dammit, I don’t like it but fine!”

      “Cana, let’s go!”

      “But—”

      “Come on!”

      Lucy tugged on her partner’s elbow while Gray and Loke laid down a suppressive line to hold Rustyrose’s vibrant and varied attacks back. The Grimoire Heart Mage cackled like a madman as demons, wraiths, and black smoke started to emerge around him fueled by his imagination.

      Cana felt like she was looking into the pit of hell as she was dragged into the woods and disappeared into the trees.

      Hunter

      “Ul…” Amid all the fighting, Meredy could sense her dearest person’s magic spike and agitate before she started running away. She wasn’t sure what had happened but Meredy couldn’t stop worrying.

      “She’s distracted! Take her down!”

      “Ever, I’m concerned with how deplorable you are as a person.”

      “Hey!” Natsu yelled, charging after the retreating girl as fire rushed off of him, “Don’t think you can just escape!”

      “Sensory Link!”

      Meredy waved her hands out and sent four bolts of pink light through the air. They hit Natsu, Happy, Evergreen, and Eflman in the chest and left little pink hearts on their bodies. Natsu slid to a stop and tried to scratch off the pink heart, “W-What are these? Hey, what did you do to us?!”

      “You all seem like such good friends… so why don’t you share your experiences?” Meredy cryptically left them with that warning as she escaped into the forest and disappeared.

      Hunter

      “HAAAA!” Mira punched up into Caprico’s chin, sending the goat man flying back and slamming into the wall after the battle had suddenly taken a sharp turn in her favor after transforming, “You’re not doing as well as you were a second ago. I, on the other hand, suddenly feel a lot better.”

      “D-Damn.” Caprico grabbed a rock and steadily lifted himself back up on his shaky knees. Even though his body was durable the power behind Mira’s attacks was quickly becoming more than he anticipated, “You… truly are so much stronger now.”

      “Damn right,” Mira grumbled before looking over her shoulder, “Lisanna, go and try to find the others. I’ll stay here and finish dealing with this guy.”

      “Right,” Lisanna seemed nervous but trusted her sister’s abilities. She turned and ran, “I’ll be back soon Mira—”

      Lisanna disappeared in a flash of light, turning into a small orb between Caprico’s fingers.

      “LISANNA!” With a wail, Mirajane cried out before her teeth were bared and her magic power spiked in anger, ‘YOU BASTARD!’ She stomped her foot and cracked the ground beneath her, “LET MY SISTER GO!”

      “I shall… as long as you comply.” Caprico stood back up, some of his composure returning as he fixed his cracked sunglasses on his face while turning the marble containing Lisanna around in his fingers, “I want you to surrender to me. I’d like you to keep that delightful form activated… but give it up to me. Do that…” He clutched the marble between his fingers, “And I won’t hurt your sister.”

      She didn’t believe him. For a brief moment, Mirajane wondered whether she’d be able to reach and crush him before he could do anything. Yet she couldn’t fight her hesitation and fear. No matter what might happen… she couldn’t risk Lisanna’s safety with her actions.

      The tension in Mira’s body subsided as she lowered her arms and stood up straight, “I surrender.”

      “Huma Raise!”

      Caprico tossed the marble containing Lisanna inside and raised his hands out towards Mirajane. Her vision was instantly blocked with a black cloud that she couldn’t feel anything through. A black cloud rushed out of Caprico’s body as he shuddered and writhed in pain before falling back unconscious.

      The black cloud around Mirajane dispersed after a few seconds. As it faded she slowly lowered her hands from trying to protect her face and guard from whatever the cloud was. She slowly walked forward, stepping over the unconscious bodies of both Caprico and the freed Lisanna. The Demon walked over to the tent, gently bending over to look at herself in the mirror.

      “Ohoho~, this was a gamble but worth it.” Mirajane purred in an excited tone as she looked herself over in the mirror. Her wings extended from her back and her tail swished around as she dragged her hand down her face and to her breast. Gently cupping it she smiled devilishly, “I thought this could happen because you took on the form of a demon, and I’m lucky to have such a good idea.”

      The being inside of Mirajane chuckled, stepping aside as her tail swung down and carved a furrow through the ground, “Now, time to go test this new body out.”

      Hunter

      Erza grits her teeth to stifle the yell of pain as Kain’s glowing palm slams into her chest. She couldn’t dodge as the moment she tried to move her body stopped in place and failed to even guard against it. His palm strikes landed again and again with brutal efficiency as Erza’s felt her armor get peeled away with each hit.

      Her swords and chunks of armor were scattered all along the ground. Lily, Carla, Juvia, Levy, and Gajeel were all laid out after trying to intercept his attacks but being blown away by his wide array of specialized elements and attacks.

      The fight was completely one-sided… and Erza was strewn across the ground as Kain stomped over towards her to keep his assault going…

      Yet the ferocity in her eyes never wavered for an instant. She simply endured… and waited for a moment to strike.

      Hunter

      “Slow down!” Naruto yelled out to the little girl who disappeared from his sight again. He couldn’t believe such a young, lithe girl was capable of outrunning him like this. He was no slowpoke yet this kid was vanishing from sight for several seconds before reappearing somewhere else to point and redirect him. There was no way he was going to cut off Ultear and Zeref’s retreat with this many twists and turns.

      Naruto came to a stop when he finally saw the frilly blonde girl stop and stand in front of him. Instead of making another move, she pointed in the direction of a clearing at the edge of the forest. His irritation started to bubble over as he shook his head, “Enough of this. I need to be following those two! Do you understand what will happen if Zeref joins forces with Grimoire Heart?! And now I’ve lost them! I can’t be wasting time following you around and losing—”

      “Please.”

      She finally spoke up, her voice as soft and innocent as her appearance. Yet what surprised Naruto was the hint of pleading desperation as she pointed to the clearing again. With some hesitation Naruto walked through the trees and into the clearing… a clearing he realized had formed through battle and not natural beauty.

      “JIJI!” The blond Mage rushed to the center of the clearing when he noticed the small, beaten old man lying in the center of it. He gently turned the bruised, slightly burnt, and bloody old man over to see just how badly he was hurt. Naruto leaned down and pressed his ear to his master’s chest to hear a faint heartbeat, “W-Who could have done this to you?”

      Makarov winced and barely opened his eyes, “N… Naruto… is…”

      “Don’t talk, Jiji. It’s okay. You’ll be alright.” Naruto summoned his Sky sword, holding it over Makarov in a glow of green light. The strain on the old master’s face lightened ever so slightly as the pain subsided with Naruto’s basic healing. As he watched his old master start to breathe a little more steadily, Naruto narrowed his eyes in anger, “We’ll make these guys pay for attacking us.”

      Grimoire Heart…

      Seven Kin…

      Hades…

      Even Zeref…

      “We’ll show them they never should’ve fucked with Fairy Tail.”

      Omake: The CalI In Your Blood

      The mug stopped just at his lips before he could take a sip. There was something deep in his bones that suddenly rushed through his whole body before disappearing just as quickly. And even though he didn’t know what it was he felt an ache across his entire chest.

      From where his old guild tattoo started and spread across his upper body.

      He stood up from his stool, tossing some Jewels on the counter with his unfinished drink and making his way out of the tavern. Walking into the cold winter air he looked out over the sea into the far horizon.

      The place this pang drew him to.

      “Goddammit, Jiji,” Laxus cursed while pulling down his hood, “I thought you were gonna be taking better care of yourself.”

      Clicking his teeth in annoyance, the tall former Fairy made his way down the street with a crack of lightning off his fingers.

      Hunter

      Done

      Man, there are so many things that I’m looking forward to with this chapter. That Zeref moment was especially fun to write about, as he got to quash any reverence from Ultear and unsettle someone as experienced as Naruto. Yet in the end, he’s undone by the appearance of a particular friendly little ghost.

      Meredy marked Natsu and the others. Rustyrose is going a bit insane. Mirajane’s been possessed. Ultear is running away with her entire life view shattered. And Erza’s looking for the opportunity to shove her boot up Kain’s ass!

      More fun to be had soon!

      I wish you all a happy new year!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    83. Fury of the Wrathful

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 83: Fury of the Wrathful

      I keep getting PMs for art collaborations but I’ve been warned that they’re scams and phishes so I’m getting tired of them.

      Let me reach out!

      Anyway, the grievance is done.

      Last of the April marathon!

      Hunter

      “GRRRHG!” Erza let out a strained yell as another blow from Kain sent her flying back into a tree. Before she could slump down to the floor her body lurched forward unnaturally and came flying right back to her raging opponent. As Kain pulled the doll with a strand of scarlet hair back, he swung his arm in and slammed his palm into the S-Class Mage’s stomach. With a flash of light, she was sent flying back and skidded along the ground before lying limp in the dirt.

      Kain’s entire body glowed before hardening into steel again. The cursed doll on his hip had also changed to metal so that his body was more prepared for the beating he was about to deliver.

      The other Fairies were laid out across the uprooted and destroyed portion of the forest they had been fighting in. Once they realized that Erza had been affected by the fat man’s strange Lost Magic, the others jumped in to try and strike his blind spots or relieve their friend of the predicament she was in.

      But even though Kain may have been dim he wasn’t a total idiot. Whenever one of the Fairy Mages approached, he’d swing the cursed doll controlling Erza around and into the path of their assault. Despite Erza’s insistence to follow through and not worry about her, the fact she was Kain’s meat shield caused the Fairies to falter.

      Long enough for Kain to strike them in their weak points. Tossing Erza aside once her duty as meat shield had been complete, Kain swooped in and decimated the hesitating Fairies with a barrage of palm strikes switching between metallic, stone, water, and light properties.

      The only one left standing was Erza — relegated to being swatted around in Kain Hikaru’s enhanced state like his plaything. He should have focused his efforts on securing Zeref’s location or annihilating the Fairies, yet the demon participles in his body were causing him to lose focus. A broken, heavy pant forced itself from Kain’s mouth every few seconds as he couldn’t take a full enough breath to fill his lungs. He stomped forward, his feet cracking little divots into the ground as he made his way over to the slumped redhead S-Class leaning against a broken tree. As he stopped before her, the light of the setting sun casting his shadow over the limp Titania, Kain tightly gripped his fists, “Any last words, Fairy?”

      “This enhancement you gave yourself…” Erza lifted her head, a line of blood running down her face from her head and down her chin as well, “Are the other members of your guild capable of doing it too?”

      “Y-Yes,” Kain struggled to retain enough sense to keep a conversation with the Fairy in the shattered armor, “All of us… have the demon particles… a-and with them…” He raised his fist, “We’ll crush all of you!”

      “Why not work together with the rest of your comrades?”

      “I-I DO NOT NEED THEIR HELP!”

      “Ironic,” Erza looked up at Kain, unfazed by his intimidating frame and the attack he was about to launch, “I always need help from my friends.”

      “HAAA!”

      Kain’s body snapped aside painfully when he felt a sharp cut start to tear through the first layer of his fat. He jumped away from Erza and cradled the small claw marks bleeding from his side. With a gasp he looked up at his attacker, “I-I thought you were dead.”

      “Go fuck yourself, fatass.” Gajeel snapped irritably at the rotund man, his body still injured and beaten but the Dragon Slayer took it in stride as he spat, ‘I wanted to cut you deep enough to gut you, but all things considered,’ Gajeel opened his hand and revealed the cursed doll he had snatched during his ambush, “I think I got something pretty good.”

      “M-Mr. Cursey?!” Kain looked down at his belt to see one of his magic dolls had been snatched from his grasp. Specifically the one with the scarlet red hair atop it, “No, you can’t! That’s my—”

      Gajeel was already yanking the red hair off the top of the doll before tossing them in different directions, “Sorry, were you saying something? How about now, Titania?”

      Erza slowly stood up, the broken pieces of her armor sliding off her as she raised from the ground. Once she was on her feet she rolled her head and shoulders to loosen up. And then her whole body glowed as a new armor appeared over her, “Thank you, Gajeel. It’s nice to be in control again.” Erza opened her eyes and narrowed them at Kain, the much larger man flinching and stepping back under her scrupulous glare, “Now, do you want to keep this fight going?”

      “That’s fine!” Kain slammed his foot down and took a stance with his fists raised, “I don’t need Mr. Cursey to hold you down! I can beat you all on my own!”

      “Again, it’s admirable you say that because I can’t do that.” Erza shook her head, “I need my friends’ help.”

      Before he could react, Juvia slammed her water whips into the back of his legs and sent him dropping to his knees. In a panic, Kain looked back and saw the Water Mage reeling back to strike again. He turned his body into air and narrowly avoided her next swipe.

      The heat started to rush towards him and he looked back to see the words FIRE lit aflame and flying towards him. From Levy’s position, she used her Solid Script to launch her fire attack, engulfing the rotund man in flames as he screamed and fell to the ground. He patted himself to try and quell the flames over his body.

      From his flanks, as he picked himself up, Gajeel and Lily charged in with a pincer move. The two partners landed devastating punch after punch, making the unsuspecting Seven Kin member bend and bounce around their fists before they sent him flying with an uppercut.

      While he was in midair Carla swooped in and grabbed him by the back of his neck fat. The little white Exceed struggled to lift such a massive weight, and could only carry him past the top of the trees before she could go no higher. So she dropped him, flying around him to snatch his other cursed doll and leaving him unarmed as he fell through the air.

      As Kain descended towards the ground, Erza stepped forward with her hands out at either side. Swords appeared in her grasp and she calmly walked ahead while Kain fell into her path.

      The other Fairies could barely see her attack as she suddenly appeared on the other side of Kain, slashes littering his entire body as he let out a pained wail and his eyes rolled back in his head.

      As the fat man slammed into the ground unconscious the dark tint over his body steadily started to recede. It took a moment before the unnatural color disappeared and his pale complexion was only marred by the numerous cuts over his body.

      Erza let out a sigh of relief as her armor flashed and disappeared to leave her back in her bikini, “That was a surprisingly resilient foe. We were lucky to handle him as easily as we did.”

      The other injured Fairies looked at the redhead in disbelief like she’d suddenly grown a second head. Gajeel groaned, “How the fuck are you even standing after getting knocked around like that?”

      Erza looked over the bruises on her body, “I’ve had worse.”

      “When?!”

      “Gajeel-kun, enough.” Juvia sternly warned her old friend as she turned to the S-Class Mage, “Erza-San, what should we do next?”

      “He said he was a member of the Seven Kin, right?” The redhead narrowed her eyes and turned to the forest, “So there are at least 6 more people like him causing trouble for our friends. And on top of that…”

      “The Black Mage.” Levy shuddered saying that moniker — the boogeyman that most people learned and feared when they were kids, “Did — Did they come to revive him?”

      “Let’s go find out.”

      Hunter

      Naruto made his way back to the camp carrying Makarov on his back. The short Wizard Saint was propped on the Sky sword between Naruto’s hands, the blond using his magic to heal the injured old man as they made their way back, “And the guy I met said he was Zeref. I didn’t wanna believe him but it’s crazy, Jiji, what this guy felt like. I’ve felt bloodlust and the intent to kill before but… it felt like death. I don’t wanna admit it but he’s the real deal.”

      Makarov was exhausted but the worst of his pain and injuries had started to fade with Naruto’s preliminary healing, “I know you don’t wanna think about it kid, but unfortunately I think this is real. These people wouldn’t come here for a rumor — much less an imposter they couldn’t verify as real. It looks like he found the Black Mage.”

      “Who?”

      “Grimoire Heart’s master.”

      “Hades?” The young blond snarled the name out through his teeth. Memories of his encounter with the one-eyed Dark Mage when he was younger came to mind. How utterly powerless he felt standing before the indomitable old man. The way he was so soundly beaten and made to understand how much stronger his enemy was. The feeling of giving away to anger to beat the old man to death only to get swallowed up in a fiery explosion that knocked him out for a month. The thought of the old man made Naruto mash his teeth, “That old fucker is still breathing?! Dammit! I swear to god if I run into that one-eyed—”

      “He’s Master Precht.”

      “What?” Naruto looked over his shoulder, “What’d you say, Jiji?”

      “Hades is Master Precht.”

      “Who is that?”

      “The master of Fairy Tail before me. He was my mentor and master when I was a boy in Fairy Tail. He’s the one that passed the title down to me.”

      Naruto stopped in place so that he didn’t stumble and drop his injured passenger. The blond’s eyes widened to nearly the size of plates after hearing that. And after a moment of comprehending it, the news was still too difficult to understand, “W-What are you talking about? That’s impossible.”

      “It’s true. I saw it for myself.”

      “B-But that can’t be true! M-Maybe you just identified him wrong—”

      “Naruto, I looked him in the eye.” Makarov said melancholically, a resignation on his face, “I recognized him like you would recognize me. I know he was my guild master.”

      It still didn’t make sense. It just couldn’t sit right in Naruto’s head. The image of the vile, coldhearted bastard that callously killed people lived on his head since he was a boy. It was the benchmark by which he judged the Dark Mages he fought and captured. The shadow which he knew he had to protect his loved ones from. The monster that made the world a worse place.

      But that monster came from Fairy Tail? He walked its halls and sat at its tables. The idea of Hades sitting at the counter looking out over Makarov, Rob, Porlyusica, and the rest of their generation… guiding them…

      “How?” Finally managing to speak, Naruto continued ahead with a shake of his head, “How the hell did a master of Fairy Tail end up like that?”

      “I don’t know, but he’s become obsessed with learning more about magic. And that obsession has brought him to find Zeref.” Makarov clicked his teeth, “Whatever happens next we have to…”

      Makarov stopped speaking and Naruto stopped walking. Both Fairies froze and stared in silence at the strange sight before them.

      A goat man in their base camp tending to Lisanna lying in a cot.

      “Um… what is this?”

      The goat man heard them, raising his head and looking over in their direction, “Oh, good, someone has arrived.”

      “Wait! I know you!” Naruto’s body tensed, “You were on the Grimoire Heart ship that attacked that village a few months back! You’re another one of the Seven Kin, aren’t you?!”

      “No. Well, you may have seen me on that ship, but it wasn’t me.” The goat man stood up, turned to the two men, and fixed his glasses, “My name is Capricorn and I am a Celestial Spirit?”

      “A Celestial Spirit?”

      “Like Loke and Virgo?”

      “Indeed,” Capricorn nodded, “Once upon a time I had a contract with an upstanding and remarkable wielder, Lady Layla Heartfilia.”

      “Heartfilia?” Naruto and Makarov shared a look, “Lucy’s mom maybe?”

      “Indeed. When Lady Layla passed away, she passed my key onto her subordinate, Zoldeo. Zoldeo however was a wretched and cowardly man studying a forbidden Lost Magic, Human Subordination magic. It’s a magic that allows him to weaken human opponents and subjugate them under his rule.”

      “Mhm,” Makarov let out a soft grunt as Naruto knelt to allow him off his back. The injured Wizard Saint sat down to rest, “That would explain how you were able to transport so many people off that ship while I was knocking it out of the air.”

      “And why I suddenly felt so weak when I tried rushing you guys back then? But how did he control you?”

      “He didn’t.” Capricorn picked up the first aid kit, making his way over to Makarov after finishing up with Lisanna, “A few years back I had requested that I end my contract with him. I had heard from the other Celestial Spirits that Layla-sama’s daughter, Lucy-sama, had started her journey as a Mage. I felt duty-bound to offer my services to her and watch over her like Layla-sama would have wanted. But Zoldeo panicked and tried to use his magic on me to make me obey. What he didn’t know, and what I was unfortunately forced to experience, is that when you use Human Subordination magic on something that isn’t human your body evaporates, and you possess the form of the thing you aimed to control. So, for the last few years, he’s been using my body while using his magic to keep my form sustained, and joining Grimoire Heart in the process.”

      “So you’re free because he moved on? Where—”

      “Wait!” Naruto jumped up in a panic, eyes scanning around before landing on Lisanna, ‘If Lisanna is here then where’s Mira?’ He turned and noticed Capricorn looking up at him, “Where’s Mirajane?”

      Hunter

      “Goddamn, for a guy that can instantly teleport us anywhere he found the most remote spot on the damn island to drop us off. Where the hell even are we?”

      “We’re by the shore closest to the Council ship. I’m just not certain where we are in terms of the others or the campsite.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t have left so quick?”

      “Yep.”

      “Bad choice.”

      “Silly in hindsight.”

      “Freed just had to look cool and screwed us over.”

      The green-haired Fairy’s eye twitched irritably, “Bickslow, do you think you can stop your totems from heckling me?”

      “No can do, buddy. I make them fly and lead them around. Can’t make them stop talking or decide what they talk about.”

      “That’s… certainly convenient.”

      Wendy let out a weak, nervous chuckle at the two older men’s bickering — more precisely Freed’s grousing while Bickslow chuckled mockingly. The young Dragon Slayer continued to walk ahead trying to determine where they were. If her nose was as strong as Natsu or Gajeel’s she would’ve been able to sniff out their friends and guide their way together.

      But that was no excuse. If she couldn’t sniff them out then she had to find another way to meet with them. She had to do something because she couldn’t accept being protected and hidden away while everyone else was in danger.

      If she released an attack into the air that could get the attention of their comrades. It would also be an obvious signal to the enemies of their location, but she had a feeling Carla would get here instantly.

      “What’s wrong, kiddo?”

      “Is something troubling you, Wendy?”

      “No,” Wendy shook her head, “I just had an idea. I thought if I used my roar and aimed it towards the sky, Carla might be able to see it. And then she could fly over and help us find the others. But if I did that, I’d be broadcasting where we are to all of our enemies too. I can’t—”

      “Do it.”

      “Huh?”

      “Go ahead.” Freed nodded with firm determination, “It makes this matter easier if our friends came to us than us just wandering around blindly.”

      “B-But if our enemies see us—”

      “Then we’ll kick their asses!” Bickslow smirked with his tongue hanging out, “What kinda Fairies would we be if we let something like the consequences of our actions stop us from doing something?!”

      “If our enemies see us, we’ll deal with them. What’s more important is that our friends will see it. Do it, Wendy,” Freed assured the worried young Mage, “Let our friends know where we are.”

      With the support of her older comrades Wendy didn’t feel as much hesitation. So with a firm nod, she turned away from them and took a deep breath. She raised her head and started building her magic…

      But the sight of a figure in the air caused her to stop.

      As Wendy looked up to the sky Freed and Bickslow followed her gaze. Seeing the flying form Bickslow tilted his head, “What is that? Some kinda bird? I don’t recognize it from anything I saw on the island before.”

      “That’s Mirajane’s Take-Over form. I’d recognize it anywhere.”

      “That’s awesome! Mira! We’re down here! Oi!”

      As they called out to the S-Class Mage high in the air they saw her circling and fly down towards them. And as she flew down she didn’t let up, speeding down towards them like a meteor with them in her path.

      “Move!”

      Freed snagged Wendy as he jumped aside while Bickslow jumped on his totems and deftly avoided the path of the demon crashing into the ground. The dirt kicked up by Mirajane’s explosive landing blinded them for a moment as the three Fairies stared at the cloud in confusion.

      “Ah, I still need to get the hang of flying with these wings. But on the bright side, I didn’t even feel that landing.” Mirajane’s sauntered out in her demon form, arms, and legs covered in scales with a long tail and wide wings coming from her back. The S-Class Mage loosened her neck and smiled, “This is more power than I ever expected to have.”

      “You…” Freed lowered Wendy to the ground as he and Bickslow took a defensive stance in front of her, “Who are you? You’re not Mirajane.”

      “You can tell?”

      “Mira ain’t no noob that’d crash into the ground like that.”

      “And whenever Mirajane is in her demon form there is an air of intensity around her that makes you pause to take any action.” Freed looked her over once, “I don’t get that from you. Just a sense of sick, malicious joy getting to prance around in a body I’m sure is magnitudes stronger than your own.”

      “Eh, you’re not wrong there.” ‘Mirajane’ raised her arms to flex her bicep, ‘It’s remarkable the kind of power someone so young has already come to possess. I can just imagine the kind of things I could do with this strength. And this body,’ Her other hand ran over her arm, trailing over her breast and down her stomach, “Oh if I could have met a beauty like this with my own body—”

      The totems rushed forward and tried to clasp down on her from all sides. ‘Mirajane’ jumped over before she could get caught, only to be met by Freed with his wings spread and his sword drawn. He tried to strike her with the pommel of his sword but she blocked it with her forearm, pushing him back as they separated.

      ‘Mirajane’ landed a few feet away as Bickslow and Freed took a stance against her, “I don’t know who you are, but we’ll be taking Mirajane’s body back from you. As your earlier crash proves you have yet to fully acclimate to her power and ability.”

      “That’s true,” ‘Mirajane’ nodded, “There’s a lot of power in this body and it’s going to take me time to figure it out. Just have to work with what I know. Fortunately for me—”

      She rushed ahead like a blur, appearing before the two Fairies with a maniacal grin. Freed and Bickslow tried to break away before a move could be made but her hands whipped down, grabbing their wrists before they could evade. And then with a simple spin, she dragged them off their feet, spinning around with a gleeful laugh before she tossed the two powerful Fairies into trees.

      “Freed-San! Bickslow-San!”

      “I need to get used to this body, and I need some practice to do that.” ‘Mirajane’ noted with a grin as she rolled her neck and watched the two Fairies pick themselves up, “And with my magic, you’re the perfect set of dummies to use.”

      Hunter

      “This way! C’mon!” Lucy grabbed Cana’s arm as they ducked aside and tumbled into a bush. The shrubbery led to a small slope, the two women toppled down it and slid down into a small creek before they went still. They looked up as they saw the crest of a writhing, withering purple cloud of screaming, cloying faces overhead.

      The footsteps of Rustyrose treading on the gravel over them permeated the abrasive silence. The two women held their breath, not daring to even inhale while the unstable and dangerous man was walking around. They heard a faint hum coming from the Dark Mage above as he casually walked around trying to find them. Lucy and Cana felt cold sweat run down their skin as their hearts beat so fast they feared they might burst from their chests.

      The cloud started to subside and Rustyrose’s footsteps started to fade. As they continued to get farther away and the oppressive sense of his magic lessened the two girls dared to take a breath. And as a minute passed the girls finally let themselves breathe in relief.

      “Holy shit,” Cana wiped her face, “That guy is a freak. Making anything you imagine real? Who comes up with unfair shit like that?!”

      “He’s still looking for us, right? Then we need to stay low.” Lucy whispered to her partner, “We need to reconvene with the boys and figure out what to do next.”

      “No, we need to stop him now.”

      “What?” Lucy blinked and looked up as Cana drew her cards and prepared to scale back up the hill to follow Rustyrose, “Wait, are you serious? Cana, we couldn’t do anything to stop him because he keeps making things up to protect himself. He made fire against Gray’s ice and dark shades to block Loke’s light. I couldn’t even pull out my keys because he kept throwing attacks to get me!”

      “Then we just have to ambush him!” The brunette sharply retorted as she drew some of her cards, “He’s strong but he isn’t invincible. Catch him off guard before his imagination can do anything and we’ve got the fucker in the bag.”

      “We should still wait for the others to catch up before—”

      “Lucy,” Cana snapped at the blonde girl and made her flinch, “We need to take this guy out and the rest of his people as soon as possible. If you’re not comfortable fighting him yet then stay hidden. Keep working on that riddle we were given.”

      “But how can you fight him alone — riddle?”

      “Yeah, the one Master told us. Once we beat this prick and the rest of his invading asshole party then we can get back to business. And we can secure the best position for the exam.”

      “Cana, t-the exam is probably canceled.”

      “Don’t be so sure,” The card user said confidently, “When has Fairy Tail ever let something stop them from doing what they want? If we beat these guys then we can carry on with the exam.”

      “But we should be focused on protecting our friends, not passing the exam.”

      “We can do both.”

      “But only one matters.”

      “Lucy!”

      “Cana!” The two partners yelled each other’s names, glaring at each other in intense silence as a brisk evening air started to run through the trees. The blonde kept her stern expression as she spoke, “Listen to yourself.”

      …

      It was Cana’s gaze and expression that faltered first. The veteran Fairy’s legs sagged as she fell back onto the ground, catching her shallow breath as she registered what she had been thinking and saying. She looked down at the card she had drawn before hanging her head, “Shit… what’s wrong with me?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with you.”

      “Yes, there is,” The brunette sighed deeply, ‘Here we are with a Dark Guild invading our sacred land, and all I can think about is how to get them away faster so that I can focus back on the exam. Like it’ll still count even finding the first master’s grave when everyone could be in danger.’ Cana hung her head and curled her hands in her hair, “Forget being an S-Class… I don’t even deserve to be a member.”

      “Don’t say that!” Lucy fiercely stated while her partner spared her a look, “You’re just a little out of focus right now. You’ve been thinking about this exam for so long you just need to remember what matters.”

      “This was all that mattered to me.” The booze-lover glumly muttered, “Making it to S-Class, proving that I can finally stand on that mantle, and then finally…” Her cheeks flushed in embarrassment, “I could finally tell him.”

      “You know you could tell him anytime you want.” Lucy jovially noted, giggling when her partner pouted and narrowed her eyes. The blonde smiled warmly as she crawled over and gently hugged Cana from the side, “But if you want to be an S-Class when you tell him then I understand. I promised I would help you become one and that’s still true now. It’s just that with everything going on I think we might have to postpone.”

      “Ugh, the first time I feel good about my chances of winning in years and we get ambushed by a pillar of the Balam Alliance. How typical is that?” With a defeated groan Cana hung back her head and sniffled before drying her eyes, ‘Okay, nothing to do but accept and do something about it.’ With a faint redness in her eyes, Cana smirked and nodded with more of her familiar cocksureness, “Let’s send these pricks flying.”

      “There’s the Cana I love. And don’t worry, he isn’t going anywhere anytime soon.”

      “I know. However long it takes I’ll wait before I can reach the point where I can tell Gildarts I’m his daughter.”

      “You’re Gildarts’ daughter?!”

      Lucy and Cana flinched at the high-pitched squeal of two voices behind them. The girls turned and saw the startled expressions of both Gray and Loke looking down at them. As the two girls groaned at their blunder, the two boys looked like their brains were still trying to register what they had heard.

      Gray’s jaw dropped, “S-She said she was Gildarts’ daughter?!”

      “No.” Loke shook his head, disbelief and denial dripping from his tone, “She didn’t say that. She just said a word that sounds similar to daughter. Like… d-daughter? She’s his daughter?”

      “She’s his daughter?!”

      “I-I always knew that! I knew they looked the same!”

      “Did you know that when you hit on her the first time you showed up at the guild?!”

      “Oh god! Gildarts is gonna kill me!”

      “What about me?! I know I’ve flashed my dick at her a few times! Is Gildarts gonna kill me realizing it was his daughter?! Is he gonna crush my bits?!”

      “H-He’s a fellow man! He wouldn’t do that!”

      “Parents do weird things for their daughters!”

      “We’re gonna die—”

      A swift slap to the back of their heads shut them both up immediately. Cana glared at them with unflinching, dead-eyed disgust, “Stop. Talking. Now.”

      “B-But—”

      “Yes, I’m Gildarts’ daughter. That’s established. Move on. We’ve got bigger shit to focus on right now, remember?”

      “Like you being—”

      Cana clapped her hands, “Grimoire! Heart!” She did it again several times in their face until the duo started to regain some clarity in their eyes. With stinging red cheeks and eyes full of focus Cana let out a sigh, “Are you back with us?”

      “Yeah, sorry about that.”

      “It’s just… that’s one helluva bombshell to drop. Is — is it—”

      “True? Yes! Move on!” Cana stepped forward, her glare focused out toward the trees, “We need to either regroup with the rest of our friends or figure out a way to handle that imaginary dickhead!”

      “Y-Yeah, right.” Loke scratched his head, “Well, we kept throwing what we could at the guy and he kept countering it. As long as there was something he could imagine to negate it then we couldn’t hit him. So either we need to do something he can’t expect—”

      “Or ambush him.” Gray said, “Hit him hard and fast enough that he can’t make a counter.”

      “Then we’ve at least got a plan.” Cana nodded resolutely, “Let’s jump this guy and take him out.”

      They nodded and made their way to follow in the direction Rustyrose disappeared to. Cana was about to follow before she noticed Lucy’s conflicted expression as she hung back, “Lucy, are you okay?”

      “I’m sorry, Cana. I didn’t mean to spill your secret to the others like that. I should’ve just kept quiet—”

      “No, it’s fine.” The brunette saw her blonde friend’s face and chuckled, “It’s kinda relieving letting someone else know the secret. It took forever for me just to confess it to you but now those two bozos stumbled upon it? Pfft, I feel stupid all of a sudden.”

      Lucy noticed the lightness in Cana’s voice talking about the subject and smiled, “Heh, if you feel that way then maybe we can just let the secret slip and everyone can know. Then sooner or later Gildarts will catch word.”

      “Don’t even joke about that!”

      “Why not? It’s kinda funny.”

      “Shut up.” As Lucy giggled and Cana blushed, the card user rubbed her forehead before sighing, “I’m not gonna let him know with a rumor. If he’s gonna find out, it’s gonna be from me.”

      Hunter

      “Natsu, wait up!”

      “Dammit! That kid moved so fast!” The Dragon Slayer sniffed at the air, “But I’ll find her! You can’t hide from me forever!”

      Instead of chasing after and trying to match the Dragon Slayer’s zealous charge for Meredy, Elfman, Evergreen, and Happy lingered behind watching him rush around looking for the young Dark Mage. They stared blankly as the fiery pink-haired man roared and spewed flames while knocking down every tree in his path. Ever sighed exhaustedly, “He has way too much energy to spare. At this rate, he’s going to raze the island before ever finding that girl.”

      “I’d say he should feel ashamed letting himself be this enraged by a child,” Elfman groaned while looking down at his chest. He poked at the pink heart on his pec hoping it would smudge or scrap off. When it remained Elfman clicked his tongue, “What the hell even is this?”

      “Some kiddy tattoo?” Evergreen pondered while looking at the pink mark on her breast, “It’s tacky and goes against my color scheme so I’d like it off. Can we rub it off with water or does it just peel after a day?”

      “I already tried spitting on it and it didn’t work!” Happy murmured while trying to rub off the heart buttons avail, “Do we need soap?”

      “I don’t think we’re going to wash them off, Happy.”

      “Come out, come out, wherever you ARE! OLLY, OLLY OXEN FREE! QUIT HIDING YOU LITTLE—”

      As Natsu rushed around and pushed a tree branch out of his way it slipped out of his grasp, snapping back and slapping him right across the bridge of his nose.

      “AH!”

      “OW!”

      “Iayh!”

      “Wah!”

      …

      All four Fairies looked up, tears in their eyes after they suddenly felt the sharp pain across their faces at the same time. Even as a faint red mark showed across Natsu’s nose, the other three looked just as pained and shocked as he did.

      “What just happened?”

      “Hold on.” Natsu walked over towards Eflman with narrowed eyes, “I think I know how to test this.”

      His fist came swinging in and punched Eflman across the cheek, sending all their heads snapping in the same direction.

      “You bastard!” Eflman rounded and punched Natsu in return. An action that had their heads snapping in the other direction.

      “Ah! What was that for you jerk?!”

      “You punched me!”

      “I was testing things out! You punched me because you can’t handle a punch!”

      “I’ll show you what I can handle you—”

      “Both of you shut up!” They flinched and cowered away from Evergreen’s furious scream. The bespectacled woman was cupping both of her stinging cheeks, “We all felt the pain! The worst thing you idiots could do is beat each other up while we’re all feeling it!”

      “A spell for making people share pain?” A look of horror crossed Happy’s face, “There’s no quicker way to destroy Fairy Tail!”

      All four of them stayed at a safe distance away from each other as they wrapped their heads around their circumstances, “That kid connected our senses? How are we supposed to fight like this?!”

      “I don’t think we are. That’s the point.”

      “She just stunted three powerful members of Fairy Tail with just a single spell.” As Ever stood up and rubbed her cheeks she saw Happy’s hurt expression looking up at her, “Three powerful Mages and a cat.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Then we gotta find that kid now!” Natsu yelled with fire in his throat, “I’m gonna make that brat take this spell off us, and then I’m gonna knock her around for—”

      “Meredy already reached you? And you survived? I suppose that means you must be formidable.”

      Natsu went silent and spun around to locate the source of the strange voice. He and the others watched in silent disbelief as a face seemed to emerge from the tree like someone pushing through a sheet. The hair and tattoos of a head started to form from the bark, “If so then I’m lucky to have found you.”

      The rest of the tree shifted as the shape of a man emerged, stepping out in front of them. They looked at the tall, broad man with sharp features and fierce eyes as he raised his wooden prosthetic and closed it into a fist, “Maybe you’ll be a more exciting match than the last two.”

      Natsu and the others were tense and prepared for whatever move the stranger made. But as they stared at him and felt the power radiating off him, they realized it wasn’t just sensations being shared between them.

      It was feelings too. Feelings of fear and dread.

      Hunter

      “Should be just up ahead.” As Erza led the group ahead she looked back at everyone else, “Does anyone need any help?”

      Gajeel was leaning on Lily’s shoulder for support after extensive worrying from Levy but look at her oddly, “Pretty sure we’ll be fine. But what about you? You got hurt pretty bad by that big bastard.”

      “I’ll be fine.” Despite her injuries, Erza carried herself effortlessly and with total focus on the dire task ahead. She moved some foliage aside before she spotted the base camp she and the other S-Class had set up in the forest. And when she did she was surprised by who she saw, “Master?”

      Makarov was sat at Lisanna’s bedside as the youngest Strauss quietly slumbered away. The old master raised his head and looked back as he heard the group approach, “Ah, Erza, you found some of the others. Geez, you guys look like you’ve seen better days.”

      “Master? What happened to you?”

      The old Wizard Saint looked over himself and the bandages covering his body, “I got beat around by the master of Grimoire Heart. I faced him down hoping to block his arrival on the island.” He looked himself over, “But I got a little more than I could bargain for.”

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “I didn’t think you could lose, Master.”

      “You have no idea. It’s a long story and will take some time to explain, but more importantly,” Makarov reached down and picked up the Sky sword he’d been entrusted with, “You kids need some first aid? I can help with some of the pain.”

      Spotting the sword Erza quirked her brow, “Was Naruto here?”

      “He found me in the forest after I got beaten. Carried me here and gave me some treatment before heading out to search for the others. We found a Celestial Spirit waiting here taking care of Lisanna.” The looks of confusion he got were answered with a shrug, ‘Again, a long story. Anyway,’ He reached down again and showed off a golden key, “If you see Lucy do you wanna give this to her?” “Wow, a real golden key! Lu-chan is gonna have a field day when she finds out she got one for free!”

      “I swear, things just fall in that cheerleader’s lap.” Toppling over with a groan, Gajeel layout over the ground with a groan, “Old man, that sword heals, right? Wanna get to it?”

      “Here, Master, I’ll take it.” Makarov handed the sword to Levy as she walked over with a pout, “You could show a little gratitude for us taking the time to heal you, you know.”

      “I’ll show gratitude when it doesn’t feel like my ribs are pressing against my lungs!”

      “Everyone, Juvia has to go!” The romantic Water Mage announced for everyone’s attention, “If Gray-sama and the others are out there fighting then she needs to join them!”

      “That’s a good idea. Good luck, Juvia.”

      “Thank you, Erza-San!”

      “And here,” Makarov tossed the key as the young Fairy caught it, “If you run into Lucy, an extra key might just be a big help.”

      “…”

      “Sweetheart, I know it isn’t Gray, but you don’t gotta look that disappointed in helping her.”

      Juvia pouted aside, “Yes, Master.”

      As Juvia made her way into the forest, the others stayed in the camp to tend to their injuries, recover, and plan their next move. As Makarov was in the middle of explaining to them what he’d come to know—

      The wind around them kicked up sporadically as they saw a small vortex shoot up from the trees very far away.

      “WENDY!”

      Without hesitation, Carla spread her wings burst forth from the camp, and flew over the trees.

      Before Erza could make to follow her, Makarov’s extended arm reached out to grab her shoulder, “Master! I have to go!”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “But Wendy may be in danger!”

      “You need to heal.”

      “I’m fine! I’ve fought with worse injuries than this!”

      “But you’ve never fought enemies as bad as this, and not when we’ve all been separated too.” Makarov snapped his fingers towards Levy, the short woman handing him the Sky sword as he patted the spot next to him. As Erza looked hesitant to stay back she finally sat down in the basking green glow of the sword, “You kids are going to need to regain as much strength as possible. And you’ll need to work together to take down all our enemies.”

      “Then Master, shouldn’t I heal you—”

      “My old ass doesn’t need to take precedence over healing you a lot. Besides,” He looked in the direction Wendy’s roar came from, “You don’t need to worry about Wendy. If I’m right then that was the direction he was going.”

      Hunter

      “Oh? What was that? I don’t think that was by accident.” Wendy took a breath and looked back, seeing Mirajane staring in her direction while standing on Bickslow’s body and choking Freed at the same time. The possessed woman tilted her head unnervingly, “What were you trying to do, little lady?”

      Wendy held up her small fists in a combat stance, “Let go of Freed-San and Bickslow-San now!”

      “Do you want to fight me instead, little girl?” She shivered hearing Mira’s voice say something so threatening and with a chilling smile on her face. Kicking Bickslow aside and tossing Freed to the ground she started making her way towards the young Dragon Slayer, her oppressive magic power bearing down on the young Mage and making her feel like her legs were crushed beneath her, “Do you want to protect your friends so badly you’ll take the beating instead?”

      “W-Wendy.”

      “Get out of here!”

      “I was trying to be nice not beating up on a little girl and you’re just testing my kindness. Don’t you think that’s wrong?”

      “What’s wrong is thinking I’m going to stand by and do nothing while you hurt my friends!” The wind kicked up around Wendy as she stood her ground, “I won’t let you do that anymore!”

      “In that case—”

      The ground under Mira kicked up as she dashed ahead with her claws raised high. With a vicious grin, she brought it down to slash through Wendy’s face before she could react.

      Naruto burst from the side, kicking at Mirajane’s head and forcing her to block as he grabbed Wendy while he passed. He slid a few more feet before finally coming to a stop, the young Dragon Slayer held tightly at his side as he kept his eye on Mirajane’s body.

      “Naruto-San!”

      “Thanks for doing that roar, Wendy,” He slowly set the young Mage on her feet, “Led me right where I needed to be.”

      “Naruto-San, something’s wrong with Mira-San! She’s—”

      “Possessed. I know.” Naruto looked at his young friend and smiled, leaning in so he could whisper into her ear. As he did Wendy’s eyes widened in surprise, and when he finished she nodded with fierce resolve and moved away. He turned back to the possessed woman, “Zoldeo, right? Capricorn told me all about you. He had nothing good to say by the way.”

      “Heh,” Mirajane scoffed and put a hand to her chest, “I imagine he’s upset that I ditched him for a better, more appealing form.”

      “I think it has more to do with stealing his body and using it to join Grimoire Heart. What, were they so desperate they had to take you in because you had a Celestial Spirit body?”

      “They recognized me for my strength!” Mirajane snapped and yelled, leaping off the ground as Naruto jumped to avoid her swiping claws, “I can make all my enemies yield before me!”

      “Because of your Human Subordination magic, right?” She looked up and saw Naruto hanging off a tree branch upside down. Even with his peculiar position the blond looked down at her and shook his head, “You can make your enemies weaker? Am I supposed to be impressed by that? If you don’t get any stronger then it just kinda makes the whole thing sadder.”

      “SHUT UP!” Mirajane whipped her tail around and cleaved through the tree, making Naruto jump off the branch and flip through the air. She leapt and swiped at him again only for the blond to twist and push off her arm to evade her attack. As the whiskered man sailed over her head she screamed, “STOP RUNNING!”

      “Why? Do you want me to fight?” Clicking his teeth Naruto could only shake his head, “I mean what good would that do? I’m so weak and you’re so much stronger~. All I can do is run away.”

      “Just stand still and let me kill you!”

      Mirajane rushed forward, slashing and striking at Naruto as quickly as she could. The S-Class Fairy simply weaved around and jumped out of range of her attacks like he was dancing on the wind. As she scowled and growled with each strike, Naruto kept a challenging smirk on his face, “You know, the real Mira would have hit me by now.”

      “FUCK OFF!”

      “You might have her body but you suck at controlling her.”

      “I’LL KILL YOU!”

      “Aren’t you trying right now? You’re not doing a good job.”

      “AHHHHH!”

      As Wendy helped Freed and Bickslow to their knees they couldn’t help but watch the fight in disbelief, “He’s just dodging her punches so easily.”

      “We got knocked around but he’s avoiding a confrontation altogether.”

      “Naruto-San is amazing, isn’t it?”

      “He wouldn’t be able to stand on Laxus’ level if he wasn’t.”

      “Wendy!”

      The little Dragon Slayer looked up and saw Carla in the sky above the trees. Tears came to her eyes, “Carla!”

      “I was worried about you!” The Exceed reprimanded even as tears of relief filled her eyes, “Don’t you ever leave me—”

      “Carla!” Naruto jumped up and appeared in front of the startled Exceed, ‘I’m glad you’re here!’ He started falling, “Catch me!”

      “W-What?!” In a panic, Carla swooped down and nabbed Naruto before he could fall into the trees, “What are you thinking, you idiot?!”

      “That you’re just what we need to coax the bastard out.” He said with a cheeky smirk before looking down, “HEY ASSHOLE! YOU WANT SOME LESSONS?! FIRST LESSON; TRY TO CATCH US!”

      “You little…” Grinding her teeth, Mirajane’s tail slammed down and cracked the ground before her wings spread from her back. With a massive squat, she burst off the ground like a missile flying towards the pair, “I’LL KILL YOU!”

      “Why is Mirajane attacking us?!”

      “Too long to explain! Fly!”

      “What did you do?!” Carla flew through the air carrying Naruto, Mirajane hot on their trail as the Demon yelled and tried to strike them out of the air, “Why would Mirajane try to attack us?!”

      “Because that’s not Mirajane! She’s been possessed by a Dark Mage!” Naruto looked back, “Hey Zoldeo, are you getting slower?! Do you need to catch your breath?!”

      “Shut up!”

      “Carla isn’t human so your magic doesn’t work to make her slower, right? Such a shame! Mira’s power is one of the best in the guild but you’re so inept with it you make it a waste! Kinda sad!”

      “W-Why can’t I catch up with you?!”

      “Mira took a break from active duty for a few years! She only recently started using her magic again!” Naruto yelled back with a grin, “So she’s a little out of practice! You might be feeling that struggle right about now!”

      Carla looked at him judgingly, “Did you just imply she’s out of shape?”

      “I said her magic power is a little unstable right now. You tell her I called her fat and she’ll kill me.”

      “AH!” Even with Mirajane’s greater power, Zoldeo couldn’t catch up to Carla and her blond tagalong at this speed. Irritation and bloodlust rushed through her body, even as her breathing was becoming shallower. Mirajane growled through her teeth before smirking, “Is running all you can do?! Hey, how about we make a deal?! Surrender yourself so I can possess you, or I’ll destroy this woman’s body!”

      “Capricorn told me you can’t possess other humans! That’s why you had to wait until Mira used her Take-Over magic to possess her! Hey, what’s gonna happen when her magic runs out?”

      There was a panic across Mirajane’s face as Zoldeo hadn’t considered that risk. The vile man had been so entranced by the eldest Strauss’ remarkable abilities that he threw caution to the wind to take her body. Sweat started running down her face as she considered the dangers and what she could do next.

      “What will happen to Mirajane?” Carla whispered into Naruto’s ear, “If his possession lasts only as long as her magic lasts, then she might be hurt after it wears out, right?”

      “Probably. I didn’t want to risk it but I didn’t know if there was another choice.” With a short chuckle he looked back at Carla with a grin, “But we have another chance now.”

      “What?”

      He turned back around, taking a deep breath before belting out at the top of his lungs, “HEY, WENDY! I TOLD YOU TO RUN! IT’S TOO DANGEROUS TO STAY AROUND HERE!”

      Carla and Mirajane looked down to see Wendy lingering around while caring for Freed and Bickslow. After a moment a vicious grin spread across Mirajane’s face before she dove through the sky and dropped towards the ground.

      “Wendy no! Naruto, why would—”

      “It’s okay,” He assured the fretting Exceed, “She knows what to do.”

      Mirajane landed back in the forest with her foes in sight. Freed stood by Wendy’s side as she bathed Bickslow in a faint green light of healing. The moment the possessed woman arrived the green-haired Mage took his sword as the Dragon Slayer turned around startled, “You again?”

      “If I can’t catch that cowardly blond then the least I can do is wipe out the rest of you!” Mirajane flexed her claws before leaping at them, “Say your prayers—”

      A flash of green light behind Wendy filled Mirajane’s eyes and she suddenly felt her body freeze.

      She struggled and felt like her body was suddenly hard like a stone as her skin turned darker, “W-What is this? Why can’t I—”

      “Finally got a chance to catch you.” Mirajane looked up and saw Bickslow stand up from behind Wendy. When he did he showed off his unmasked face, his bright green eyes flashing as his tongue sprung out of his grinning mouth, “Figure Eyes. Let me take control of the souls of those I look upon. You didn’t think you were the only one in the business of overtaking souls, did you?”

      “Y-You—”

      “Naruto-San told me to help Bickslow-San up and tell him that Mira-San was possessed.” Wendy said, “If you’ve taken hold of her body, then he can use his magic to take control of you.”

      “Your possession against Bickslow’s.” Freed nodded, “You certainly have an advantage over us in Mirajane’s body, but as far as control goes I think Bickslow has the edge.”

      “Now here’s the real important question,” In a frightened panic, Mirajane looked up as Carla helped lower Naruto back into their circle of friends. The blond was stone-faced as he stared her down, “We could keep holding you here, but what if we forced one soul to push out the other?”

      “No! No! Don’t you—”

      “Bickslow?”

      “On it!” Bickslow’s eyes glowed and his intention was made clear. Mirajane clenched her teeth and resisted for just a few seconds before finally succumbing to his demand. She screamed at the top of her lungs as her body forced out a black haze that infected her. The smoke shot out from her body and gathered up above her before shrinking and coalescing into a form.

      A man with puffy hair and sunken eyes emerged from the smoke and dropped to the ground. And once he was excised, Mira’s body went limp as she glowed and released her magic. The exhausted woman fell forward unconscious while Naruto stepped in to grab her.

      “Mira-San!”

      “Is she—”

      “She’s okay,” Naruto checked over her before letting out a sigh of relief, “Exhausted and probably needs rest, but okay.”

      “I-I’m free,” The Fairies looked over and watched as Zoldeo started to feel his own body. The look of rapturous joy unsettled them while he laughed, “Finally! After all these years I have my body back! I’m free!”

      As the Fairies took their stances and prepared for a fight against the Dark Mage, Naruto scooped Mira up in his arms. He turned and started walking, “C’mon guys, we gotta let Mira rest. Let’s head back to camp.”

      “What?”

      “Naruto, we can’t!”

      “What about him?”

      “HeheheheHAHAHA!” Zoldeo cackled madly before looking at his hands, “It feels so good to have my body back. Now that it’s back I…” He paused, looking at his hands and seeing his fingers start to dissipate. In moments the change carried down to his hands and arms, “What? No! NO! T-THAT’S NOT FAIR! I FINALLY GOT MY BODY BACK! THIS CAN’T BE HAPPENING!”

      “Capricorn said he was using a dangerous form of Lost Magic, and the possession of bodies that aren’t human is taboo.” They turned their eyes away from the screaming panic of the Dark Mage as Naruto spoke solemnly, “There’s a price to pay for abusing magic like that. And there’s nothing we can do.”

      The Fairies watched Zoldeo squirm a little more as his body faded away. But they turned and started walking, paying no mind to the Dark Mage’s fearful begging before his voice disappeared altogether.

      After Zoldeo’s passing, Carla immediately dropped into Wendy’s embrace as they hugged each other. Freed walked up to Naruto’s side, “Thank you for coming to help us.”

      Bickslow snickered, “Yeah, that might have ended way worse if you hadn’t stopped Mira. But at least it’s over.”

      “Don’t relax just yet,” Naruto warned, the faraway crash of thunder filling their ears, “It’s only going to get worse before we make it out.”

      Hunter

      Rustyrose slowed to a stop as he looked around the vacant patch of forest. Out in the distance, he saw a dark cloud roaming over the sea with a flash of lightning deep inside. Looked like a storm was on its way.

      “Finished hiding away, have you?” He turned around to see Gray and Loke stand beside each other to face the Seven Kin member down. The flamboyant man tossed his hair back with a smug smile, “Have you finally decided that you are ready to face me down properly?”

      Gray and Loke spared a look before the Celestial Spirit stepped forward, “We just thought that we wouldn’t get anything done if we didn’t face you down here and now. So that’s what we’re going to do.”

      “And what of the beautiful ladies that graced your side?”

      “Does he mean Lucy and Cana?” The partners shrugged, “We told them to stay back so we could handle fighting you.”

      “By yourselves?” Rustyrose scoffed, raising his hands as a litany of demonic and twisted weapons popped into existence around him, “Brave and foolhardy doesn’t even begin to describe you two.”

      “Ice Make:—”

      Before Gray could finish his attack, the Dark Mage waved his hand out to create a row of bows notching flaming arrows. With a flick of his wrist, he sent the flaming projectiles at Gray while lobbing all the swords at Loke. The two men separated and evaded the weapons being thrown at them so precisely.

      Loke slid to a stop after evading all the attacks and shined a bright light towards Rustyrose. With his sunglasses on the light did not do much other than make him squint for a moment. So with a scoff he created several saw blades and sent them flying, slicing through an acre of forest as Loke just managed to dodge it.

      “Looks like you’re by yourself now,” Rustyrose noted while looking at Gray, the shirtless man cornered into a tree with some flames from the arrows starting to envelop and swallow the trees around him. The Dark Mage casually made his way over while staring the scowling man down, “You scurried and survived for as long as you could, but finally the mouse is cornered… and the cat shall bite.”

      “Enough!” Gray slammed his hands, “Ice Mak—”

      Rustyrose didn’t give him a chance to finish, changing his arm into a flaming blade and piercing Gray’s chest before he could attack. The black-haired man looked down at where he was stabbed as the Dark Mage smiled victoriously.

      Only for Gray to pop and fall apart into two pieces.

      “Whoa! That was close!” Gemi said.

      “Nearly took my head off!” Mini said.

      Rustyrose looked at the twin Celestial Spirits that reverted from Gray’s form, “What—”

      “Here’s your spot, Gray-sama.”

      “HAA!” Gray burst from a hole in the ground Virgo had dug under Rustyrose’s feet, popping up and punching the Dark Mage back with a fist to the chin. The Seven Kin member’s eyes went spinning from the blow before his pompadour was grabbed and yanked down for a headbutt from Gray.

      The shirtless Fairy landed punch after punch across Rustyrose’s face, blood spilling along the ground with every blow. Gray didn’t give the Dark Mage an inch, refusing to let him counter or attack once this opportunity had finally been seized.

      “AHH!” With a roar, Rustyrose tried to unsettle Gray long enough for him to retaliate. He swung his arm—

      A shining, almost liquid whip lashed out and snagged his arm before he could make a full swing. The Dark Mage looked back in a start and saw Lucy popping out of a hole in the ground with Fleuve d’étoiles in hand. The blonde cutie winked in his direction before he turned back around to see a bazooka of ice in his face.

      “Ice Make: Cannon!”

      Gray blasted Rustyrose away with an explosion of snow and ice. It sent the Dark Mage flying through a tree and slamming into a rock as he cracked the surface. The pompadour man struggled to stand on his feet, gasping for air with wet clothes as blood rushed up his throat and spilled out his mouth. He grasped onto the rock to keep himself steady as he glared at the Fairies in front of him.

      Leaving his blind spot open as Cana jumped out of another hole at his side.

      The brunette Fairy spiked one of her cards straight towards his temple as he was distracted staring at the others. He must have seen the shine from his peripheral as he turned to side-eye the glowing, crackling card fly towards him. There was nothing he could do to react in time as the card flew at his face.

      And stopped a millimeter from his nose.

      Everyone was stunned silent at the lack of results at their desperate gamble. Even more so when the trump card they’d gambled on went flying back into Cana’s hand like a yo-yo.

      “You’re having more trouble than expected, aren’t you, Rusty?”

      Gray’s breath hitched hearing that voice, and when he looked up he saw someone he never believed he’d see again, “Ur? T-That’s—”

      “Thank you, Ultear.” Rustyrose thanked his fellow Seven Kin while fixing his glasses, ‘I have no excuse to make. They caught me off guard. They won’t do it again.’ He hacked something up before looking at his teammate and the man in his grasp, “Is… that can’t be—”

      “We found him.” Ultear nodded, “Zeref-sama. Our dream is nearly complete. All that’s left…”

      “Is clearing the slate.” He nodded, “I understand completely. Allow me to settle this properly.”

      He reached up and gripped his neck, pressing his palm into his jugular before letting out a hiss. Slowly a dark color started to spread from his neck and across his body as the demon particles started to take effect.

      “The time is nearly at an end.” Ultear smiled at the guarded Fairies and stunned Gray as her crystal ball floated to her hand, “The members of Fairy Tail are on their last legs.”

      Hunter

      Elfman and Natsu attacked Azuma from two angles, a giant fist and a powerful flaming one heading straight for his head. Roots shot up from the ground and entangled Elfman as Azuma’s wooden hand reached out to catch Natsu’s punch. The wood started to burn and char but Azuma’s grip tightened so hard his fingers dug into the Dragon Slayer’s knuckles.

      He twisted around, dragging Natsu along and slamming him into Elfman. As the two men flew, the Dark Mage held out his hand and sent sparks through the air towards them, “Bleve.”

      They were swallowed up by a series of engulfing explosions that blew them away.

      The sound of thudding behind him let Azuma know he had also downed the two flying Fairies. Looking over his shoulder he saw Happy and Evergreen moaning on the ground while suffering from the damage they shared with their friends. He snapped his fingers as leaves started to rise around him, “Folium Sica.”

      A barrage of leaves flew forward and pelted Ever and Happy across their bodies. As the woman and cat screamed in pain, the two men stifled their groans as the sensation of being cut ran across their bodies. As Azuma’s attack came to an end he shook his head, “I shouldn’t have picked an enemy that Meredy had affected. Beating even one of you means I go through the rest of you at the same time. I lose the enjoyment of fighting all of you to the fullest.”

      “Rgh!” Natsu let out a groan as he pushed himself up on his feet and faced down the Dark Mage. Fire erupted off of Natsu’s body as Azuma turned and faced him down. As giant fists started to form from roots and branches Natsu bared his teeth, “You’re not gonna take us down that easily, you wooden bastard!”

      “If you have anything to show me otherwise, I’ll happily accept it.”

      “HHHHHAAAAA—”

      A slab of ground went flying past Natsu and slammed into Azuma’s defenses. When he looked back it was to see Elfman, Evergreen, and Happy gathered together, “Natsu!” The frantic Exceed called out to his best friend, “C’mon! We have to get out of here! We can’t fight him like this!”

      What? Running? That wasn’t the answer. These guys were attacking them! Treading on their holy ground to kill them! They needed to get their asses kicked and forced out! They couldn’t just run! Natsu stood his ground and prepared to move forward…

      But couldn’t.

      His legs were shaking. No matter how hard he tried he couldn’t stop the feeling of fear building up in his gut.

      Was this the others’ fear rushing into him so fervently that he couldn’t breathe? Or… was it his own? Was it just like when he faced down Gildarts? Freezing in fear at the idea of fighting someone stronger? Someone who could kill him and by proxy his friends if he failed?

      “Natsu!”

      Happy’s scream made the Dragon Slayer nearly jump out of his skin, and before he realized he was booking it to rejoin the others. They retreated before the battle could continue at their disadvantage and left Azuma behind in the woods.

      As the clouds darkened and crashed with thunder, Azuma let out a disappointed groan and released the branches he had formed into limbs. The Seven Kin member looked up at the sky as he heard rain start to pour down from the other end of the island.

      “Someone. Someone on this island must give me the fight I want.” He lowered his head and narrowed his eyes as the rain rushed over him, “I just need to find them.”

      Hunter

      “We’ve got you.”

      “Just take a deep breath-BWCAWK!”

      Yomazu and Kawazu dragged the man out of the water and dropped him on the beach. As he hacked up a lungful of salt water, the two grunts of Grimoire Heart looked back out towards the forest, “It was fortunate we spotted you when we did, Sir.”

      “Woulda been bad if you got swept back out to sea-BWCAWK!”

      “We saw Hades-sama land the ship somewhere on the other end of the island. But he dropped everyone else in the guild off around the island to swarm and kill the Fairies. We can join the rest of the Seven Kin in hunting down Zeref-sama and—”

      “Unforgivable.”

      “Huh? What was that Zancrow-sam-AAAAAAHHHHHH!”

      The chicken man was engulfed in a blaze of black flames. His screams came out through the crackling fire for a few more seconds before he toppled over in the sand. Yomazu looked on in fear and turned to run but was blasted with a rush of dark flames as well.

      Zancrow was going to kill everything in his path. Anything unfortunate to cross him would be ashes and cinders when he was done.

      “These Fairies… all these fucking Fairies!” Flashes of Naruto, Wendy, Freed, Bickslow, and of course, Gildarts ran through his head as the flames around him intensified. With a growl, he reached up and gripped his left bicep as tightly as possible.

      “I’ll kill them. The Fairies. My enemies. This whole island…” The particles started to spread and Zancrow’s skin darkened as spittle flew from his lips, “I’M GONNA BURN THIS FUCKING ISLAND TO THE GROUND!”

      The Fire God Slayer was on the warpath. And he was going to incinerate everything in his way.

      Hunter

      “It’s kinda funny. I love going out on quests and missions more than anything. Going on adventures and traveling the land… there’s nothing I love more. I realized a long time ago that I was just a man who had to keep moving. And I never regretted it… except for losing a chance with the woman I loved. I only came back to the guild for a few days at a time before making my way back out again. But the S-Class Exam… it’s special to me.”

      Gildarts smiled softly, “Seeing the kids I watched grow up and take the test is kind of a thrill. Trying their best to climb the steps to S-Class. Some succeeding. Some failing. But always with the same spirit and determination. It’s inspiring… and I love watching them persevere.”

      “But then you all had to show up.” Gildarts stopped walking, “You crashed the party, a bunch of people that don’t belong, and are trying to kill those poor kids.”

      He looked up and stared at the giant flying ship parked on the edge of the beach, “Now does that seem like a smart choice?”

      The strongest Fairy crouched before leaping off the ground, barreling through the bow of the ship and careening through everything before he popped up in an open space. A throne room by the looks, size, and single occupant staring him down.

      “I would have lowered some stairs and opened the door if you’d given me a chance.” Hades noted, “This just seemed unnecessary.”

      “Was it necessary to invade our island and hunt down our kids?”

      “If they got in the way of the goal — yes.” The ancient man stood up from his chair, “And who are you?”

      “I’m Gildarts Clive.” The S-Class Mage released his magical power, shaking the ship as he narrowed his eyes and jutted his chin out, veins throbbing under his temple while staring at the old man, “And you’re the old fucker I’m gonna kill for attacking my guild.”

      Hunter

      Done

      Phew, just managed to get this one out too. I feel like I’m writing a lot slower than I used to, so managing this was a big relief. I’ll probably take another break in May, outside of a small update or two. Back to normal stuff around the end of May or the start of June.

      Need to take a breath.

      Anyway, the stage is being set for the big battles of Tenrou Island. Players are facing off and the action is about to ramp up!

      Let’s hope we get back to it soon!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    84. Arrogance of the Prideful

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 84: Arrogance of the Prideful

      And this we clear another July! Thank god.

      Hunter

      “You’re going to kill me?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      With a small grunt, Hades pushed off his throne, stepping down to the same level as Gildarts. Hades strolled across the room and stood face-to-face with the strongest Fairy. They stared at each other in silence before Hades leaned in…

      “Then do it.”

      Gildarts’ fist swung up into Hades’ chin and sent the old man flying. The Grimoire master aimed a finger down and snagged a Chain around Gildarts’ throat to drag him up as well. The Fairy Mage was yanked off his feet but gripped the chain and destroyed it with his Crash before he could get pulled in.

      Hades landed and immediately pointed his fingers up, releasing blasts of magic from his fingertips at the Fairy in the air. Gildarts snarled as he knocked the magical blasts aside with kicks and punches.

      Another Chain snagged Gildarts leg and swung him around before slamming him into a wall. Hades smiled smugly before a fierce yank of his Chain magic suddenly pulled him off his feet. He dispelled the magic but allowed himself to keep flying towards the wall with his fist reeled back.

      He punched towards the smoke and buried his fist into Gildarts’ cheek as his fist came swinging up and crashed into Hades’ chin again.

      The two men were blown back by the impact; Gildarts embedded even further into the wall as Hades went flying through the room with blood spilling from his mouth. As the strongest Fairy slumped to the floor and the Grimoire master slammed into the ground, they both tasted blood and bile fill their mouths.

      Yet both grinned manically before pulling themselves up to charge at each other again.

      Hunter

      A few floors under from where Hades and Gildarts were duking it out, the man sat silently in the shadows waiting for a signal for him to leave.

      Considering the powers he was feeling pulse along the island, and the strength of the man upstairs…

      “I guess I just have to clean up.” The tall man stood out of his chair, the furniture cracking and then being crushed by its weight as he stepped out of the ship. As he looked out over the island and forest blinded by the rainfall he decided now was the time to move.

      The moment he stepped off the ramp and onto the beach most of the rain falling around him suddenly focused on him like a funnel. Even so, he didn’t care as he marched through the woods with the expectation that he would find a Fairy capable of using the powerful magic Hades had told him about.

      “Now… who should I find first?”

      Hunter

      “Naruto-San, what should we do next?” Wendy called out through the heavy patter of rainfall around them.

      Naruto narrowed his eyes while thinking about what to do next. With Mirajane still unconscious on his back, Freed and Bickslow injured holding off Zoldeo, and only Wendy and Carla still in prime condition it was hard to consider what to do next.

      Carla told them Erza had been able to defeat a Seven Kin member with the help of their friends. Which meant that with Zoldeo’s disappearance then at least two of them had been dealt with. That was good.

      But that meant at least five of them were still on the loose. Not to mention Hades — someone so strong he could even best Makarov in combat. And to top it all off Ultear had managed to slip away with Zeref.

      “Naruto?”

      “I’m thinking,” He tersely answered his friends while closing his eyes. After a moment to catch his breath he nodded, “Alright, we need to head back to base camp first. Reconvene with Master and the others so we can figure out what to do next. No matter what we have to stop Grimoire Heart from leaving with Zeref. They can’t get what they want using him to create this perfect magic world. So let’s—”

      Suddenly waves of powerful and vile magic washed over them from several directions. Wendy and Carla went still, cold sweat running down their faces along with the rain as they trembled. Freed and Bickslow handled it a little better but still gritted their teeth.

      Naruto spun to face it while his body tensed, “Carla! Go up! Tell us what you see!”

      “R-Right!” It took a moment for the Exceed to collect herself before she sprang out of Wendy’s arms and shot up through the tree tops. Even as she cleared the top of the forest and had a better view she doubted she could see the source of the intense magic power.

      But it was immediately proven wrong.

      Closer to the forest edging the beach Carla saw an inferno of black flames spreading out and engulfing the trees. Even the fact that they were being rained on didn’t seem to do anything to dampen the ebony flames.

      On the other side of the island, Carla saw what could only be described as a mirage rising from the tree line. Twisted and disturbing impressions writhing around inside a dark miasma that rose from the trees.

      And finally, in the direction Carla knew the base camp was, the rain was being pulled away from its surroundings. Instead of pouring around the entire forest so much of the rain seemed to shift like it was being fed through a funnel and concentrated on a single point. A point that was moving towards their recovering friends.

      Carla swooped back down, rejoining her friends in a panic, “I-I don’t know what’s happening, but…”

      She recounted everything to her friends. And as she did she saw Naruto’s expression focus in thought before she finished. Once she did he closed his eyes before looking between them…

      “Here’s what we’re going to do.”

      Hunter

      Lucy, Loke, and Cana watched Rustyrose in horror. They saw the flamboyant man’s skin turn a deeper shade of red as his magic started to take a more sinister appearance around him.

      Gray was still only focused on the woman standing by his side watching Rustyrose prepare to attack.

      “Dammit,” Loke’s body glowed as his form changed, his hair becoming fuller and dressed in a black suit as he returned to his Leo form, “This is only going to get worse! Lucy!”

      “Right!” The blonde Mage drew out her magical whip and stood defensively, ‘Virgo!’ As her Celestial Spirit maid popped out from the ground in front of her she turned to her partner, “Cana?”

      “Yeah, no other way around it.” The boozer drew a dozen of her strongest, most compatible cards and stood ready, “Gray, we need to come up with another plan! Any ideas?!”

      “…”

      “Gray? Now’s not the time for a brain fart! GRAY!”

      “You…” The Maker Mage blanked, his comrades and even their enemy going unnoticed as his gaze was solely on the raven-haired woman. She looked like the spitting image of Ur, even with a crystal ball in one hand while an unconscious Zeref was strewn over her shoulder, “You look like her. That — it can’t be a coincidence. A-And your name—”

      “Ultear,” The Dark Mage scoffed, “What a naming sense that woman had, eh?”

      “But you died.” He still couldn’t wrap his head around it, “You died! She lost you! She mourned you! You can’t be her daughter! Ur’s daughter died!”

      “I didn’t die. She just lost track of me and decided to pick up some orphans off the street to fill my place. Lyon Vastia and you, Gray Fullbuster.” She shook her head disdainfully, “For a woman so capable magically she was quite lacking in sense and motherly instincts, wasn’t she?”

      His memories of Ur smiling at him fondly as she gave her life to seal Deliora once and for all. A moment that still popped into his mind with a wave of bitter regret. A feeling only compounded by the fact that Ur’s daughter was alive and in front of him, yet seemed eager to badmouth his teacher. He stepped forward, “Yo—”

      “GRAY!”

      Lucy tackled him to the ground as a row of twisted, ghastly blades sliced through the space they occupied. The drop seemed to knock Gray out of his confusion, one arm wrapping around the blonde pressed to his chest as he jumped and dodged the blades that tried to pierce them on the ground.

      “Thanks, Lucy. And sorry,” He whispered as he let his friend back down on her feet and narrowed his eyes with more focus than before, “I’m good.”

      “You sure?”

      “Totally,” He said unconvincingly as he slammed his hands together and formed a row of ice blades, “So let’s take these jerks out now.”

      Rustyrose clenched his teeth and raised his hand as spires and towers shot out of the ground around him in preparation for the next attack.

      Hunter

      “Stop! Guys stop!” Evergreen screamed out to the rest of their group, all of them slowing down and trying to catch their breath after the sudden sprint to escape Azuma’s destruction. Elfman planted a hand on a tree to catch his breath while Natsu doubled over and Happy toppled to the ground, “W-We — we need to collect ourselves. Did that guy follow us? Did we lose him?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Natsu, can you sniff him out? Is he—”

      “DAMMIT!” They flinched as Natsu’s scream was punctuated by the destruction and toppling of a tree. The Dragon Slayer paced around angrily, fire bursting off his shoulders and evaporating the raindrops, “DAMMIT! SHIT! AAAAAAHHHHHHHH!”

      “N-Natsu?”

      “Why did I run?! I shouldn’t have run!” He snarled, ‘That guy wasn’t that strong! He wasn’t Gildarts! I shouldn’t have felt any fear! I didn’t have to be scared! So why?!’ Flames raged off him in his anger, “DAMMIT!”

      “Natsu! Stop!” Happy called out, “It was this magic she put on us! There was no helping that we were afraid—”

      “But he told me I could find a way so that I wouldn’t be overwhelmed by that fear! And it wasn’t just yours I felt! It was mine too!” Natsu punched through another tree, releasing a spire of flames that incinerated the patch behind it instantly, “This isn’t the time to be afraid! This is—”

      A scaled hand caught his punch before he could follow through. Natsu looked up with a scowl and saw an equally enraged look on Elfman’s face. Despite the emotions flooding into him Elfman squeezed the Dragon Slayer’s fist, “Take a breath and calm down. For all our sakes. Before we start raging and make a mistake.”

      …

      Steadily Natsu started to breathe out, the tightness in his chest and lungs becoming less prominent. As the flames running up his arms died down, Elfman released his fist and let his arm transform back into normal. And as the pink-haired Dragon Slayer calmed down the others felt the intense swell of fury subside.

      Happy sighed in relief, “That was close.”

      “I’ll say!” Ever said with a tinge of irritation as she took off her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose, “Damn, I can’t remember the last time I got so angry I got a headache. Is that a normal thing for you, Natsu?”

      “Uh, I don’t know.” He shrugged, “I think that was my usual level of anger.”

      “Goddamn man, how has your heart not exploded?”

      “We need to figure out what we can do.” Elfman said, looking down at his chest and scratching the pink heart marking his skin, “I think the first thing we need to do is figure out how to get this damn thing off. It’s bad enough that a manly guy like me has a pink heart tattoo, but we can’t keep fighting if we keep affecting each other.”

      “I tried to get it off!” Happy piped up, using the rain to try and scrub it off, “It’s still not working!”

      “It’s magic, Happy. It’s not going to come off easily.” Elfman heard a flickering and saw Natsu put his flaming finger to his chest. The Dragon Slayer paused and looked up, “Let’s not do that.”

      Evergreen exhaled, “We need to find Master. Or Mirajane. Or Levy. They’re the most knowledgeable on other magics. Master must have heard of some old magic that marks you with a cute pink heart and makes you hurt all over. GAH! I hate this!”

      “Wow,” Natsu shuddered, ‘This is a new kind of anger. I’m angry but it’s — like — tinged by inadequacy and my feelings of inferiority? Huh, why — OW!’ He flinched when a rock bounced off his head, “What was that for?!”

      “Don’t analyze my anger! Feel it and move on!”

      “I’ll go up and see if I can find anything.”

      Happy jetted upwards to get a good look at their surroundings. And a moment later immediately descended to rejoin them, his blue fur standing on end and a feeling of dread passing through all of them, “Happy? What’s wrong?”

      “Natsu, do your flames ever turn — um — black?”

      “What? No, of course not. Why would… they…”

      They all saw a black flame start to rise from the treetops ahead of them. And through the trees they saw a figure covered in the dark fire stomp ahead, burning all the trees to ash just by passing by them.

      “Fairies…” He growled out in a deep voice, his baleful eyes piercing through the flames, “I’ll kill… all the Fairies…”

      Hunter

      “Erza? Is something wrong?”

      Levy’s question fell deaf on the redhead’s ears as she walked out of the tent and into the rain. Even as she was drenched by the rain her gaze narrowed on a single spot.

      The moment Erza grabbed a sword from her Requip she spiked it towards a tree. And it soared like an arrow until two branches suddenly popped out to catch the sword’s handle.

      “I know you’re there.”

      “You sensed me?”

      “Your bloodlust is like daggers. You need to do better at hiding it.”

      “I suppose so.” Azuma emerged from the tree, snatching the sword by the hilt out of the branches’ grasp and looking at his reflection, “I think I’m just excited. I’ve traveled across this island, clashed with some intriguing foes but was left unsatisfied.”

      “Didn’t have fun?!” Gajeel snarled, “If you want a second round—”

      “Gajeel!”

      “You’re still injured!”

      As Levy and Lisanna latched onto him to slow him down, Azuma switched his grip on the sword, “I was worried I wasn’t going to find a meaningful opponent while I’m here. But now,” He tossed the sword through the air and let it clatter before Erza’s feet. She picked it up before standing with it raised for battle, “Now I think I’ve finally found a worthy challenge, Titania of Fairy Tail.”

      “A wood user that manipulates trees.” Erza narrowed her eyes, ‘Naruto told me about you. He said you crossed paths the last time he faced Grimoire Heart.’ Her gaze lingered lower to the wooden arm, “And I see you’ve recovered a little from your injuries since then.”

      “Hunter did indeed land a strike that crippled me, and would have ruined any chance I had at finding a meaningful fight.” He looked down at his wooden arm, “But I was able to find an alternative… and even better…”

      His hand suddenly clenched into a fist, a spike of wood almost a foot long shooting out of his knuckles as he swiped it down.

      Azuma rushed at Erza as he swiped his spike towards her neck. She parried it with her sword, the wooden spike still holding strong even against her blade before it swiped back down. Erza riposted and countered, trying to slash at his chest and neck only for the wooden spike to block her attacks.

      The sword and spike clashed at high speeds, the S-Class and Seven Kin attacking each other so quickly that they obliterated the raindrops around them. Azuma lashed out with his other fist while she was open. Erza caught his fist, pulling in and kicking at his head. A branch grew out of his prosthetic and tried to pierce through the redhead’s foot before it could reach him. Erza shifted her weight to avoid the branch and flipped away to avoid the Dark Mage’s reach.

      As the branch and spike retreated into the wooden arm Azuma smirked, “I can tell this is going to be a much more fulfilling fight, Titania.”

      “It’s Erza Scarlet, Mage of Fairy Tail.”

      “I am Azuma of the Pride. I won’t forget—”

      There was a sudden pressure that left them all frozen and silent as it pressed down on them. Azuma’s eyes widened and Erza was forced to a knee. Behind her, she heard the pained screams of her friends being crushed by the same oppressive force.

      “Bluenote!” Azuma yelled with spittle on his lips, turning to look behind him with a glare, “Why are you interfering in my battle?!”

      Erza struggled to raise her head and look in the direction her foe screamed. Through the trees, she could see a veil of intense rainfall covering the silhouette of a huge man lumbering his way towards them. One of his hands raised from his side to swipe out dramatically.

      Instantly the rain stopped falling around them, lingering in place for a moment before more rain slipped between the hovering droplets. With a flick of his wrist, he sent the raindrops flying at Erza and the others with the speed and weight of bullets.

      Erza deflected the bullets with her sword as much as she could while under the intense force of the Gravity magic. Makarov instantly expanded and grew his body, shielding the rest of their guildmates from the onslaught of heavy rain flying at them.

      With a roar Erza switched out her armor, taking on the Adamantine set and standing in defense of Makarov and the others as she tanked the endless barrage of rain. It seemed like Erza was going to have to hold back the attack for as long as her armor could last until the bullets stopped and fell normally again.

      The Gravity Mage ducked as a vine of wood lashed out for his head and interrupted his magic attack. Bluenote stepped aside, narrowing his eyes at Azuma, “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “That’s what I want to know.” The Great Tree Arc user scowled at Bluenote, “I was facing Titania before you interrupted my fight. What are you thinking?”

      “I thought this would be a good chance to find out about Fairy Glitter.”

      “Fairy what?”

      “How?!” From the other side of the clearing Makarov lifted his head, returning to his normal size as the wounds he accumulated from protecting his children were bleeding but focused only on what Bluenote had said, “How do you know about that magic?!”

      “Hades tickled my ear during one bored midnight musing.” Bluenote scratched the stubble on his cheek, his wide eyes staring down at Makarov and the others unnervingly, “An original magic created by Fairy Tail’s first master, correct? An immensely powerful offensive magic that stands among the three great spells of Fairy Tail.”

      “Dammit Precht,”

      “I would like to find this magic for myself. Maybe face against it…” Bluenote raised his hand and clenched his fist, “Or take it for myself.”

      “I don’t care if you want some great magic or whatever — I came here for a fight.” Azuma glared at Bluenote as vines started to break from the ground by his feet, “I have searched this entire island for an opponent to push my limits against and I finally found one worthy of that challenge. You won’t take that away from me just because you want powerful magic.”

      “And you won’t stop me just to satisfy some battle itch.” Bluenote raised his hand as the pressure coming off him intensified, “Now step aside or—”

      Both Dark Mages heard something whizz through the air towards them. Azuma used a root to knock the sword aside as Bluenote held out his hand and stopped the blade with his magic.

      “Are you two done arguing? Because I don’t care if you’re here because you want a fight or looking for magic.” Erza stood back up, her Heaven’s Wheel Armor donned and a dozen blades flashing into place behind her. The scarlet-haired powerhouse swung her blades down and glared at the two men fiercely, “You came onto our island and threatened my friends. There’s no mercy I could spare either of you now.”

      Azuma and Bluehito matched her intense gaze and stared her down. They spared each other a quick look before facing her. Their argument and escalating tensions were momentarily forgotten as they focused instead on the task at hand; destroying the willful redhead so they could achieve their individual goals.

      Erza stood strong against Bluehito’s intense magic trying to crush her and could feel the ground rumble as Azuma’s roots started to spread underneath. It was so tense that even as Erza made her stand she felt like her lungs were being crushed and she couldn’t even risk taking a breath.

      But then she saw something past the approaching men…

      And she breathed again.

      “ERZA!”

      From behind the two Dark Mages a desperate cry rang out, a blur rushing over their heads. Two random swords came flying at the heads of the Dark Mages, forcing them to block or deflect them as he flew over them. He landed and skidded several feet before passing by Erza’s side, “Gotta drop off Mira. Can you cover me?”

      She smirked and raised her swords, “Of course.”

      “Naruto!” Makarov and the others looked at the whiskered blond in shock, “What are you doing here?”

      “Saw the rain acting weird and knew I had to make my way over.” He turned, shifting off the white-haired woman sleeping on his back, “Can someone take her?”

      “Mira-Nee!” Lisanna cried out in relief when she saw her older sister again after she disappeared while fighting Caprico. Checking her sister over and only finding signs of magical exhaustion the youngest Strauss let out a breath of relief, “Thank you, Naruto!”

      “No problem,” Naruto grinned confidently before standing up. From his Requip he summoned his black scabbard, drawing out the black blade as he walked up to join Erza’s side, “How are you doing?”

      “I’m okay,” Erza assured her boyfriend, the tension she was feeling melting away with his presence at her side, “Master told me a little about what you dealt with after we separated from the base camp. Sounds like you stumbled straight into trouble like always.”

      “I don’t go looking for it just so that’s clear.”

      “Oh, I know. You just attract it like a magnet.”

      “Heh, speak for yourself.” Naruto turned to face Azuma and Bluehito, “I know how strong the tree user is but I don’t know too much about this other guy.”

      “He’s using Gravity magic. And he’s immensely strong. He could be near Laxus or Gildarts’ level.”

      “I am not close to anyone’s level. I far surpass the strength of any one of your members.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      Erza made the first move, dashing forward and gliding over the ground with her slew of swords flying over her head. Her weapons went sailing towards Azuma and Bluehito as they defended themselves. Azuma layered several roots and branches in front of him as a barrier to block the swords from reaching him. Bluehito simply raised his hand, letting the blade clatter against the wall of Gravity he built in front of him effortlessly.

      And leaving him open to the black blade that cut through the magic wall he made. Bluehito’s face tried to remain unfazed as Naruto pushed towards him with a smirk. The blond slashed at the taller man and the Dark Mage dodged before he could get cut up by the Fairy’s attacks. He swatted Naruto’s arm aside and reached out to grab him before his arm was knocked away with a punch to the wrist.

      As the two held each other off, behind them, Erza was chipping away at the roots Azuma was using to protect himself. The Dark Mage clicked his teeth before throwing out his hand, forcing the branches out to try and entangle her. Erza jumped back and dodged the tendrils of wood lashing out for her, weaving through the piercing attacks and slicing them to bits when they tried to pincer her.

      One root managed to snag her foot, locking her in place for a second before she cut it. That was all the time Azuma needed to rush at her in a sprint with a spike forming from his wooden arm. Erza still hadn’t looked up as Azuma leapt off the ground and lurched at her. But the redhead sent her sword back into her dimension, changing into a swifter armor and turning around at Azuma’s technique.

      Just in time for her whiskered partner to pass by her side with his fist reeled back.

      And as Naruto passed by her, Erza reached out and grabbed the black blade he had lobbed as she jumped at a surprised Bluehito.

      Naruto ducked under Azuma’s fist as his own was planted into the Seven Kin member’s nose.

      As Erza slashed through Bluehito’s defensive wall and left a cut along his palm.

      The strongest Grimoire Mage looked at the injury on his hand in shock. And with the flash of lightning, he saw a shadow descend upon him, looking up in time with Erza’s spinning jump as she brought the black blade down on him. Bluehito just managed to jump away before she could shred through him.

      Azuma and Naruto exchanged hefty punches against each other, the Dark Mage and the Fairy weathering the blows they landed. Azuma’s fists landed in Naruto’s stomach and ribs nearly causing him to drop to his knees. But the blond retaliated fiercely, punching up into the Dark Mage’s chin before striking him across the face in quick succession.

      The ground beneath them suddenly cracked, roots and trees breaking through the rock under Naruto’s feet as they tried to curl around him. He jumped back, flipping away as more trees sprouted up from where he’d been just moments before. He pushed off the ground and gained great air, spinning like a ball as wind built up around his feet. He then launched a spin kick and sent out a blade of wind that slashed through the veritable grove of trees that popped up in an instant.

      He landed and stepped back with Azuma in sight. His back collided with another and he calmed down with a smirk, “This ain’t gonna be easy.”

      “Did you expect it too?”

      “With us? Maybe?”

      “Heh, idiot.” Erza smiled confidently before raising the black blade as Bluehito’s stomping form approached.

      From the side, the recovering Fairies were either helping Mirajane into a cot or watching the fight proceed. Levy and Gajeel were still watching the fight with bated breath. The short Mage gulped before muttering, “I can’t believe it. Those two are so strong… but Erza and Naruto are holding them back.”

      “For now,” Gajeel bit, ‘But they haven’t started getting serious yet — at least the tree guy hasn’t anyway.’ The Iron Dragon Slayer grumbled angrily, “I hate leaving an enemy to Hunter but these assholes haven’t even started.”

      “That’s true…” Makarov sat outside of the tent, sitting cross-legged and letting the rain drench him as he remained focused on the match, “Those two are probably the strongest members in Grimoire Heart under Hades. I’m certain that big fellow is in league with Gildarts in power. No one on the island could hold a candle to them. And yet…”

      Despite that, his mind was at ease.

      He smiled while looking at the couple, “When it comes to those two I can’t imagine anything getting in their way.”

      Hunter

      Rustyrose gathered a massive amount of magical power before letting it burst out. Gray created a shield of ice to protect himself and Cana before they could be overwhelmed. Loke tackled Lucy, dropping them both into one of the holes Virgo had dug earlier for their ambush.

      Once the explosion died down Gray threw Ice Spears from one side while Cana tossed several Cards that cut through the rain as they angled towards him.

      The Ice Spears evaporated into steam instantly as the Cards flew back through their flight path and into Cana’s hand.

      Ultear was positioned at the side, shielded by a tree branch to block the rain and guarding an unconscious Zeref. She lowered her hand, using her Arc of Time to render their offense worthless and back to observing from the sideline.

      “Shit!” Cana swore as Rustyrose conjured a line of blades over his head before sending them flying. Cana jumped and flipped out of the way as the swords exploded upon contact with the ground she stood on. The brunette tumbled to the ground and before the next sword could skewer her, “This is fucking ridiculous! How the hell are we supposed to hit this guy when that cow keeps ruining our attacks!”

      “Calm down!” Gray yelled, dodging his wave of swords. As Rustyrose started conjuring another wave of weapons while Gray’s eyes lingered on Ultear, ‘We can’t make any kind of counterattack while she’s using her magic. So we have to stop Ur — Ultear,’ He corrected himself, “We need to cut her off or distract her.”

      “Good thinking — HOW ABOUT A PLAN TO MANAGE THAT?!”

      “Um…” Gray sweated, “G-Give me a minute?”

      “OH FUCK YOU!”

      “Too bad ice and weapons don’t have much use against me.” Ultear teased as she watched the two Fairies dodge Rustyrose’s attacks. She snickered to herself and tossed back her hair, “If only you had learned a more useful magic from that woman. Are you cursing your bad fortune getting picked up by her yet?”

      “Hey! Ur was—”

      “Don’t stop moving!”

      Ultear scoffed as Gray narrowly avoided another sword at Cana’s warning. It was shocking to think that today would not only be the day that they would finally claim Zeref but also the day she robbed that damned woman of one of her precious little students.

      It was so serendipitous that Ultear felt like fortune truly was on her side today. Zeref was finally in her grasp. Ur’s damnable protege would lose his life in his futile efforts to stop them. And it seemed like Hades was facing off against an extraordinarily powerful foe who might just be able to match him. If Hades did die today…

      Then Zeref would be hers to control, and the Seven Kin would have to follow her as she paved the way to a world of ultimate magic.

      It may have seemed cruel to turn her back on the man who’d taken her in, but she had learned that in the pursuit of your goals, there was no room for scruples, feelings, or loyalty.

      It was all coming together, and only the one standing at the end of everything would get to claim all the power.

      “Special Princess Deliveries!”

      Ultear was shaken out of her internal thoughts when the ground beneath her cracked and caved in. The stone and earth toppled into a hollow space underneath the surface as she and Zeref dropped down. Inside the hollow spot, Lucy and Loke jumped up as Virgo saluted and popped out of existence.

      Ultear narrowed her eyes in annoyance before using her Arc of Time to reconstruct everything. The ground raised back into place and all the excavation Virgo did was rendered pointless. But Lucy and Loke still rushed towards her, using the rising platforms of ground to jump off.

      “Gotcha!” Lucy grabbed Ultear’s wrists as the ground fixed into place. The blonde Fairy tightly gripped the Dark Mage’s arms, “I won’t let you get away!”

      “I don’t need to.”

      Lucy suddenly lurched forward as Ultear’s knee dug under her chest. The blonde dropped to her knees, heaving and struggling to breathe as Ultear looked down at her. Even as she hacked up some bile her grip on Ultear didn’t weaken. The Seven Kin leader scoffed and tried to pull her wrists out of Lucy’s grip, “It was stupid to think grabbing my wrists was going to stop me.”

      “S-S-So w-why aren’t you u-using your ma-magic?” Ultear’s eyes narrowed at Lucy’s inquisition. The blonde coughed and struggled to get her words out but looked up at the raven-haired woman with watery eyes and a smirk, “Is it b-because it doesn’t work on people? I-If it did you would have made me withered and wrinkled by now, right? H-Hehe, I guess that’s your weak point, huh?”

      Ultear scoffed, “I can’t use it on you, but I can still cave your head in.”

      Her crystal ball twisted through the air and flew down for the back of Lucy’s head.

      “LUCY!” Loke’s fist shattered the crystal ball before it could make contact. The Celestial Spirit sighed in relief and nodded triumphantly, “Alright! I’m heading back now!”

      Heading back? What did that mean? This was the Celestial Spirit that decided it wanted to play being human, right? Why was it leaving—

      Ultear’s breath hitched when she saw Loke dragging Zeref by the collar.

      “NO!” Ultear tried to reach out, suddenly feeling yanked down as Lucy’s grip remained tight around her wrist. She toppled over the blonde Fairy and tried to wrestle herself out in a panic, “LET GO OF ME! YOU LET GO OF HIM!”

      Lucy gritted her teeth and kept her grip tight, “Go! Take him back to the Spirit World!”

      “Got it! Stay safe!” Loke glowed as he prepared to jump back to his world with the unconscious Zeref in tow. But before he could make the jump…

      Several ephemeral blades pierced through him from behind and left him stunned.

      “LOKE!”

      “NO!”

      Ultear headbutted Lucy during her moment of fright and yanked herself free, scrambling over the ground and grabbing onto Zeref. Even as Lucy’s face stung and her vision swirled she turned herself over, dragging herself along the ground and grabbing Loke’s shoulder as he was struggling with the blades still inside him, “A-Are you okay?!”

      “It hurts. It hurts, but,” He grabbed the end of one place sticking out of him and crushed it, rendering the blade into pink particles as he felt the spot he’d been stabbed, “There’s no wound. No blood either.”

      “Huh? How—”

      “Meredy! Get out of here now!”

      “R-Right!” A short pink-haired girl emerged from the forest and quickly rushed over to Ultear’s side, “U-Ur, are you okay? You look—”

      “I TOLD YOU NOT TO CALL ME THAT!”

      “I-I’m sorry!”

      “Rusty!” She yelled as she took one of Zeref’s arms while Meredy took the other, “Don’t waste any more time! Kill these fuckers! Now!”

      The altered Seven Kin spared a look back at Ultear before giving a terse nod. With a strained expression, the pompadour man raised his hands and swiped them to the side. From thin air all sorts of evil, twisted, and snarling beasts appeared around him. They stalked towards Gray and Cana standing back to back while Lucy tried to help Loke dispel the pink blades.

      The monsters got closer—

      Only for their heads to blast off.

      Rustyrose looked back in surprise as all of the monsters he’d made were destroyed in the blink of an eye. And he only had the time to form a shield to block the tip of the blade aimed at his chest.

      “Yo, Freed, looks like we made the right call, huh?”

      “Indeed. We were right to come towards the most magic colliding with each other.”

      Cana was flabbergasted but quickly smiled, “Hehe, and I thought you two pricks had run home. Glad to see you made it back to us.”

      Ultear snarled at the arrival of two more Fairies. She hefted Zeref up and turned with Meredy to leave. They huddled forward and almost reached the trees—

      Only for a tsunami of water to suddenly wash over her and Meredy. They nearly drowned from the intensity of the flash flood and Ultear used her Arc of Time to evaporate the water before it could swallow them up.

      But no matter how hard she tried… the water wasn’t affected.

      “Gray-sama!”

      “Juvia?!” Gray and the other Fairies balked as the wave of water suddenly solidified into the blue-haired Mage. He just barely managed to catch her before she could glomp onto him, holding her back as she fiercely tried to push forward, “What are you doing here?! And how did you even find us?!”

      “Juvia will always know where Gray-sama is! She can find you like a bloodhound finds bones!”

      “Y-You smelled me?! What are you Natsu?!”

      “Juvia, is everyone else okay?” Lucy asked as she helped Loke to his feet — the blades now removed from his body after some help, “Have they been fighting too? Are they—”

      “As far as Juvia can tell then everyone is fighting off Grimoire Heart. Some people have gotten hurt but they haven’t given up yet. That reminds Juvia…” She reached into her pocket and retrieved a golden key, “Master told Juvia to give this to you.”

      “I-Is that a golden Celestial Key?!” Lucy’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head.

      Juvia smirked as the blonde took the key, “Perhaps now you’ll leave your desire for Gray-sama alone.”

      “Capricorn?” Loke gawked, “He’s been missing for years! Where did you—”

      “Caprico too? Of course. What else should we expect from these fools constantly getting in the way? Rusty! Meredy!”

      “Y-Yes!”

      “We can’t secure Zeref while dealing with these damn Fairies.” Ultear’s gaze lingered over to the unconscious Black Mage lying on the ground. She sneered and turned back to Gray and the others. She placed a hand over her breast and pressed in, “This ends now.”

      Meredy gulped in surprise that Ultear would resort to that, “B-But Ultear, I thought—”

      “No exceptions. We end this now.”

      Meredy still looked hesitant but followed her leader’s example as she pressed her abdomen. From the points of contact, a faint dark light started to glow out as Ultear and Meredy’s skin started to take on darker tones.

      “Them too?”

      “The man Erza-San fought did the same thing. He became far more vicious and attacked us with more powerful magic when he did.”

      Ultear gritted her teeth and weathered the last of her transformation as her face took on a reddish tint, her eyes nearly bloodshot as she glared at Gray and his friends.

      Gray looked at the almost spitting image of Ur glaring at him with such vitriol that it made his stomach churn. There was so much he wanted to say to her. To clarify and get straight about Ur’s feelings towards the daughter she had lost.

      But… that didn’t matter now.

      The group of emboldened Fairies stood united across from the three Seven Kin who had enhanced themselves. They all prepared to respond the moment one of them made a move.

      The flash of lightning over them was enough to make them act.

      Hunter

      “Fire God’s Explosive Flame!”

      Natsu and the others ran before Zancrow’s attack could reach them. It exploded in a giant ball of black fire as they rushed around to surround him. Evergreen swiped her fan to release a flurry of needles as Elfman changed forms to crush Zancrow with a giant fist. The blazing Seven Kin member dodged the punch and sidestepped the barrage of needles. Only to find himself in the path of a bright blazing flame.

      “Fire Dragon’s Roar!”

      Natsu’s attack completely enveloped Zancrow and incinerated the forest behind him. But he watched in disbelief as his flames swirled into the center and disappeared into Zancrow’s mouth. The black-flamed figure at the center of the inferno was breathing in the dragon flames, gobbling them up like he was breathing in before the red flames disappeared entirely.

      “URP!” Zancrow blechee before slapping his belly, “Man, those flames tasted like shit. Like dry lizard or something!”

      Natsu stared at Zancrow in disbelief. And from the side Elfman, Evergreen, and Happy were even more bewildered. Ever fixed her glasses and gasped at the sight in front of her, “Did he… just eat Natsu’s flames?!”

      “He did.” Elfman gulped, “I’ve never seen someone handle Natsu’s flames like that.”

      “But he ate Natsu’s flames!” Evergreen screamed, grabbing Eflman’s shoulder and shaking him, “I mean Natsu is the one who eats flames! How the hell is that possible?!”

      “Because these are just a puny dragon’s flames, you harlot.” They looked back over as Zancrow grinned viciously, summoning black flames to his discolored hand again, ‘These aren’t some silly flames a gecko spits out when it’s angry. These are the flames of the flame god, and I am the Fire God Slayer.’ He closed his fist and looked over at Natsu, “They aren’t even on the same level.”

      “Shut your mouth!” Natsu burst forward in a sprint as his fist blazed with flames. As he jumped and punched towards Zancrow his fist ignited with black fire and struck back.

      “FIRE DRAGON’S IRON FIST!”

      “FIRE GOD’S MIGHTY SMITE!”

      For an instant, the flames of a dragon and a god clashed intensely. But in the next instant, the black flames consumed them, and Natsu was enveloped in Zancrow’s strike.

      Happy, Elfman, and Evergreen let out breathless screams as they felt the pain of being burned across their entire bodies.

      Natsu slammed into the ground, gasping in agony as the sensation of being burned lingered on his skin. He had the scales of a dragon… and he could eat any flames thanks to Igneel’s teachings…

      But these flames had felt hotter than any other. And his attempt to eat them had been futile.

      “Hehehe,” As Natsu and the others writhed in the shared pain, Zancrow approached the injured Dragon Slayer, “Do you wanna know the best part? All four of you are sharing because of Meredy, right? Which means if I kill one of you… the rest of you are gonna feel like you’re burning to death. Meaning I get to kill you four and save a little magic for… the rest of the Fairies.”

      Natsu snarled and struggled to push himself up, “Don’t you—”

      “Sorry! Don’t care!” Zancrow grinned and punched towards Natsu, “Goodbye—”

      “Sky Dragon’s—”

      Zancrow paused and looked up, “YOU!”

      “WING ATTACK!”

      Blades of wind rushed down, forcing Zancrow to jump away from Natsu. As the God Slayer retreated, Wendy and Carla swooped down between him and the seething Dark Mage, “You came back, you little bitch? Good! I was waiting for a chance to cook you alive.”

      “Natsu-San!” Wendy immediately started healing her fellow Dragon Slayer as his breathing steadily evened out, “What happened? Did you — are these burns?”

      “And what about the rest of you?” Carla inquired as she saw the other three start to relax in tandem with Natsu’s healing, “What is happening to you? Why are you seizing up like that?”

      “Thank you, Wendy,” Elfman muttered as he caught his breath and rolled his neck, “That makes it a lot easier.”

      “Huh? But I—”

      “Happy, explain it to them,” Natsu told his partner as he stood up and stepped past Wendy and Carla. He, Elfman, and Evergreen took a stand across from Zancrow and blocking his glare towards Wendy. Natsu growled, “We’ve gotta deal with this jerk. I just gave him the low heat setting. But it’s time to show him what a real dragon can do.”

      The twisted smile on the Dark Mage’s face made it clear he was looking forward to roasting the resisting Fairies to death.

      Hunter

      Gildarts flew back and slammed into the wall. He dropped to his butt and coughed up a few drops of blood before groaning, “Ah! Fuck! How the hell are you still moving so damn well? You’re fucking ancient!”

      “A good diet and exercise plan. Plenty of magical enhancements in my old age. Most of all,” Hades shifted his jaw and spat up a glob of blood mixed with saliva, “I’m too stubborn to give up now.”

      “H-Hehe,” Gildarts let out a chuckle as he picked himself up, “Stubborn, eh? Sorry, Old Timer, but there’s no one on Earthland more stubborn than a Fairy Tail Mage.”

      “I agree.”

      …

      The S-Class Mage raised his brow, “What do you mean you agree?”

      Hades snorted, “Nothing you need to concern yourself with.” He held out his fingers like a gun, “Shall we continue?”

      The orange-haired Fairy smirked and lowered his stance, “Yeah, who needs talking when you can throw a punch?”

      Hunter

      Naruto and Azuma exchanged a powerful punch to each other’s cheeks. They knocked each other back but Naruto pushed off the ground to gain some air. He spun rapidly like a top through the air to release waves of wind blades at the Dark Mage.

      Tree roots sprang from underneath Azuma, lifting him out of the way as the blades came flying down. They slashed through the tree branches easily and forced Azuma to leap towards another before it could fall. This continued for a few seconds, the Dark Mage vaulting and springing between roots as Naruto’s assault shredded through everything he formed.

      Once Azuma had gained enough air he held his hand out and fired a barrage of wooden spikes at the blond. A few of them managed to make it through the blender of wind to reach Naruto. The whiskered Fairy sensed the bloodlust sailing towards him and twisted his body to avoid the spikes. That moment of pause was enough for a tendril of wood to snag his ankle — dragging him out of the air and slamming him into the ground. Azuma prepared to slam him down again, but the slash of a sword cleaved the tendril apart.

      As Erza and Bluehito passed the redhead swiftly slashed through everything in her path. Giant boulders and slabs of earth sprouted up from the ground with Bluehito’s Gravity magic, trying to create obstacles in her path to slow her down. These proved futile as Titania cut through everything in front of her.

      He suddenly stopped retreating, dashing forth with a rush of speed and lashing out with a kick that landed in Erza’s side. Her armor withstood the brunt of the strike but shattered from the force. The redhead warrior flew a few feet and skidded to a stop as the metal cracked away to reveal the black undershirt beneath it.

      Erza launched herself at Bluehito again as her body glowed. As she changed into her Clear Heart Clothing she dropped towards the Dark Mage with a rapid spin. Bluehito saw her approaching and raised his hand to counter her attack when she was close.

      She brought her sword down and Bluehito was surprised to see that his magic was holding it back. But in that instant, he realized it wasn’t the black sword but just a normal katana.

      The black sword swung down from her other hand while he was distracted. It slashed down Bluehito’s cheek and left a deep, long gash that started to bleed. Bluehito saw the wound she had left on him…

      And looked at her with cold eyes, “Enough.”

      Suddenly the whole ground started to rise and shift abnormally as Bluehito uprooted whole portions of the forest around him. Erza felt her foothold shift beneath her as she was suddenly raised into the air. The red-haired S-Class looked at all the floating platforms around her and the many furrows created in the land beneath her with Bluehito’s casual use of magic.

      Stuck inside a floating orb of displaced forest, Erza looked down at Bluehito far below. And saw him close his hand.

      The rocks started swarming around Erza faster than she expected. She moved on reflex, jumping off the platform and stepping off one of the incoming rocks as they crushed the platform behind her. Erza leapt and twisted through the air to avoid the shards of shattered rock being sent at her like cannonballs. The black sword could slice through stone and negate magic, but in this cage of gravity and rock all it would take is a single wrong move for a stone to leave a gaping hole in her body.

      “You can run all you want but it won’t make a difference.” Bluehito said from below, dragging his hand along as more rocks started to fly at Erza from every angle, ‘You’re trying to escape the very effect of gravity. It’s a waste of time. The sooner you stop resisting, the faster it will end. I’m aiming to blast your head off with a rock and end it in an instant. But the longer this goes on,’ Bluehito’s voice dropped, “The more tempted I am to simply crush your body into the size of a kickball.” Erza continued dodging, “Very well. Then I’ll—”

      “ERZA!”

      There was a huge boom of sound that shook the ground as Naruto launched himself up with Storm Step. He flew through the area of flying stones Bluehito had made and tackled Erza out of it. The two S-Class Mages came out the other side, braced against each other and turning through the air to look down at Bluehito. Naruto wrapped his arms around Erza’s chest as she braced herself and raised the black sword.

      “Void Storm Step!”

      Naruto launched straight down from the air, a boom releasing behind them as they sailed towards Bluehito. Erza gritted her teeth and swung the blade down in time for Bluehito to raise his hand — stubbornly planning to stop the attack himself.

      But they were all surprised when the black sword sliced through a wooden arm before ever reaching Bluehito.

      “Huh?”

      “W-What—”

      “This is the second time this blade has cut through my arm,” Azuma noted as the pieces of his arm broke apart where they had been cut in half, “It had penetrated through meat, bone, and nerves after cutting through my defenses. Truly there was no way to fix the arm after the damage it had received. It was too much. But this time…”

      Wood started sprouting out around the blade where its edge stopped against the wooden stump. The cracking of wood as it grew around the black blade was startling as a new prosthetic formed with the black blade sticking out. Sharp branches and spikes started jutting out towards Erza’s eyes—

      Naruto smacked her hand to make her let go and jumped back while holding onto her. The two Fairies gained some distance and watched in shock as Azuma shifted the black blade through his arm, creating a tree containing the sword at its center by his side and effectively removing their trump card from battle, “I wonder how well you’ll fight without this sword in hand.”

      “How did you do that? Magic doesn’t work on that sword’s blade, but your tree magic managed to ensnare it.” Naruto questioned while placing Erza back on her feet.

      “The Seven Kin members all have a special ability that boosts their magic power and ferocity. There’s a chance it could be something like that… but,” Erza spoke uncertainly, eyeing Azuma over and not seeing any indication that his skin had started to turn deep red like the others, “I didn’t see him use it.”

      “You know about that? I shouldn’t be surprised that you fought someone who had to use it.” Azuma heard them and answered, ‘Hades couldn’t give me that boost because it was too dangerous. After all… I’d already gotten this.’ Azuma held up his wooden prosthetic as it started to grow back into the shape of his arm, “But to clear up your confusion I should tell you this isn’t my magic. This was a gift from the same source as those particles the others are using.”

      “A gift?”

      “This… is the Wood Curse.”

      “Curse?”

      “What do you think you’re doing?” The ground shook as Bluehito growled in annoyance, “I didn’t need you stepping in to protect me.”

      “You weren’t going to stop that sword with your arm alone. I saved you a lot of trouble. Believe me.”

      Bluehito still looked annoyed but looked down at Azuma’s wooden arm. He saw the wood continue to grow upward and envelop some of his bicep instead of stopping just at the stump like it had before.

      It wasn’t a Curse for nothing.

      The larger man scoffed and crossed his arms sternly, “Don’t suggest I need your protection.”

      “And don’t get in the way of my fun,” Azuma said as he raised his hand.

      From below the two Fairies felt the ground shift and rise. The stone they stood on broke away in favor of a giant tree lifting them through the air. Across from them Azuma and Bluehito were rising upon another thick branch they laced through others to keep in line with them. Finally, the tree settled — a giant series of wooden platforms created for the two pairs to duke things out away from the interference of others.

      Naruto looked around, “Did you see where the black sword went?”

      Erza shook her head, “Too many overlapping branches and trees. It was too hard to keep an eye on it.”

      “Ugh, dammit,” He scratched his head, “That’s gonna be such a pain in the ass to find later.”

      “But we should leave it for later.” Erza told her boyfriend before nodding at Azuma and Bluehito, “We’ve still got these two to deal with, and I don’t think they’ll give us the time to look for it.”

      Naruto sighed, “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He rolled his neck and loosened his shoulders, “Man, a Fairy Tail exam is never easy, is it?”

      “What else do you expect?”

      Erza summoned Kusanagi and Excalibur into her hands.

      Naruto channeled his magic to start glowing in his fists.

      They moved in a flash, jumping across the gap and rushing their foes without hesitation.

      Hunter

      Meredy believed wholeheartedly that Grimoire Heart was the strongest guild in the world. Hades was brilliant and always seemed unstoppable. And the Seven Kin had defeated all manner of monsters and enemies that tried to stop them before. No one had ever managed to stand up to them…

      But now…

      “WRAH!” Rustyrose let out an uncharacteristically vicious yell as he sent waves of flames and ice. The attacks he let out devastated the forest around him, but they never quite hit his targets. Freed flew over the wave of attacks as Bickslow and Loke jumped off the totems to avoid it.

      Gray and Juvia worked in tandem to put the pressure on Ultear. The cool, composed big sister that she looked up to was seething as she tried to catch the Fairies. Her crystal ball sped around at blinding speeds, only stopping by walls of ice in its path to suddenly halt. Ultear could easily evaporate the ice and free her weapon but it was the water that gave her trouble.

      Juvia struck Ultear with water attacks. The Arc of Time could affect the time of objects but not the time of people. Which meant that the Water magic Juvia used with her body wasn’t something Ultear could stop. Somehow a third-rage Mage not even in the top 10 of Meredy’s kill list was putting up a decent fight against Ultear. There was nothing more that Meredy wanted than to jump in and protect Ultear—

      “Get her!”

      “Hold her back!”

      Cana’s cards flashed by and Lucy’s whip swung in to force Meredy back. She had to block their relentless attacks with her blades. Trying to force herself through any space in their attacks that she could but never finding one open long enough to reach Ultear. Cana launched spell after spell to block her path. And multiple Celestial Spirits popped out of thin air to attack her.

      It was a pain!

      A-And these particles were too much of a strain.

      It was one thing to test with them to see if they were compatible with the Demon Factors. Feeling a temporary boost of magic power and heightening their senses in a controlled environment was easy but this was different.

      This was in the heat of battle. It was activated longer than they had anticipated. The strain in her body was becoming unbearable and it felt like she was losing more focus as time went on. This was too dangerous…

      And yet…

      Hunter

      Zancrow tried to roast the Fairies alive, but Natsu used a wave of fire to clash against it. His black flames easily overwhelmed the Dragon Slayer’s fire but it gave Elfman a chance to get close and engage the Dark Mage in hand-to-hand combat. Wendy and Ever kept their distance to keep the pressure on him with long-range attacks. And when they finally let up, it was a chance for Happy to swoop in with Natsu in hand and land a glancing blow before they repeated.

      Hunter

      These Fairies…

      Hunter

      The trees and wooden tendrils Azuma created were starting to burn with flames. Naruto swiped his flaming sword in every direction to light them up and then landed before sending his sword away into his Requip. He quickly engaged with Azuma, leaping over the sharpened wooden spikes that jutted out from underneath him.

      Erza charged at Bluehito and narrowly avoided the gravity-altered projectiles he sent from every direction. With her parents’ blades, she made mincemeat of the rocks and wood he sent at her. She dropped towards him and brought her blades down, clashing against the intense wind he compressed into his hand to fend off her magical negation. The burst of wind knocked Titania back, but she deftly landed to reengage with him instantly.

      Hunter

      They were unstoppable…

      Hunter

      Gildarts blocked the punch from Hades and countered with an uppercut that sent the old man’s head shooting back.

      Hades’ foot buried itself under Gildarts’ ribs and winded him enough for the wizened man to counter with another punch.

      The strongest Fairy took the punch in stride and let out a mighty roar. He forced Hades’ fist back even while it was buried in his cheek, pushing forward to land another devastating hook across the old man’s face.

      Hunter

      Their numbers were too much!

      They were pushing back!

      It was—

      “Meredy! Finish them off and get over here!”

      Ultear was giving her an order but she couldn’t—

      “Hold them back!”

      “We’ve almost got them!”

      “Keep going!”

      “Meredy!”

      They wouldn’t stop attacking!

      She couldn’t find a moment to fight back!

      She couldn’t even breathe!

      But she couldn’t give up!

      Ur still needed her!

      She had to do something!

      She wanted to support Ur! Help Ur! Protect Ur!

      She — she had to—

      “AAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      With a flash of magic, Meredy threw her head back and screamed at the top of her lungs. The sudden yell startled Lucy and Cana enough to make them stop attacking for a moment. And in that moment Meredy’s magic intensified and shone from her hand. Lucy and Cana covered their eyes from the blinding light—

      They didn’t see the bolt of pink lightning shoot out from Meredy’s magic. The pink magic harmlessly lanced through the spot where their Fairy Tail tattoo was on their bodies.

      That same lightning split up and pierced through the others’ tattoos as well.

      And after they did they shot up through the air and spread out across the rest of the island.

      Hunter

      “What the fuck is this?”

      Gajeel’s inelegant question was shared by everyone in the camp area whose tattoo was glowing pink.

      As Levy, Gajeel, and Lily pondered and Lisanna worriedly checked on the resting Mirajane, Makarov looked up at the wooden cage his S-Class pair were fighting in.

      Hunter

      “Huh?” Naruto paused when he saw pink energy pulsing over his tattoo.

      “What?” Erza questioned as she looked down at hers as well.

      Hunter

      “The hell?” Gildarts blinked and saw his tattoo glowing, “I didn’t get glow-in-the-dark ink.”

      “Ah, that’s interesting.”

      “What is?”

      Hades wiped his bloody nose, “Meredy seems to have spread the effect of her Sensory Link. She’s connected you and everyone else in your guild.”

      “Heh, don’t know what to tell you buddy but everyone in Fairy Tail is already connected.”

      “Not like this.”

      Hunter

      “H-Huh?” Wendy and Carla looked confused as their tattoos glowed in tandem after the pink lightning that appeared from the trees, “M-My tattoo?”

      Carla saw a pink light coming from her back, “What is this?”

      “Eh?” Happy swooped over, “Guys? What’s wrong? Um, Carla, there’s a light coming off from your back.”

      “Yes, I noticed. I just — wait, what about you?! Your tattoo is glowing too!”

      “Huh?” Happy circled pointlessly trying to look at his back and the pink light it emitted, “Am I glowing? Why? W-Wait!”

      “What?”

      “This is the same light as the pink hearts!” He pointed to the heart mark on his fur. He then looked at the glow of Wendy’s mark, “Why are you guys glowing too?! W-Why—” Happy’s eyes widened and he twisted around to see the same glow on Elfman, Evergreen, and Natsu’s tattoos in the heat of battle.

      Oh no.

      “Natsu! Dodge! Don’t let him—”

      “HAHA!”

      Zancrow let out a mad cackle as he rushed towards the Fairy members in front of him. Natsu tried to jump away but Zancrow nabbed his wrist, pulling him in and burying his flaming fist into the Dragon Slayer’s stomach.

      A burning pain that was shared between him and the three others he was connected with.

      But this time Wendy and Carla screamed out in pain as well, the force of the punch and its burning sensation running through their chests so intensely that they toppled over.

      And not just them…

      Hunter

      “AAAAAAHHHHHHH!” Lucy cried out as she tripped into the dirt, cradling her stomach as she gasped, “I-It burns!”

      “What is this?!” Cana groaned with a strained face, gasping for air on her knees. She looked around and saw the rest of their allies suffering the same loss of breath and burning pain as she felt. Then she noticed the pink outline on the tattoo on her abdomen, “W-What did you do?”

      “Sensory Link.” Merely weakly answered, her eyes hazy as she panted, “I’ve… connected… all of you… to die together.”

      Gray gritted his teeth and stood up, “What are you—”

      “HAHA!” Ultear swung her hand up, sending her ball flying up into his chin and knocking his head back, “Fantastic work, Meredy! You’ve made exterminating these bastards a simple task!” She raised the crystal ball again and brought it down on Gray.

      Hunter

      “AH!” Naruto nearly stumbled on his feet, feeling a blow to his ribs moments after the knock to his chin, ‘What the hell is this? I can’t — GAH!’ He doubled over when Azuma’s fist dug into his stomach. He gagged and gargled while gripping his opponent’s arm, “Ugh, you piece of shit.”

      “I wish I could stop Meredy from messing with my opponents.” The tree user sighed wearily as he pulled Naruto’s hair up and head butted the Fairy in the face. With the blond stunned he pushed him back with a kick to the gut.

      “Guh!” Erza roughly hit the ground as an immense pressure forced her face into the tree platform. She tried to lift herself but felt her muscles scream fighting against Bluehito’s Gravity, “T-This—”

      Again Erza found the force applied to her being too much, slamming her down and cracking the wood underneath as she struggled. Bluehito clicked his tongue, lowering his hand as he intensified the gravity on the redhead, “I’ve grown tired of having to deal with you buzzing bugs. And now it seems like you’ve been crippled with the handicap of your guild’s pain.”

      “W-What are you—”

      “No matter.” Bluehito tensed his hand as wind, raindrops, and even wood chips started to swirl towards the center of his palm. Erza pushed through the pain and looked up with strained eyes at the powerhouse above her.

      And the black point starting to form above his hand.

      Hunter

      Feeling the immense pressure pushing down on his body Gildarts groaned, “What the hell is this?!”

      “You’re sharing the pain of the rest of your guild.” Hades noted while watching the powerful S-Class Mage try to get to his feet, “You are certainly powerful but it seems like your guild’s collective weakness is stifling you.”

      “Shut your mouth!” Gildarts pushed off his knees with gritted teeth, weathering the pain through his body as he faced Hades with a challenging smirk, “It’ll take more than this to hurt any of those kids. And you won’t put me down with just a little pain.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Hades shot a magic bullet into Gildarts’ gut. And before he could react he fired another shot into his leg. And then his shoulder. And his arm.

      The shots across Gildarts’ body were relentless. And the pain he suffered was shared across the island.

      Hunter

      “AAAAAAAAA!”

      “Shorty!” Gajeel yelled through the pain as he saw Levy topple over and cradle herself as fresh waves of agony ran through their bodies. Despite his injuries, he forced himself to walk over and wrapped his arms to shield her, “Hold on! I’ve got you! Just keep it together!”

      “G-Gajeel!”

      “Hngh!” Lily fell out of the air with a gasp of pain, “E-Everyone!”

      “Mira-Nee!” Lisanna crumbled into the side of the cot her sister slept in, watching her unconscious older sister twitch and writhe in pain just like the rest of them, “I’m sorry!”

      Makarov stood still even as he felt new pain mix with the lingering aches just moments after they arrived. His short body flinched and shivered every second, but what broke his heart wasn’t just the pain…

      It was the feeling of dread and fear he felt from his children all over.

      The pain paved the way for unease and confusion amid battle. And those feelings only left them vulnerable to more suffering.

      He couldn’t take on their fights… or take away their suffering. But if anything…

      He wanted to take their fear.

      Hunter

      “Ahahahaaaaa! What’s wrong, dragon?! I wanna see you burn! BURN!”

      It was worse than before with that wood user. And somehow even worse than when he faced off with Gildarts.

      This time he was sure it wasn’t just his fear he was feeling. It was the fear his friends were feeling as well. This pain was impeding them from giving themselves fully in their fights and leaving them open. It was a vicious cycle, Zancrow striking him through his maniacal laughter while other pain he wasn’t expecting shot through his body. The fear was stifling… almost all-consuming…

      Except for a faint feeling through the waves of anxiety that Natsu recognized. It was the feeling of relief and certainty that he’d be alright even when going off on a dangerous job. A confidence he had felt almost his entire life — even during battles and against foes as bad as this.

      Even though the fear was overwhelming, that certainty still lingered somewhere deep down.

      ‘Jii-chan?’ Natsu thought. This calming sensation beneath all the negativity was something he recognized.

      And even though there was pain… he sensed that resolution and confidence started to pop up even more.

      Everyone…

      “HAAAAAA—”

      Natsu caught Zancrow’s flaming fist. The black flames burned but Natsu ignited his flames around his hand, trying to mitigate the damage from the God Slayer. But even though his flame wasn’t as strong as Zancrow’s his fingers dug into his knuckles to the point they stressed, “Sorry guys, I know it might burn. But if you hold out for just a little bit…”

      Natsu ignited his whole body as he gave a strained smirk, “I’ll end this fight quickly!”

      Hunter

      “Damn, flame brain, how the hell are you getting burned? I thought flames were the only thing you had going for you?” Gray wiped his mouth and dragged his hands over all the bloody parts of his body. With his palms stained red, he nodded and scoffed, “Guess I’ll just have to show you how it’s done.”

      Ultear’s crystal ball came flying from the side and Gray immediately caught it in a block of ice.

      “Heh, have you learned nothing yet?” Ultras held out her hand, ‘I can evaporate any ice you make. You can’t — what?’ When the ice refused to evaporate and free her weapon she gawked, “What is this? What did you do?!”

      “It’s red ice.”

      “Red — your blood?!”

      “You can’t affect living things, right? Guess that means blood too.” Gray kicked the bloody ice cube as the rest of his friends took the reprieve from the rush of pain to pick themselves up, “Get ready, you rebellious brat. I’m about to teach you a few lessons your mom passed down to me.”

      Ultear seethed with rage as her killing intent rushed out of her in waves.

      Hunter

      Erza slashed apart the chunk of tree she was being pressed against. It fell apart into a dozen pieces, letting Erza free-fall through the air and escape Bluehito’s gravity well. She fell and twisted through the air, looking up at the scowling Dark Mage and the black hole he was conjuring.

      She didn’t need to do anything as a pair of arms caught her mid-fall as they made their way towards one of the trees supporting the cage that surrounded them.

      Naruto landed on one of the trees, standing along the giant trunk and supporting Erza at an angle so he didn’t drop her, “You okay?”

      “My hand burns but I think Natsu will handle that. You?”

      “Felt like I was being shot for a moment but thankfully it’s passed.” Naruto looked at her with a lopsided smirk, “I’m worried about how the others are handling the pain.”

      “Oh? Are you not worried about me?”

      “You’re a wall of strength. Why would I be worried?” The couple’s little joking lightened their moods, and they knew their feelings were being shared by the rest of their friends. His expression hardened, “So what should we do now?”

      “As terrible as that Kin member is, Bluehito is going to only make things worse for us. So…”

      “Yeah…”

      Naruto and Erza looked up to see Azuma and Bluehito staring down at them from higher platforms. Their gaze was trained on the Bluehito though as his black hole steadily got bigger.

      They had to take him down first.

      Hunter

      “Heh, goddamn, I’m feeling bursts all over the place from those kids. Feeling like they’re putting me to shame wasting time over a few shots.”

      Emerging from behind the shield he’d made by using Crash on the floor and kicking it up, Gildarts wiped his mouth. Hades watched every move he made, his eye narrowing sharply on the powerful S-Class Mage.

      With his tattoo still magically glowing Gildarts smirked confidently, “Gonna have to show these kids what real confidence feels like.”

      Hunter

      Even when the guild was ambushed and overwhelmed, they persevered.

      Even when their sense of pain was shared, they used it to embolden their unity.

      So even though this would be a battle worse than any other the guild had faced… she could trust that they would be fine.

      The golden-haired girl sat atop a piece of a ruin, a warm smile on her face as the rain passed through her harmlessly. Sensing everything that was happening on the island…

      “Good luck, everyone.”

      She felt her heart swell with pride for her guild.

      Hunter

      Done

      Man, there was so much more I wanted to cover in this chapter. But I felt it was dragging, I wasn’t close to where I wanted to end it, and it felt a little premature to end all the big fights in one chapter. So I split it up. Hopefully, I’ll get the rest of it out soon.

      Hopefully.

      Anyway, the Seven Kin and Grimoire Mages are pulling out all the stops to crush Fairy Tail. And in typical Fairy Tail fashion, the guild uses a detriment like sharing pain to their advantage.

      We’re building up to the climax of the arc! Are you ready?!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    85. Emptiness of the Lacking

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 85: Emptiness of the Lacking

      First chapter of the year! Wanted to get this out on Christmas but still needed some work. I even ended up cutting parts out so it didn’t get bloated. Hopefully the next chapter will work well with what I have in mind.

      I swear to you I will get more than two chapters of this out this year! We’re close to the end of the arc and the end of Part 5! I wanna get there just as much as you do!

      So here we go!

      Hunter

      “And what exactly do you think you’re gonna do, you lizard-brained motherfucker?”

      Zancrow sneered as he started to intensify the black flames rushing off him. He watched Natsu’s expression tense trying to withstand the growing heat and was about to attack again—

      “NATSU! LET GO!”

      The Dragon Slayer released Zancrow’s fist and leapt up in the air. Just in time for an entire tree to swing in and swat the Dark Mage away like a bug.

      The tree Elfman wielded was already set aflame, but he kept hold of it as Natsu jumped atop it. With a bestial roar, Elfman sent Natsu flying towards Zancrow. Happy flew up and grabbed Natsu’s back, swerving him through the air and then bringing him down to slam Zancrow back into the ground.

      Natsu and Happy dropped through the air like a meteor, flames billowing off him and adding to his power as he prepared to slam into the Dark Mage.

      Until it finally came.

      “FIRE GOD’S BELLOW!”

      A giant black funnel of flame shot up at them from the forest. Happy swerved them out of the way just in time. As the black flamethrower steadily died out, they looked down and saw the blazing black inferno at the center of the attack. The Fairies all looked at each other before rushing in, Natsu and Happy taking point to engage with the vicious Dark Mage.

      Hunter

      “Do you think it’s safe to just stand there?” Azuma pondered as his hands circled together, “As big as this cage may be, every inch of it is still my trees.”

      Before a sharpened branch could pierce through his foot Naruto raised his leg. Feeling the tree beneath him start to rumble under his feet, he started sidestepping and running up the tree with Erza in his arms, “You ready?”

      “Throw me!”

      Before the entire tree could be littered with spikes Naruto leapt off, spinning through the air before lobbing Erza upward. She flew and glowed for a moment before she changed into her Flame Emperor Armor. In her new attire, she flew, drawing her flaming sword and swooping down towards her enemies.

      With a great swing, she sent a giant wave of flames across Azuma and Bluehito. The redhead remained airborne and looked at the inferno she had created that spread to the trees caging them.

      The flames swirled into one concentrated point. They disappeared into the miniature black hole hovering over Bluehito’s hand. The muscular man was unperturbed by being inside the swirl of intense flames just a moment earlier.

      A pair of burning trees separated after protecting Azuma from the wave of fire. He let them burn beside him as he looked up at Erza with disappointment, “Is that all you can do now? One desperate move after another—”

      Azuma saw a shadow rush through the corner of his eye. From so low he was hovering over the base of the tree Naruto sprang up towards Azuma. And with a growl through his gritted teeth, he turned while swinging his sword like a bat. Azuma’s eyes widened and he raised his arms to guard himself.

      “FLY AWAY!”

      A giant burst of air released from Naruto’s sword, blowing Azuma off his feet and sending him flying through the trees he used to create the cage. As the flash of lightning peeked through the hole the Dark Mage flew through, Naruto sent his dragon sword back to his Requip and turned, “Erza!”

      “Yes!” She landed on the giant tree branch across from Naruto to corner Bluehito.

      The dour man said nothing as he deepened his stance and raised his miniature black hole in his hand.

      Hunter

      Gildarts exhaled, flinching for a moment before running his hand over one of the spots Hades had shot. It was a dark bruise but with a small enough cut in the skin that blood was drawn. It dotted the tips of his fingers as he rubbed them together.

      “Okay… can’t let that happen anymore.”

      Hades did not wait for him to finish and fired another shot. But this time Gildarts’ fist met the shot, destroying it with his Crash before it had a chance to hit him. The ancient man fired a flurry of these shots only for Gildarts to destroy them with a barrage of punches. As the exchange continued Gildarts pushed forward through the barrage before reaching Hades.

      The old man shot a Chain up to the ceiling, pulling himself up and avoiding Gildarts’ fist before it could connect. The orange-haired Fairy panted and looked up at the aerial old man. He smirked and stomped his foot to kick a piece of stone up. And with another punch of Crash, he sent a shotgun blast of rock pieces flying up at the Dark Mage.

      Hades balled up and tried to guard against the onslaught of rocks while the projectiles shredded through the pipe he had attached to. The old man fell through the air and was going to attach to another part of the wall before a shadow covered him.

      “RAH!” Gildarts brought his hands down in a hammer fist and spiked the old Dark Mage into the ground. As Hades slammed into the floor and cracked it Gildarts looked down at him with a wide grin. His second wind was revitalizing him.

      Hunter

      “SHUT UP!” Ultear shrieked as the ground and trees around her withered to death, “STOP TALKING ABOUT HER! STOP BRINGING HER UP!”

      “Wow, seems like a sensitive issue for someone you deem worthless and don’t care about.”

      “WRAAAHHH!”

      Gray summoned a shield to block her crystal ball and sprinted before it could evaporate. Several monstrous tendrils whipped out from Rustyrose and Gray vaulted over them easily to come out the other side. And once he did, he tackled Ultear and fell down a steep hill.

      “Gray-sama!” Juvia cried out as she made to follow. But the wall of ice that suddenly popped up to cut off the hill made his intentions clear.

      He will manage Ultear and trust the others to them.

      Juvia spotted a pink blade flying for her head and splattered into the water. She shifted and rushed around the ground as Meredy’s swords shot down to catch her. The water twisted and turned before jumping up as Juvia solidified herself in the air. She grabbed Meredy’s wrists and pinned her to the ground beneath her.

      “Juvia!”

      “Lucy-San, go help the others! Juvia will handle this one!”

      The blonde wanted to jump in and help her friend but felt a rush of heat from the side. Looking over, she saw Rustyrose creating a platform of black metal to stand atop as he released multi-colored flames around him to swallow up the rest of her friends. With one reluctant look at Juvia, she ran in to help them.

      Meredy kicked Juvia in the stomach and forced her off. Once the Dark Mage was free, she turned on the ground and sent another series of blades flying at the Fairy Mage. Juvia jumped up to her feet and morphed into water to avoid the rain of blades. She reformed herself and sent blades of her own, “Water Slicer!”

      Meredy warded off the liquid slashes with her swords as they clashed. Even with the ferocity of the attack Meredy pushed forward, her skin still darkened, and a sheen of sweat over her face from the strain of the Demonic Particles infecting her body. She breathed a little heavier and pushed on, “I must kill them. F-For Ur. I-I have to — I-I must—”

      She stomped her foot as pink magic flared around her, “I HAVE TO KILL THE FAIRIES!”

      With her Maguilty Sense, she raised her glowing finger and touched it to her wrist. Just as Juvia rushed forward, building up a massive swirl of water in her hand and sending it rushing at the pink-haired Dark Mage. It slammed her in the stomach, blowing her off her feet and making her gasp in pain.

      A pain Juvia felt in her body as well. And a pain she realized she had just shared with all of her guildmates on the island.

      As Juvia doubled over and strained herself trying to catch her breath she saw Lucy, Cana, Loke, Freed, and Bickslow all suffering the same fate. She gagged and took a groaning breath, “You — you tethered yourself to us?”

      Meredy groaned as she clawed her way back up to her feet, “I-I—” She gagged and took raspy breaths, ‘I realized that we don’t even need to fight you. I could help Ultear win and keep Grimoire Heart safe,’ She summoned a pink blade and turned in on herself, “With just my life.”

      In an instant, Juvia understood what was at risk and charged ahead. With all the rain falling around them, Juvia reached out her hand and connected it to the falling droplets. A tendril of water formed to close the distance, tightening around the young Dark Mage’s wrist and yanking her in before the pink blade could skewer her through.

      Meredy was dragged through the mud before making another blade and hurling it at Juvia, “Don’t interfere!”

      “What are you doing?!” The blue-haired Fairy admonished while releasing her hold on Meredy before she could get cut by the pink blade. She saw more of them appearing and launching towards Meredy. She threw Water Slicers to knock them away, “Why would you throw your own life away just to kill us?!”

      “Because it will help Ur! And if it will help her then I would do anything!”

      “Even die?!”

      “Of course!” Meredy screamed.

      Even in the panic and worry Juvia could feel the swell of conflicting emotions assailing her. And the strongest ones were coming from the raging little girl in front of her. Anger, and exhaustion, and indignant resistance…

      And fear…

      And love.

      It might not be the same kind of love she had for her beloved, but Juvia knew what she was feeling was love. This girl was willing to give up her life if it meant helping the woman closer to her. Once upon a time Juvia would have thought devotion and sacrifice like that was a beautiful thing. But now…

      “STOP!” Juvia cried out, her entire body becoming a stream of water that rushed along the ground at blinding speed only for her to reform in time to grab Meredy’s wrists. She turned and dragged the young girl with her, pulling her out of the way as an ethereal blade swooped down. It cut Juvia across the back, and she stifled a scream of pain as she looked down at the Dark Mage, “You have to stop!”

      “I won’t!”

      “Please!”

      “Never! I have to kill you all for her!”

      “But if you love her, don’t you want to stay by her side?! See her again?!”

      “I want to help her! The same way she helped me!”

      “But killing yourself can’t be the only way to help her!”

      “If it is that’s fine!” Meredy summoned more swords, the pink blades circling them as panic in her voice swelled, “I just want to help Ultear!” The pink blades pierced downward—

      But a giant explosion of rainwater that enveloped both girls warded off all the blades. And once they dissipated and the water rained down it revealed Juvia tightly hugging the panting, frazzled Dark Mage. Meredy tried to pry her way out, but she couldn’t control the swell of power that had risen inside her before. Her body was betraying her. But if she kept going… if she tried a little more…

      “Please, just stop.” Juvia quietly whimpered by her ear. The blue-haired Fairy pulled back and looked down at the pink-haired girl with tears in her eyes, “Juvia is begging you to stop. This isn’t right. This can’t be the way to show your love.”

      “I—”

      “Juvia knows how important that woman is to you! She can feel it! It’s like being around Master or the others in Fairy Tail! Or even Gray-sama! You want to do whatever you can to repay that love, don’t you? But that’s not right! That’s not how you do it!”

      “You live for the one you love! For the people you love!” Tears filled Juvia’s eyes, “You feel that way too, don’t you?! You say you’ll take your own life, but you’re scared! You want to return to her side and confide in her!”

      “I—”

      “It’s okay!” The intensity and earnestness in Juvia’s voice left Meredy silent as the tension slowly left her body, ‘It doesn’t have to be like this. This doesn’t have to be the way you repay your love. Living every day and smiling and being happy with them… that’s how you show your love. Please,’ She tightened her hug, “Please don’t give up your life before doing that. Please.”

      Tears filled and overflowed from Meredy’s eyes as the emotions she felt inside herself mixed with the ones she felt from the blue-haired Mage. The same feelings of love mixed with longing and a desire to see the person they cared about most again. The rage in her heart to do whatever she could to fulfill Ultear’s mission had started to subside.

      And the hue affecting her skin faded as well. Just as quickly did the demon particles leave that Meredy felt all her energy vanish. Her consciousness slipped away as the young Dark Mage fell limp in Juvia’s arms. She cradled the little girl as the pink heart on her body dissipated and broke away. The spell was broken and the rest of her guild was finally freed. Now they could—

      “Juvia, look out!”

      A demonic arm swung in towards Juvia. She nearly shifted to water to avoid the blow but remembered the girl unconscious in her arms. Juvia shielded her and took the full force of the demon arm against her back, sending her and Meredy flying into a tree hard enough to crack the bark.

      “No! You—”

      “K-Kill. K-Kill Fairies,” Rustyrose mindlessly muttered, weapons and monsters coming to life around him as his eyes lost their focus and drool ran down his chin, ‘M-Must kill. Must kill them.’ The miasma rushed off him as he screeched, “K-KILL THEM ALL!”

      Hunter

      Natsu caught Zancrow’s flaming fist in his hand. The Dragon Slayer’s face flinched in pain from the heat as the sadistic Dark Mage cackled, “You dipshit! You caught it?! Hilarious! Now the rest of your dipshit friends will-,” He spared a look aside and saw none of the other Fairies suffering from the heat and burns, “What? Why isn’t—”

      “Hehehe,” Natsu snickered wickedly. His eye twitched but he grinned widely as the pink heart on his chest glowed and evaporated. When Zancrow saw Meredy’s spell disappear he quickly put together what had happened as the Fairy gripped his fist tighter, ‘If I don’t gotta worry about everyone else anymore,’ He dragged Zancrow in and got directly in the Seven Kin’s face, “THEN I’M GONNA GET FIRED UP!”

      Natsu slammed his head against the bridge of Zancrow’s nose hard enough to draw blood. In the moment the Dark Mage was stunned, Natsu released a series of bursts from the bottom of his feet and his elbows. They propelled his fists and legs at blinding speeds, landing rapid blows across Zancrow’s body even as the black flames raged over him. The darkened hue of his body grew even darker as Natsu’s blows bruised him.

      “GAH! GET OFF ME!” Black flames rushed off the God Slayer, stunning Natsu with their intensity as he raged, ‘You think I’m just going to let you beat me you little sh-GUAGH!’ The Dark Mage was knocked forward by a vicious punch to the back of the head. Before he could steady himself, Elfman, transformed into his beast form with Take-Over, rushed at Zancrow, and rapidly punched him into the ground. Even as the black flames burned his knuckles the Strauss brother continued his onslaught, “D-DAMMIT!”

      “Elfman! Move!”

      The huge Fairy Mage jumped back leaving Zancrow on the ground. Evergreen and Wendy flew up over his head, releasing a Leprechaun and Sky Dragon’s Roar to assail the Dark Mage further into the ground. The dual attacks were devastating and dug a rivet into the ground with Zancrow in the center of it.

      “STOOOOOOOOOPPPPPPPP!” A black eruption of flames broke through their joint attack and exploded up through the trees. Wendy, Carla, and Evergreen all had to shy back before the flames could envelop them. From the hole in the ground Zancrow came crawling out like a beast obsessed, his eyes white with rage and his teeth mashed so tightly he tasted blood. His wrath had reached a breaking point as he swung his arms out, ‘I’VE HAD ENOUGH PLAYING WITH YOU!’ The black flames rushed out and spread to the trees around them while he lost control, “I’M GONNA BURN YOU DOWN TO THE MARROW!”

      The Fairies could do nothing but guard themselves against the fierce heat and blaze the Dark Mage let out in his hysteria. While they were left reeling Zancrow’s head snapped to the side before he dove violently at Elfman. The Strauss brother was covering his face from the heat and didn’t see the Grimoire Mage charging at him.

      “WATCH OUT!” Natsu weathered the heat and saw Zancrow’s mad rush. He jumped over and kicked his friend aside before catching Zancrow’s flaming hands with his own. But the black flames overwhelmed his fire, overpowering them and then setting Natsu ablaze with the pitch black fire, “AAAAHHHHHHHHH!”

      “Natsu!” Happy cried out as he and the others watched the Dragon Slayer scream in anguish, unable to get close as the fire grew more prevalent.

      “AHAHAHAHA!” Zancrow chortled as his grip on Natsu’s hands tightened as he burned the pink-haired Fairy Mage, “THIS IS WHAT YOU GET, YOU DUMB-FUCK! WHY DID YOU THINK SOME TEACHING FROM A FUCKING LIZARD WAS EVER GOING TO MATCH THE POWER OF A GOD KILLER!”

      Even though he was being roasted by the fire Natsu tried to brace against the pain as much as he could. It was a strange feeling having a fire rush over him and not being able to handle the heat. He had gotten so used to it since his skin had taken on the property of the fire dragon’s scales that he couldn’t remember the last time he got burned.

      No, wait, it was during his training with Igneel. The old dragon would sometimes hit him with fire stronger than what he had grown used to. And Igneel had just told him that he needed to get better, so the fire didn’t burn anymore.

      If the flame inside him wasn’t strong enough to withstand the heat, then he had to empty out and let Igneel’s fire replace it. It only worked a few times, but Natsu did remember handling it a little better.

      Empty out… and let the new fire replace it…

      “Oh man, there’s nothing I love more than watching some pussy little fire-wielder see what it feels like to be properly burned! Don’t move!” He barked out, looking aside with crazy eyes at Wendy and the others, “You better not run away before I get a chance to barbeque you after I’m done with this little pink pri-huh?”

      Zancrow stopped his threats and mockery when he felt his black flames being pulled off his arms. He looked over and watched his black flames circle and warp strangely around Natsu as he was supposed to be burning. The man in the center of the black fire was no longer writhing and screaming in agony. He just seemed to go still as he took a deep breath.

      The black flames were drawn in towards his mouth like a vacuum. Zancrow’s eyes widened in shock as his God Slaying flames flew into Natsu’s mouth with a deep inhale, “H-How is that possible?! Those are my flames! You can’t eat them!”

      Natsu breathed in one last breath as the last of the black flames vanished into his mouth. His cheeks were puffed up before he let out a hearty belch, “Ugh, I couldn’t eat them. Now I can.” He smirked, a puff of fire pluming out from the corner of his mouth as he glared down at the Dark Mage, “Just needed to practice with them a little to get the particulars down.”

      “P-Particulars?!”

      “And you gave me so many flames to practice with!” Natsu dragged Zancrow back in close as his entire body burst with fire, “Guess it’s time I return the favor, huh?”

      Natsu dropped backwards, dragging Zancrow in and putting his feet on the Dark Mage’s chest. With one fierce burst of fire, he sent the Seven Kin member flying up past the trees and up into the air. Zancrow bared his teeth before puffing out his chest and cheeks, “FIRE GOD’S BELLOW!”

      He released another fierce rush of fire down below. But the pink-haired man closed his eyes and concentrated, “Use his flames in one hand,” His hand ignited with the black flames he ate, ‘And find my flames with the other,’ His red flames burned in his other hand as he reignited them with his own fire, “Mix them to get…”

      Natsu’s eyes snapped open as he laced his hands together and threw them up. A beautiful, intense red and black fireball plowed straight through Zancrow’s attack and enveloped him instantly, “FIRE DRAGON GOD’S BRILLIANT FLAME!”

      Wendy and the others had to shield themselves from the intense explosion that brightened the dark sky for a moment. The heat Natsu’s attack unleashed was sweltering but a moment after it was released it died down and they could look up in surprise. There were traces of steam still hovering in the air where the raindrops were instantly vaporized by Natsu’s impromptu attack.

      And a moment later a body slammed into the ground a few meters behind them. Zancrow lay in the dirt, eyes white from loss of consciousness as the heat from his body started to steam against the rain. Happy hesitantly flew over and poked the Dark Mage with a stick before sighing in relief, “He’s out! We’re good!”

      “Oh thank god!” Evergreen groaned as her body went limp in relief. She leaned against Elfman as his body glowed and he went back to normal. The bespectacled Fairy dropped to her knees and groaned, “That guy was a total asshole! Happy, are you sure he’s out?”

      “Positive,” The Exceed assured her while he was poking Zancrow in the head, “I think he’s gonna be out for a while.”

      “Then how about while we catch our breath I go over there and teach him a lesson? Draw on his face? Give him a wet willy? Oh, or better yet I could stick my heel up his ass AND TURN!” The fierce brunette snapped up to her feet, and it was only Elfman grabbing her under the armpits that stopped her from charging the unconscious man, “Let me at him! He’s gotta suffer for flash frying me like that!”

      “Ever, he’s already down.”

      “If my perfect skin blisters because of your stupid black flames you’ll wish Zeref was the only killer you had to deal with!”

      Wendy ignored her friend’s raging and rushed over to Natsu’s side as he wearily dropped to his knees, “Natsu-San! Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” He groaned with sweat on his face, “Just — those flames were harder to handle than I thought.” With a grunt, he opened his hand as his normal fire danced in his palm. Embers of black marked the fire for a bit before they returned to normal. Once they did Natsu breathed

      a little easier as his magic was no longer tainted with the unfamiliar fire, “Uh, that’s better.”

      “Natsu, that was amazing! You kicked that guy’s butt!” Happy cheered for his friend as he flew into his shoulder and hugged him.

      “Heh, did you expect anything else?”

      “Kinda.”

      “You little—”

      “Hey,” Carla spoke up, getting the attention of the others as she floated in the air with a stern look on her face, “Now that we’ve finished fighting with this brute then what should we do next?”

      That was the question. They spared a look towards the unconscious Zancrow.

      That was one down. And there were still more to go.

      Hunter

      “Move!”

      “He’s coming!”

      Erza and Naruto called out warnings to each other as Bluehito charged and chased after them. The two S-Class Mages kept on their toes as the bulky Dark Mage tried to crush them with his Gravity magic.

      When Naruto landed on a giant tree trunk, he looked up to see Bluehito falling after him. He jumped aside as the Dark Mage landed with a frightening amount of force, the bark splintering, and the giant trunk cracking before falling apart. Naruto fell for only a moment before he felt himself get dragged towards Bluehito and the miniature black hole he had floating over his shoulder. The vicious man smirked and reeled his fist back to attack—

      “Naruto!” Before Bluehito could reach him, Erza came rushing through in her Speed Armor, grabbing her lover as they both hit one of the last trees still standing to form the cage for their battlefield. Naruto stuck his feet to the tree and held onto Erza as they stared at Bluehito, “We can’t get anywhere close with that hole behind him.”

      “Any ideas?” Erza summoned Kusanagi to her hand and looked up at him in silent contemplation. He shook his head, “You might be able to deal with the ball that way but he’s quick. You’ll leave yourself open for him while reaching for it.”

      “I can handle a punch.” Erza responded, “Do you have any ideas?”

      Naruto furrowed his brow, trying to come up with a plan. He looked down trying to think before his eyes widened, “Erza, look.” She followed his gaze and looked down at the broken mess of tree trunks and bark that had been devastated by their battle.

      She saw the black tint of something in some shattered wood with the flash of lightning.

      The couple spared a look, silently nodding as they agreed on a plan.

      Just then as Erza let go of him and the tree Naruto squatted and coated his legs in Armor. He jumped off the tree and sent himself flying towards Bluehito. His hands glowed for a moment as he drew out both the Light and Shadow dragon blades from his Requip, “Take this! Shine!” The glow from his white sword grew into a blinding flash that forced Bluehito to cover his eyes. And from that flash, multiple blades of light came flying out and raining down on him.

      Most of the blades were sucked into the black hole Bluehito created, but the gruff man had to raise his guard to defend against the attacks that escaped the hole’s gravitational pull. He weathered the force of the attack before whipping his arms down, “If that’s all you’ve got then stay still and— HNG!” Bluehito bit back a hiss when he felt a sharp pain run through his foot. He saw a thin black shadow piercing through the center of his foot before he noticed the other black tendrils coming towards him, “What the—”

      “Black Shroud!” Naruto yelled as he shoved the Shadow sword further into the trunk, causing an eruption of shadow tendrils to shoot through the tree and try to skewer Bluehito. The Dark Mage was forced to jump and evade the shadows coming up from under him before they could be swallowed by his black hole, “You’re on the run now! I guess having all that strength still doesn’t keep you from being scared, huh?! That’s funny—”

      “ENOUGH!” Bluehito stomped his foot, the extra power of his Gravity giving it the force to shatter the giant tree trunk instantly. Both Naruto and his shadows were destabilized by the trunk falling apart. And atop the one floating piece of wood, Bluehito flicked out his hand to send the other pieces flying at the blond.

      Naruto jumped off the falling bark while dodging the ones flying straight at him. Despite their speed, Naruto had no difficulty moving out of their path. When he ran out of platforms to jump off, he spun around with his Light and Shadow blades to shred through the incoming projectiles. The young S-Class Mage made quick work of destroying Bluehito’s assault.

      But he couldn’t react in time as Bluehito barreled into him with the force of his Gravity slamming them into one of the last trunks surrounding them.

      “BLAGH!” Naruto coughed up blood as he thought his chest had been caved in. If he hadn’t used Armor to protect himself, he was sure his sternum would have been crushed in. He tried to counter but Bluehito grabbed his wrists before he could swing his swords, “Gah, motherfucker.”

      “I’m done with you.” Bluehito raised Naruto’s arms and lifted his swords, drawing them close enough to the black hole that they broke apart and were crushed inside it, ‘I am not wasting another moment of my time with you.’ The vicious behemoth pulled Naruto out of the crater in the tree. He lifted him closer to the black hole while the pull started to take effect, “I’m ending you now.”

      “GRRRHHH!” Naruto grit his teeth to weather the pain of the black hole’s pull as he drew closer to it.

      “And when I’m done with you, I’ll find that little redhead and—”

      “HAAAA!”

      Erza rushed up from underneath and slashed with the black sword in her hand. Her aim wasn’t Bluehito but the black hole drawing everything in behind him. The struggle of being near it was difficult but the black sword resisted the spell and cleaved right through the center. The black hole dispelled behind Bluehito’s head and he looked back in shock at Erza.

      “HA!” Before the Dark Mage could react, Naruto pried himself out of the crater and made his move. He slammed his knee into Bluehito’s chin while he was distracted. And then dropped his elbow on the crown of his head before he could react. And from the corner of his eye, he caught the black blade Erza threw him, bringing it down and cutting a line across the huge man’s shoulder. Bluehito’s eyes shook in his head before Naruto kicked him in the chest to send him flying. The Dark Mage was stunned by the loss of his spell and the continuous assault he had just weathered. Through the pain, he reached out and tried to attack Naruto again—

      “BENIZAKURA!” A blinding red flash cut through the air and slammed into Bluehito’s side before he could react. Erza followed up, running up the side of a giant falling tree before jumping towards Bluehito. With her glowing red blade in hand, she yelled as she rapidly slashed the extremely powerful Dark Mage as quickly as she could. A blistering barrage of slashes knocked the huge man around, drawing blood and making him scream in pain before she blew him away.

      “Naruto!”

      “RIGHT!” The blond Fairy raised his leg high enough for Erza to land against his shin, reeling back before kicking her up with a furious roar, “GO ERZA!”

      “WRRRRRRAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!” With Naruto’s kick, Erza went flying towards Bluehito. With her magic flowing off her special sword like a red miasma she brought it down on his chest with all the power she could muster, “HHHHHAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

      She followed through with her swing, sending Bluehito flying down and crashing into the ground below. The force of his impact sent a giant dust cloud shooting up and cracked the ground like a spiderweb. The foundational structure of the tree cage broke apart and the last of the giant trunks started to crumble away as Bluehito lay unconscious at the bottom of the giant crater.

      Erza landed on the ground and took a knee. She stabbed her sword into the ground as she used that as a rest while she caught her breath. As the cool rain washed over her, she looked at all the damage and destruction their fight had caused. With a sigh she slowly stood up, ignoring the ache through her body as she stepped up to the edge of the crater, “If he’s done then we need to prepare ourselves. For fighting the others and that tree man when he—”

      “ERZA, LOOK OUT!”

      The redhead’s eyes snapped open in shock as she turned around to find Azuma sneaking up on her. She raised Benizakura to guard her back against the wooden shiv that Azuma turned his hand into. With his teeth bared he pushed forward and forced her to her knees in a struggle—

      “Get away from her!” Naruto yelled as he dropped towards Azuma with his black blade raised. Azuma spotted him coming, quickly kicking Erza in the back to send her tumbling down the crater as he turned towards the incoming blond. The sharp point of his hand unfurled into several long tendrils that ensnared the black blade before it could swing down and tightened around Naruto’s hands so he couldn’t let go.

      Erza’s hand dragged along the dirt and mud to come to a stop. She looked up and saw Naruto and Azuma get launched away with a giant tree sprouting up beneath them. She followed her boyfriend’s disappearing figure through the dark of night and gave chase, “Naruto!”

      “I’ll handle him!” She stopped while hearing his voice grow fainter, “Go find the others! Help them—”

      A flash of lightning and the crash of thunder drowned out Naruto’s voice as he disappeared. But she didn’t need to hear him to know what he said.

      She could trust Naruto to handle an enemy — even a tough one like a Seven Kin. But there were still threats on this island and friends she needed to help.

      Using her Requip to change back into her bikini for easy movement she made her way back to base camp to inform Makarov of what happened.

      Hunter

      “We have him!”

      “Don’t let up!”

      “Almost!”

      “Loke! Do it now!”

      “HAAAAA!” The Celestial Spirit used the opening his friends gave him through Rustyrose’s miasma to get close to the mad Seven Kin member, “Regulus Impact!”

      The shine from Loke’s fist increased as he buried it into Rustyrose’s stomach. The pompadour man doubled over and gagged on his bile before he was sent flying with an explosion of light. The darkness and fog he had summoned to attack the area started to dissipate before disappearing over their heads altogether. The Fairies fighting him finally had a moment to catch their breath.

      Lucy fell to her knees and butt while Cana dropped to her back beside her. Bickslow used two of his totems as supports for him to lean on while Freed planted his sword on the ground and kept himself steady by holding its hilt, “Excellent work, everyone. And good job taking advantage of the opening, Loke.”

      “It only worked because you guys were relentless.” The Celestial Spirit leader wiped his cheek before looking down at Rustyrose. He reached for him, “We should restrain him before—”

      “GET AWAY!” The defeated Seven Kin member smacked Loke’s hand away and startled everyone. As the red tint of his skin slowly faded and he was left pale from the side effects he shambled and dragged himself away from the Fairies, “I-It can’t end. Not — not like this.”

      “That’s enough.” Loke criticized while approaching him.

      Rustyrose crawled along the ground in a frenzied panic, “Z-Zeref! We’re so close! S-So close to our ideal world! I can’t let it end this close!” He reached out to the slumped over Black Mage, “We almost have it all! You need to give it to us, Zeref! YOU NEED TO—”

      “Quiet.”

      That single word had no magic power behind it, but it effectively silenced everything around them. The Fairies felt rooted in spot while Rusty’s eyes trembled watching Zeref slowly stand up. The Black Mage raised his head and looked at everyone…

      With cold, lifeless eyes.

      “Begone.”

      Instantly he released a wave of death that rushed out from his body. It rushed over Rustyrose and towards Loke. The Celestial Spirit jumped back and glowed as he escaped through his gate before the wave could affect him. Freed and Bickslow immediately moved, scooping up Lucy and Cana from the ground and jumping back as the black wave reduced the trees to withered ash and the ground to dead soil.

      Zeref stood to his full height. And at his feet Rustyrose lay motionless and cold.

      Lucy trembled, “He… just like that?”

      Zeref spared a look in their direction, and Lucy felt her skin crawl when his emotionless eyes landed on her, “Anna? Is that you?”

      “W-Who?”

      “Ah, my mistake. Forgive me.” Just that causally, Zeref turned and headed for the trees—

      “Hold it!” The solemn man stood in place after Freed called out to him. The green-haired man picked himself up, drawing his sword and aiming the point at Zeref’s back, “We can’t just let you walk away freely. Our friends are on this island. So, surrender now—”

      “I’ve never seen someone waste an opportunity like this.”

      Freed paused and steeled himself, “What opportunity?”

      “Mercy.”

      Zeref said coldly, “I’ve never seen someone waste my mercy before.” His words were like knives along their skin, and Freed found himself rooted in place after the Black Mage’s threat became clear. The raven-haired man looked over his shoulder, “I was under the impression that you Fairy Tail members love and cherish each other? So let me ask…”

      “Do you want to be the one responsible for the death of all your friends?”

      “…”

      “There you go. Don’t waste it.”

      Zeref walked ahead and disappeared into the shadows of the forest.

      A moment later Freed finally took a breath again and relaxed, although his grip on his sword never eased. Bickslow came to his friend’s side to support him as Lucy and Cana checked on Juvia and Meredy.

      “Are they okay?”

      “They’re knocked out,” Cana surmised, ‘The little one is especially weary and exhausted, but she’ll live. They just need rest.’ The brunette sat back and sighed, “Or maybe a checkup from Wendy would be more effective?”

      “Keep an eye on them!” Lucy called as she charged towards the downward hill with the melting ice wall, “I’ll be back!”

      “Lucy, where are you going?!”

      “I need to find Gray! He might need help!”

      Hunter

      When Hades saw Gildarts charging at him so recklessly, he believed the man had lost his patience and was ready to risk his safety and the safety of his guildmates. The old Dark Mage aimed his fingers and shot a Bullet at the Fairy Mage.

      It pierced into his shoulder but the frantic grin on Gildarts’ face never faltered.

      Just as Hades realized what was wrong the orange-haired man closed the distance and buried his fist into Hades’ gut. The one-eyed man doubled over the fist digging into his stomach, blood rushing into his mouth as he gagged, “M-Meredy’s magic—”

      “Looks like your lackey’s magic faltered. And now that I don’t have to worry about hurting the kids,” His other hand reached up and snagged Hades’ throat, squeezing tightly around the wrinkled man’s airway as he dragged him in close, “I feel like I can let loose.”

      Gildarts’ fists started to fly at blinding speeds, knocking Hades around bodily before he could react. Each blow was heavy and strong enough to fell a giant monster, and they struck Hades in his center mass. He couldn’t fight back against Gildarts’ assault as the older Fairy unleashed all his fury in quick succession.

      “THIS IS WHAT YOU GET FOR FUCKING WITH FAIRY TAIL!”

      With one last devastating punch to the stomach, Hades was sent flying into the steel wall of the ship’s bridge. His body caved and bent the wall in around him, the elderly man slumping over with blood dripping from his mouth. And with the damage done to the hull, the entire ship started to creak and ache.

      With one last satisfied chuckle, Gildarts nearly fell to the ground. He stopped just shy of falling by placing his hands on his knees to keep himself steady, “Oh shit, that — heh — that was tougher than I thought.” He wiped his mouth and nose, looking down at the sheen of red on his hand from all the blood, ‘For an ancient old man you hit like a fucking stampede of wagons, horses, and trains. Ugh, don’t think I’ve ached this much since the dragon. I’ll remember this.’ He groaned and stood on his feet, limping towards the entrance he made, “I need to find the kids. Need to help however I—”

      In an instant, a dreadful cold rushed over the bridge and caused goosebumps to rise over every inch of Gildarts’ body. He stayed still and looked down at the inky black miasma that had suddenly appeared and gathered up to his ankles. As quickly as it appeared it receded, drawing back along the floor and gathering along one spot.

      He didn’t look back but the creaking and breaking of metal let Gildarts know exactly where it was pooling.

      “You know, this is the second time a Fairy Tail member has given me such trouble.” Hades groaned, his eyepatch hanging from his fingers as he spat up a glob of blood, ‘Granted the last one wasn’t a Fairy Tail member when we met, but I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that he ended up there of all places.’ With his mouth cleaned and his eyepatch removed Hades stood up to his full height, running his hand through his hair and getting it out of his face. With his eyepatch gone it revealed the scratch scars around his eyelid as well as the unnaturally dark artificial eye he had in its place, “I know this probably won’t make any sense to you… but despite everything… I feel a little pride in the bottom of my heart.”

      Gildarts felt the chill creep up his back as the black miasma rose from the ground around Hades. They coalesced and formed large, hulking blocks of creatures with burning lights along their bodies as eyes.

      He remembered Naruto’s recount of fighting the elderly Dark Mage of Grimoire Heart and the vicious little monster he had summoned that brutally attacked him. Except these things were a lot bigger and nastier than he guessed the one Naruto met.

      Swallowing the lump in his throat Gildarts squared his shoulders and cracked his knuckles, “Bring it on, old man. If you’re going to send out these little monsters to do the fighting, then you might as well make an army.”

      Hades made a small hum as his horde of lesser Demons formed into place around him, “Unfortunately I’m not strong enough to create an army of them. But I don’t feel like letting them finish our fight either.” He stared Gildarts down, “Instead…”

      The elderly man reached his hand out and touched one of the shadowy Demons he summoned. Gildarts kept himself tensed and ready for whatever came next…

      And watched stunned as some of that darkness started to spread along Hades’ hand.

      “What the fuck?”

      Hunter

      Natsu and Wendy flew over the forest trying to scout where their friends could be. In the dark of the night and the heavy rain, it was impossible to see anything and follow the scent of the others. Still, they continued to fly over with Happy and Carla’s help. Natsu squinted his eyes while he looked around, “And you’re sure Naruto separated from you to head towards base camp?”

      “Absolutely!” Wendy called out over the rain, “He saw the rain acting strangely and wanted to cut off when he sensed the magic power making its way over!”

      “Carla, didn’t you find the base camp!”

      “I was in a hurry to find Wendy! Give me a landmark and I’ll try to find it!”

      “What landmarks?! Unless you were looking at the big tree then—”

      “Guys! Quiet!” Happy yelled behind Natsu’s back, ‘Do you hear that?’ The others went quiet and listened to the sounds of the relentless downpour around them, “It sounds like—”

      “Gray! Where are you?! Gray!” Pushing through the branches and bushes Lucy stumbled through the mud while still looking for the half-naked Maker Mage, “Gray! You have to be here, right?! Where did you—”

      “Lucy!”

      The buxom blonde shut her mouth and looked up in surprise. But relief quickly crossed her face when she saw Natsu and the others flying down from the sky, “Guys!” Happy let Natsu touch down before he flew into Lucy’s chest for a hug. The Celestial Spirit Mage squeezed the Exceed in relief before looking up at her friends. She giggled with a tear in her eye, “I was so worried about you! I haven’t seen you in hours a-and—”

      “Glad you’re alright!” Natsu scooped Lucy up and nearly rushed her in an overwhelming hug. Even as the blonde girl groaned from the pressure of his hug the Dragon Slayer didn’t let up, “I knew you’d manage whatever these jerks would try against you!”

      “Y-You did?” Lucy groaned as Natsu finally let her go. Happy toppled out of her chest gasping for breath as she cracked her back, ‘That would make one of us.’ With a sigh she looked between Natsu and Wendy, “I bet you guys have been fighting all day too, right?”

      Wendy nodded, “It’s been a very difficult day. There are so many strong enemies trying to corner us everywhere we go. One of them even possessed Mirajane-San!”

      “Seriously?”

      “I got burned.”

      “Seriously?! How could someone burn you?!” The shock of hearing that left Lucy so stunned she’d forgotten what she had come out here to do. But she quickly shook her head and focused again, “I-I’m looking for Gray. He tumbled down the hill fighting a Grimoire Mage, but I can’t find him anywhere.”

      Natsu scoffed, “Pfft, trust that guy to get lost during something so important. Eh, let him run with his ice-ticles between his legs! I can handle the rest of these guys!”

      “But that lady was vicious and I’m not sure how many more of them we have to fight and…”

      “Lucy-San?” Wendy and Carla noticed the blonde woman’s hesitation, “What’s wrong?”

      “Zeref escaped.”

      “How?” All the Fairies flinched and looked over as a shadow appeared from the trees. The flash of lightning over their heads obscured the figure’s features but the intensity of their glare still set them on edge.

      “Another one!” Natsu charged the shadow with flames on his fist, “TAKE THI-GUH!”

      The Dragon Slayer gagged when a hand snapped out and pushed his chin back hard enough to make a crack. As he toppled to the ground with a groan the feminine voice sighed, “You idiot! You try to attack me now?”

      “Erza-San!”

      “Erza!”

      Their relief seeing the redhead was so palpable that Lucy, Wendy, Happy, and Carla quickly dove towards the S-Class Mage for a hug. Erza happily welcomed them into her embrace with a smile and a chuckle, “I’m glad to see you’re all okay. And everyone else?”

      Lucy wiped the tear from her face and nodded, “Juvia passed out but Cana, Freed, and Bickslow are looking after her. Loke had to go back home.”

      “Elfman-San and Evergreen-San are catching their breath and apprehending the Seven Kin Natsu-San beat.”

      “Master was hurt fighting the Guild Master of Grimoire Heart but he’s resting at base camp—”

      “WHAT?!” Natsu snapped back to attention, jumping to his feet and grabbing Erza’s shoulders to shake her, “How could Jii-chan get hurt fighting anyone?! He’s the strongest guy around! There’s no way—”

      “Shut up and let me finish!” With another fierce punch, Erza knocked Natsu aside and out of her face. She growled, ‘The man is just that strong! He’s the leader of a cornerstone of the Balam Alliance — that’s to be expected! But Master survived the fight and is getting treatment with Naruto’s Sky sword. He and the others are recovering there right now.’ Erza moved some of her wet hair out of her eye while looking around, “I was searching the island trying to find anyone else.”

      “What about Naruto-San?” Wendy quietly fretted, “He ran off in the direction of the base camp to help.”

      “He got dragged off by one of the Seven Kin. A man who controls trees.”

      “Ugh, that guy?” Natsu groaned as he lifted himself, “I wanted another chance to smack that prick around now that my pain isn’t being shared with everyone.”

      “Natsu, don’t say that,” Happy flew over his battered friend and smiled, “Let’s just be happy that Naruto is handling the fight in your stead.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?!”

      The girls ignored them and their arguing as Lucy spoke, “Gray separated from us to fight a Seven Kin member too. I came down looking for him but haven’t found him yet. And I’m… looking for Zeref as well.” Lucy shuddered remembering the sight of the Black Mage, “He just woke up, killed the Dark Mage we were fighting, looked at us and… walked away. Like it was nothing.”

      Her recounting was unsettling to hear, and as Erza listened her thoughts went back to the many times she’d seen evil men and Dark Mages following in Zeref’s footsteps. To imagine that source of evil alive and walking on their island.

      Erza grimly shook her head, “We can’t allow Zeref to reach any of the members of Grimoire Heart.” “I don’t think he’s looking to join them.”

      “That probably won’t stop them from trying to apprehend him. We have to stop them no matter—”

      A ground-shaking boom cut Erza off and caught all the Fairies by surprise. They covered their ears from the sound of the explosion and looked up to see a plume of smoke rising in the distance. Happy grabbed Natsu and they flew up without saying a word.

      “There’s a ship! On the edge of the forest! And…”

      Something must have gained Natsu’s attention because he and Happy took off in the direction of the explosion. Erza and the others quickly followed after them in the direction of the smoke and dust before it could be quelled by the rainfall. Erza led the front of the pack and spotted Natsu’s pink hair through the bushes by—

      “Gildarts!”

      Erza was stunned for a moment at the sight of the older, stronger Fairy lying on the ground in front of them. Natsu and Happy were at his side trying to get him to wake up, and Wendy quickly moved past her to apply some healing magic. Lucy gasped behind her and Erza followed her gaze to see the origin of where Gildarts had been sent hurling.

      On the edge of the forest and cresting on the beachside was a large and dark ship. The front of the ship had been blown apart and making a clear opening to the inside. And standing on the edge of that opening was a tall, broad-shouldered, imposing man staring at them. Someone who left goosebumps over Erza’s flesh.

      She had enough stories from Naruto about his experience with the man that Erza instantly clocked him. Hades, the guild master of Grimoire Heart.

      “Gildarts! Gildarts wake up!” Natsu urged the S-Class Mage while screaming in his ear, “You can’t give up like this! You’ve never given up before! You’ve always been strong so get up! Gildarts! GILDARTS—”

      “SHUT UP!” A fist flew up through Natsu’s chin and sent the Dragon Slayer flying into a tree. With a groan Gildarts’ arm fell weakly to his side, “I don’t need you screaming like a banshee in my ear.”

      “Gildarts-San, I’m healing you now!” Wendy said, her hands hovering over the burned and bloody spot over his stomach, “I just need a little more time! Please hold on—”

      “It’s okay,” His hand settled on her shoulder and gently squeezed, ‘Don’t worry about it, little lady. This ain’t gonna kill me,’ His hand lowered to hers and pushed them away, “Save your magic. You’re gonna need it to protect yourself.”

      Erza walked over to stand by his side, “Did he do this?”

      “Yep.”

      “Will you survive?”

      “Oh yeah.” Gildarts opened an eye to look up at her, “You gonna go handle him?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then make sure you do it quickly and don’t give him any breathing room. Don’t let him use… his… eyes…”

      Gildarts eyes closed as he slipped into unconsciousness, his breathing going soft and even as he tried to rest.

      Natsu dropped out of the tree and looked over his older friend, “Wendy? You sure he’ll be okay?”

      “His injuries looked bad, but they aren’t lethal.” The Sky Maiden assured him, “I want to heal him more…”

      “But you heard him,” Lucy tried to stay composed but there was a tremble in her voice, “We should conserve our magic as much as possible. For him.”

      “You all don’t need to,” Erza stepped forward, a sword appearing in her hand and hanging by her side as she looked up at the shadow on the ship. He turned and walked back inside leaving the Fairies to stand in the rain, “He needs to be stopped. If any of you don’t want to—”

      There was a rush of heat by her side. Natsu’s fist was in his palm with fire pluming off, “No way!” He grinned, “I ain’t walking away from this!”

      The jingle of keys drew her attention to her other side. Lucy and Wendy joined her and made it clear they weren’t about to walk away. She nodded gratefully before looking back, “Happy, Carla, keep an eye on Gildarts so he doesn’t get any worse.”

      “Aye sir!”

      “Stay on your toes!”

      The members of the strongest team nodded and started marching their way towards the ship. The intensity of the moment was clear to all of them, but they knew for their guild and friends that they couldn’t walk away.

      “If I beat the guy that beat Jii-chan and Gildarts, do you think I’ll automatically become an S-Class?”

      “Natsu, shut up.”

      Hunter

      “DIIIEEEEE!”

      Gray jumped aside and avoided the crystal ball as it sped rapidly through the air. He leapt and rolled along the ground as the crystal shot down, pulled up, followed him, and shot down again in quick succession. The dark-haired Fairy slammed his hands down and instantly made an ice wall to stop the ball before it rapidly attacked and broke through. But it gave him enough time to climb off the ground and charge Ultear while she had no weapon.

      “You,” She snarled as she charged him as well, ‘You’re like a damn cockroach!’ Ultear skidded forward, kicking for Gray’s head as he narrowly avoided her heel in his eye, “Just stay still so I can squash you once and for all!”

      “Ur was always thinking of you!” Gray yelled as he pushed her leg aside and threw a punch towards her stomach. Even in her frenzied fury Ultear kept her movements composed, knocking his fist aside with her knee before following through with a kick. Gray just managed to sidestep it and throw a jab at her head, “Even after all those years she cried and mourned you!”

      “I don’t care that she mourned me! If she didn’t want to lose me, she should have held on tighter!” Ultear turned and slashed her nails at Gray’s eyes. The two exchanged quick, fierce strikes that they parried and blocked as they tried to gain ground on each other, “And it didn’t seem to matter as much as you think considering she got replacements!”

      “No! We—”

      Ultear snagged Gray’s wrist after he threw a punch, slamming down on the back of his hand and twisting his arm to flip him through the air. Gray slammed on the ground as Ultear bent down to attack him again. Gray slammed his fist down and created a spike of ice rising towards Ultear’s head only for it to instantly evaporate. She managed to bring her fist down like a hammer on his face several times before he kicked her under the ribs to escape.

      Gray hissed and nursed his bleeding nose, “We were never replacements! She took us in, but we could never fill the hole your loss left her!”

      “And I’m telling you she never lost me! She gave me up!” Ultear snapped, “You seem to think of her like a saint, but I promise you she was a conniving witch!”

      “Don’t call her—”

      Gray suddenly felt the world shift over as the crystal ball slammed into the side of his head. While they were brawling, she must have melted his ice to free her weapon while he was distracted. As he fell to his knee and felt blood run down the side of his head he looked up at his foe.

      Ultear balanced the ball on her finger, “I guess you’ll have a chance to question her before I do.” It fell squarely in her palm as she looked down at him, the inhuman hue of her skin making her even more terrifying, “Because I’m sending you to her here and now.”

      Gray panted, his eyes swimming and his legs shaking from the blow to the head he hadn’t been expecting. But with resolve, he pushed himself up to his feet and faced the twisted daughter of his beloved mentor.

      For her sake, Ur’s, and his guild he was going to end this fight now.

      Hunter

      The flash of lightning illuminated the darkened forest for an instant.

      In the light of that flash Naruto and Azuma stared each other down between the trees.

      The Fairy Mage’s grip on his black blade tightened as the Grimoire’s wooden hand sharpened into a point.

      The thunder shook the island and the two men charged at each other the moment its crash deafened their ears.

      Sparks illuminated the dark as the black blade clashed with the wooden spike. Neither man let up as their blinding attacks bounced off each other just as quickly as they threw them out. Their exchange of slashes carried on for a full minute before the next move was made.

      Azuma used his wooden spike to block the black blade and slipped into Naruto’s guard. He punched for his stomach, but the blond caught his fist before it could follow through. Naruto tossed Azuma’s arms wide open and kicked up for his jaw. The tan man leaned back enough to avoid the hit to his chin but couldn’t block the follow-up kick to his sternum that pushed him back several feet.

      The two men stood with a gap between them. Naruto spun his blade in his hand before pointing the tip at Azuma, “You recovered from me throwing you out of the cage quickly, didn’t you?”

      “In moments,” Azuma answered, “I could have rejoined the fight immediately.”

      “Why didn’t you? You could’ve stopped us from overwhelming your friend.”

      “Friend is a generous term. He interrupted my standoff with Titania just so he could find a powerful spell. If he interrupted my fight to get what he wanted, then he can deal with it himself.”

      “And attacking Erza? Were you trying to start the fight with her again? Or were you luring me out?”

      “Either really. I was half expecting to fight both of you, but you warned her to focus on helping the rest of your guild.” Azuma lowered his stance and raised his fist, “I hope you won’t come to regret that decision.”

      “Of course not,” Naruto stepped back and took a sword stance, “Are you gonna make another cage for us?”

      “No need. I already made my trees while we were moving.”

      “What—”

      The tree beside Naruto glowed and exploded violently. The whiskered blond was caught off guard by the erupting tree and couldn’t block the next one. Or the next. And the next. A field of trees exploded in the forest and engulfed Naruto in their fiery power. As the bombs went off they kicked up dust and smoke that billowed out and grew over that section of the trees.

      Azuma stood perfectly still, his eyes focused on the giant smoke cloud in front of him. He couldn’t see the whole thing, but he could stay aware and extend his senses to his periphery. Any little move would be—

      Something blew through the smoke cloud and cut through the air. Azuma raised his wooden arm and stopped the black sword with his forearm. It stabbed down to the hilt, and the tip of the sword stopped just a centimeter from his eye. Azuma felt a cold sweat run down his back in relief—

      The hilt was grabbed and his wooden arm was twisted aside out of his path. And before Azuma could react a fist flew in and crashed up into the side of his jaw. Azuma’s head snapped aside and his whole body went flying from the devastating punch as his wooden arm was broken along the way. He bounced off the ground once before quickly planting himself and skidding to a stop.

      With a steadily bruising chin and blood spilling out the side of his mouth Azuma slowly stood back up. Across from him Naruto stood with soot and cinders still lingering on his body. His clothes were singed and ripped but the S-Class Fairy remained dauntless, “Nice trick,” Wind started to build up on his other hand, “Guess I’ll look out for that.”

      Even with the field of trees exploding around him he didn’t fret or fear. He still stood Azuma down in his home turf and was prepared to win.

      …

      Azuma smirked with joy as he wiped the blood from his mouth. His prosthetic reformed into an arm, his fingers sharpening into claws as he took his stance, “I take back what I said; I’m glad I’m fighting just you.”

      Hunter

      Hades walked to the other end of the bridge and stood with his arms folded. Despite how he was carrying himself the old man was trying to recover some energy and stamina after using his ultimate move on Gildarts. That the sturdy older Fairy was still in one piece after facing it was nothing short of remarkable.

      But even though he had finished the fight with the orange-haired man, the moment he looked outside he found that several younger Fairies had arrived to carry the torch in his place. Makarov’s children were an obstacle, but he had to admire how they always kept the fight going after the last one.

      If they were smart, they would see the damage he caused to their much stronger friend and turn. Leave this island while they can still save their own lives.

      …

      And he was still quite sore from the fight.

      With a sigh, Hades put his elbows at his hips and extended his index and middle fingers towards the hole in the ship. He stood still and waited patiently, the rhythmic tapping of the rain against the hull of the ship breaking the silence as he waited.

      And waited…

      A flash of red hair appeared over the edge and Hades fired his finger guns.

      Erza jumped up the side, her sword already in hand and blocking the shots of Bullet magic as they came flying. The redhead landed on her feet and deflected Hades’ attacks as quickly as they came. And as she held back his assault her friends came up behind her.

      “HA!” Lucy yelled as she drew her whip and snapped it towards the one-eyed man. Hades simply raised his arm and let the end of her whip wrap around his forearm. She tried to pull on the taut whip to get him off balance, but Hades easily pulled her in instead. The blonde was yanked out from behind Erza’s guard and fell to the floor. Hades pointed a finger at her and fired.

      Erza slid in the way and cut the bullet in half. And before he could fire another one, she made the move to charge in and close the distance. Hades aimed both hands at her—

      “Gate of the Archer! Open! Sagitarrius!”

      A man dressed like a horse popped into existence in front of Lucy’s golden key and quickly readied his bow. Almost instantaneously he notched several arrows and fired them in unison. Hades had to quickly change his aim and shoot the arrows out of the air.

      That was enough time for Erza to change into her Heaven’s Wheel Armor, armed with a dozen swords as she swung them at the elderly man. Hades jumped and avoided her swings, firing at the swords floating behind her back as he dodged her closer attacks. Erza swung up from the side and Hades stomped on her sword to get propelled through the air by her swing.

      “Wendy!”

      “Right!” From behind the others, Wendy jumped up to the bridge. She conjured wind around her arms and ran past Lucy and Sagitarrius, ‘Sky Dragon’s,’ She planted her feet and swung her arms out, sending the wind she was building up at Hades, “Rising Gale!”

      Dozens of wind blades flew off her hands and sailed straight towards Hades. In midair he couldn’t dodge so he latched a Chain onto the roof and pulled himself out of the way. He thought he had safely dodged everything the Fairies had thrown at him.

      Until he felt a sweltering heat approach from over him.

      “Fire Dragon’s Claw!”

      Natsu twisted through the air and brought his flaming foot down on Hades. The wrinkled Dark Mage just barely managed to raise his arms to block the attack before he was launched towards the floor with enough force to break it.

      Wendy, Lucy, and Sagittarius stood in the back looking at the smoke cloud kicked up by Hades’ crash landing. Natsu landed by Erza and they both stood ready for whatever came next.

      The sound of wood creaking and cracking set them on edge as a hand grabbed the edge of the hole. Hades slowly pulled himself out of the hole, dust over his body, and the wounds from his fight with Gildarts still aching. But it was clear that even Natsu’s surprise attack hadn’t been enough.

      The old man narrowed his eye at the young Fairies, watching them flinch as he rolled his neck and cracked it. Without a word, a deep, dark magic started to emanate from him and mix with his killing intent.

      It wasn’t enough to stop Erza and Natsu from charging in.

      Hunter

      In the darkness of the night Zeref moved through the forest paying little mind or care to the chaos happening around him… or the fact it was all for him.

      Fairy Tail.

      Grimoire Heart.

      The Magic Council.

      There were so many forces fighting around him and he just didn’t care. The only thing that stirred him was the fact that Natsu was on the island. But since he wasn’t strong enough yet then there was no reason to pester and wait.

      Should he annihilate everyone here so he could get his peace again? Or should he just leave and find a new place to be secluded? Both choices were workable and—

      Zeref suddenly froze in place as his head snapped to the side in shock. With nothing but storm clouds and lightning storms in every direction, it was impossible to see anything.

      But he didn’t need to see it.

      He felt it through every pore of his skin and straight down to his marrow.

      “Here?” Zeref muttered uneasily, “What could make you want to come here of all places? And why now?”

      Hunter

      Hundreds of miles away a shadow rushed over the land. In its wake, it left a cold, dreadful wind that blew the leaves off the branches below it. The animals in its path darted away in fear. The birds and flying monsters dipped down to avoid sharing the skies with it.

      It didn’t care about anything else. But it sensed something on the horizon.

      Something had stirred eagerness and excitement in it that hadn’t been there for centuries.

      The Apocalypse Dragon would find its prey.

      Hunter

      Done

      Some fights have ended while others have just started!

      Plus there’s a shadow incoming, and I think we all know what it is.

      We’re reaching the climax of the arc and we’ve only got a little more to go!

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye

      

    
  




    86. Vanity of the Narcissistic

    
      Titania and The Hunter

      Chapter 86: Vanity of the Narcissistic

      Oh damn, I cut in just under the wire with this one! Thank god! I was stressed but I finally managed to get it all together. Sorry this one is so long, and I think the next chapter is going to be even longer if I don’t end up splitting it.

      But with this, another April marathon has passed!

      Enjoy!

      Hunter

      “How are we on getting the Lacrima working again?!”

      “Almost set!”

      “What about the injured?!”

      “We’ve stabilized them as best we can!”

      The flash of lightning and thunder drowned out their voices as Lahar growled, “And do we have any kind of protection from the rain?!”

      “On it sir!”

      From the corner of his eye, Lahar saw Doranbolt reappear on the broken deck of the ship. He walked over to his partner’s side as he stared at the island, “No one there?”

      “She’s smart. She wouldn’t just forget to meet up.” The scarred man looked out at the island forlornly, “So she’s either dead… or busy fighting alongside her guild.”

      Lahar removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes, “Considering what guild we’re talking about I think the answer is obvious.”

      “But considering their enemy we can’t be sure of anything.” Doranbolt stared out at the island, his stomach twisting in a knot as he could only imagine the dangers Fairy Tail was dealing with.

      The dangers he left Wendy and her companions in.

      “We have a communications Lacrima getting put back together as we speak. Reinforcements will be coming soon.”

      “How many?”

      “As many as we can assemble.”

      “And do you think an entire armada of Rune Knights can stop the Black Mage?”

      Doranbolt’s question hung in the air as Lahar couldn’t answer. The two men stared out at the island as the thunderstorm raged.

      Hunter

      “Halt! The docks are restricted at this time! You cannot—”

      “Move!’

      “We ain’t got time for ya!”

      Purple Flare and Smoke rushed out and knocked the members of the Rune Knights away. The bodies flew into alleys or were flung to the top of nearby buildings so no one could interrupt them.

      A dozen members of Fairy Tail rushed through the streets of Hargeon trying to make their way to the port. Some of the soldiers tried to stop them but were taken out in the process. Caught by wooden traps from Laki, sand ones from Max, and painted ones from Reedus. Jet rushed through their defenses with his speed, leaving seeds in their pockets for Droy to grow plants that caught them off guard.

      While the members of Fairy Tail cleared the path towards the docks, more Rune Knights started to block their path. They raised their staffs and halberds to stop the incoming Fairies from advancing, “Halt! Members of Fairy Tail, stop right there!”

      The rampaging Fairies slowed to a stop as they looked around at all the Rune Knights that surrounded them. Even though they were outnumbered the Fairies felt no fear and did not falter. Macao scowled, “Move! We need to get on a boat!”

      “The port and waters are off limits at this time!”

      “You closed off the sea?!” Wakaba scoffed, “That’s real fucking rich!”

      “There is an important operation the Magic Council and Rune Knights are conducting out at sea. We need the port empty and secure so that we can send force—”

      “You mean send them to Tenrou Island! Our island! Where our friends are in danger!”

      “That — that is unsubstantiated—”

      “Move or we’ll move you!”

      “No!” The Rune Knights took up arms and raised their weapons to surround the Fairies, “Step back and return to your guild!”

      “The rest of our guild are risking their lives and you guys are blocking our way.” Macao summoned Purple Flare to his hand, the other members of the guild doing the same, “Get out of our way.”

      The tension was rising and it looked like conflict was inevitable. The Rune Knights stood afraid as the Fairies looked ready to charge.

      Until a beam of light flew over their heads and exploded like a firework, brightening the street in the dark. From behind the Fairies, the sound of steady metallic footsteps broke the heavy silence. The Rune Knights looked out and the Fairies looked back as a brunette woman in Rune Knight armor approached from behind.

      “Commander Senju!”

      “She’s here!”

      “She’ll stop these ruffians!”

      Without saying a word the Fairies parted enough to allow Mahiro to walk through them. She emerged through the front line, Macao and Wakaba standing at her back as she stood before her company.

      “Move.”

      The soldiers froze for a moment in surprise after hearing her order. Some of the soldiers looked at each other in worry, “Ma’am, what—”

      “I don’t come here as Rune Knight Commander, Mahiro Senju. I’m here as Mahiro, proud member of Fairy Tail and mother to my kids. Two of which are currently on that island along with others I cherish. I won’t leave them to fend for themselves when I can do something. And every single person behind me feels the same way.”

      Mahiro stepped forward and approached the Rune Knights. Her hand fell on the blade of a halberd and slowly pushed it down, not so forceful as to startle its wielder but enough to lower it. The soldier looked frightened before looking up at Mahiro’s face. He expected to see a fierce, murderous glare on the woman’s face as she threatened them to stand down.

      Instead, Mahiro looked at him sympathetically and quietly spoke, “You’re following your orders. You all are. I know that and have always respected it about you. But I need to help my guild. So if you’ll listen to me one last time as your commander… lower your weapons and step aside.”

      …

      The Rune Knights had conflicted expressions but in unison raised or lowered their weapons peacefully. They stepped aside, their gaze lowered as they wrestled between the orders they received from their superiors and the woman they respected so much.

      Mahiro walked through the gap they made, the other Fairies following behind her before the Rune Knights could change their mind.

      “That was quite the move.” Wakaba said while taking a drag.

      “Will you be alright?” Macao asked, looking back at the soldiers, “Can’t imagine that’ll end well with your bosses.”

      The Senju woman shook her head, “I took this job to protect my family and the guild. Now the Council is trying to keep me away from them while they make their plans.” Her hand dragged over the emblem of the Magic Council she had worn for years, “If that’s the case…” Her hand flashed with light and bleached the emblem off her armor, “Then the choice is clear.”

      “Damn straight.”

      “Couldn’t have said it better.”

      “C’mon, Fairy Tail,” She yelled as they all rushed for the boat, “Let’s go help our friends!”

      “RIGHT!”

      Hunter

      Every move Hades made was examined and watched by Erza. Even after getting assaulted by every member of their group, he didn’t look fazed at all. And even after fighting Gildarts to the point that the older Fairy was wounded and unconscious outside the damage the old man sustained didn’t seem to be debilitating him.

      When Naruto had retold his story of encountering the old Dark Mage he had been weary, tired, and drained from some kind of procedure that left him lacking. Yet even with those detriments Hades had been cold, efficient, and brutal in his fighting.

      This was not the same man. This was a monster that had regained his strength, stamina, and had years of resolve backing him. Even though Erza knew she was much stronger than Naruto was at that time, she also knew that it was foolish to rush in when the strength radiating off this man would freeze just about anyone.

      But she couldn’t stand by and do nothing.

      The rapid shots Hades fired were blocked and parried with swift swipes of her sword. With a fast turn, Erza dodged a shot, spun on her heel, summoned a sword from her Requip, and tossed it at Hades’ head. The old Dark Mage still managed to aim up and shoot the sword into the air before it could reach him. And then with a Chain Hades caught the hilt and whipped it towards the Fairies.

      The blade melted against the intense flames of Natsu’s body as he dropped down to intercept Hades’ makeshift whip. The young Dragon Slayer charged the old man, but to his surprise Hades closed in first, knocking Natsu’s fist away and headbutting him in the bridge of his nose. Natsu lashed out with a punch but Hades caught it with his arm, twisting it down and forcing Natsu at an angle where he couldn’t move. Hades punched him across the face and sent him tumbling over the ground.

      “Amaterasu: Formula 25.”

      A complex magical formation covered Natsu from all sides before he could attack again. The Dragon Slayer braced for the devastating attack.

      “Sagittarius!”

      An arrow flew, snagging Natsu’s vest and dragging him out of the magical formula before it ignited with an explosion that blew another hole through the ceiling of the ship.

      Even as dust rushed over the room and Hades’ hair billowed from the blast, he looked over at Lucy, Wendy, and Sagittarius. He nodded, “Quick thinking.” He aimed his fingers, “But what about this?”

      “Sky Dragon’s Swirling Tempest!”

      From his blind spot, an intense vortex of wind flew straight towards him. Firing a Chain by his feet to keep him rooted, Hades aimed his fingers down and fired straight through the middle of the vortex. On the other side, he heard a shrill scream of pain from Wendy before the wind faltered and disappeared.

      Hades yanked his Chain up and ripped a portion of the floor. He turned and whipped it around, slamming the broken chunk of wood into Natsu’s temple before he could attack. But from his side Erza followed through, swinging her sword down and forcing Hades to catch her blade along the link of his chain. Before he could trap her the redhead kicked off his shoulder, letting go of her sword and summoning another fast enough to land a cut along Hades’ cheek.

      With the Fairies pushed back Hades ran his thumb down the cut on his face. It was shallow but it still drew enough blood to stain his thumb. He wiped it on his shirt and nodded in approval, “Good. I’m expecting more from you all.”

      Erza immediately took her stance and focused herself like a knife before charging the terrifying man.

      Hunter

      Naruto swung his blade down only for Azuma to narrowly sidestep it. The Dark Mage punched for his ribs but Naruto dodged, letting go of his sword and kicking for Azuma’s chest. His foot slammed against the man’s arm and he couldn’t push through, so Naruto snatched his sword again and swiped at Azuma’s face.

      Azuma avoided getting cut by jumping off a tree that rose under his feet. Before it could erupt in a fiery explosion Naruto retreated to a safe distance. But Azuma took advantage of that distance to attack without worry of retaliation.

      The Dark Mage landed on a tree branch and extended his wooden arm, pointing his fingers straight down at the blond before he fired a rapid series of spikes at him. Naruto took off as the wooden spikes pierced the ground behind him at blistering speeds. They barreled through the ground and left digit-sized holes in the dirt, threatening to leave similar holes through Naruto if they hit.

      The blond Fairy sped through the forest and weaved through the trees. Azuma’s projectiles followed him only inches behind, shredding through the trees like paper along the way. Suddenly Naruto banked to the side and rushed straight towards Azuma and his rapid-fire spikes. He weaved through some and knocked the others off course by cutting them with his blade. And then before Azuma could act he rushed through and cut down the tree he was perched on.

      The Dark Mage leapt off the branch and landed as the tree slammed into the mud. The Seven Kin’s eyes shifted around carefully as he lost sight of Naruto the moment before he landed. He lowered his hands and kept his senses sharp, a long wooden spike sliding out of his wooden arm in anticipation. As the rain poured around him and a flash of lightning lit up the area the crash of thunder immediately followed.

      It drowned out the sound of the tree getting cut in half and kicked his way.

      Azuma’s eyes widened and he acted on reflex, kicking away one half of the tree while slashing the other with the spike from his arm.

      But in an instant, something slammed into his arm and nearly took him off his feet. Azuma’s eyes shot aside and he saw the black blade embedded to the hilt within his wooden arm. And when he looked back it was to see a yellow blur rush him.

      Naruto slipped past before he had a chance to react. He stopped behind the Dark Mage, wrapped his arms around his stomach, and suplexed him into the ground. Azuma’s brain shook at the impact, but his hands still tightened around the S-Class Mage’s arms to pull himself out. But Naruto rolled them over, lifting him and preparing to slam Azuma back into the ground.

      But something snagged Naruto’s leg before he could follow through. A root pulled both him and Azuma into the air before wildly swinging them around. Naruto tried to brace himself but felt his shin nearly rip off from the spinning. With gritted teeth, he reached and yanked his black blade out of Azuma’s arm. He let Azuma go while spinning around and sliced the wooden tendril wrapped around his leg. Naruto flew and quickly righted himself before skidding to a stop along the ground. The blond tried to regain his balance and looked up to find Azuma again.

      A line of explosions rushed along the ground towards him. Naruto pushed off the ground and jumped before they could reach him. But the moment he was off his feet Azuma rushed through the explosion and slammed his hand into Naruto’s chest, “Bleve!” Another fierce explosion enveloped Naruto and blew him off his feet as a field of trees popped up around them, “TOWER—”

      Before Azuma could finish his technique Naruto summoned his giant cleaver and slammed it down, “RUMBLING EARTH!”

      The ground beneath him shook like a wave, lifting the glowing trees out of the ground before they could explode and ruining Azuma’s attack. With a roar, Naruto swiped his cleaver up and sent a barrage of debris hurling at the Dark Mage. Azuma guarded himself against the flying rocks as best he could, but several stones slipped through and bodily slammed into him. The Dark Mage nearly toppled over—

      “FOLIUM SICA!”

      Before Azuma could fall over he whipped his hand down, a funnel of razor-sharp leaves flying at Naruto. He cloaked himself in Armor and cut through as many leaves as he could.

      “RAMUS SICA!”

      The leaves switched out for branches, flying at blinding speeds and scratching Naruto even with his Armor protecting him. He guarded himself but felt the endless barrage of branches starting to bruise his arms.

      “BURST CLAW!”

      “FLYING GAUNTLET!”

      The two men exchanged one last blow, Naruto’s Armor flying off his fist while blade-like explosions flew out from Azuma’s hands. They passed each other — both attacks landing against their targets and blowing both men off their feet. Naruto slowed his slide by digging his feet and sword into the ground. Azuma sharpened his fingers and gouged them into the earth.

      Both men were panting heavily and feeling the effects of their fight weigh on them. Naruto’s face was pinched with pain while Azuma panted with sweat and rain mixing down his face.

      Naruto pushed on his sword, “Do you want to surrender?”

      Azuma picked himself up and raised his fists, “Never.”

      “Thought so.”

      They charged each other again.

      Hunter

      This time Gray knew he had to stay on guard and look out for her crystal ball. But between her flying jewel and the Dark Mage’s vicious assault, he was having a tough time keeping up.

      The Maker Mage sprinted, leaping over her projectile and launching several spears at Ultear. But even as they curved towards her she simply waved her hand and dispelled them with Arc of Time. Her crystal ball was an unstoppable offense. Her magic was a defense that rendered all attacks useless. And her demonically enhanced form brought her senses and bloodlust to their highest.

      Which meant he had only one tactic; overwhelm.

      “Ice Make: Spears!”

      Gray threw another wave of spears at her. And again she destroyed them, “You don’t think doing the same thing over and over is going to do—”

      “Ice Make: Wall!” Gray created several layers of walls to block the ball from striking his flank. Ultear evaporated them as well so Gray remade them, “Ice Make: Wall!”

      “Is this your strategy?” Ultear derisively questioned, “Making the same constructs repeatedly to bleed through your magic even faster? Heh, you know I tricked myself. I was convinced that you were brighter than you looked and more capable. But here you are putting that thought to death immediately. So what else can you—”

      “Ice Make: Spears!”

      Another wave of pointed projectiles flew at the Seven Kin. And with another wave of her hand, she reduced them to water vapor. But just as that wave disappeared another wave arched down towards her. She waved her hand again and when another wave approached in their wake she did it again.

      Instead of flying towards her a few spears rushed past her and blew through the trunks of the trees behind her. And as they toppled towards her Ultear reduced them to withered husks that broke apart

      “Ice Make: Spears!”

      “Ice Make: Wall!”

      It quickly dawned on Ultear what he was doing.

      He was splitting her focus and making her utilize magic on multiple fronts.

      Pathetic and shameful.

      “This is your master plan?!” Swiping both arms Ultear destroyed the trees and the spears falling towards her, “If this is the pinnacle of your strategic mind then I am appalled! Do better if you want to win this fight!”

      “Ice Make: Wall!”

      Gray created another wall, but this time it sprang up directly in front of Ultear to block her vision. She clicked her tongue and destroyed the wall in an instant. But in that moment where she lost sight of Gray he disappeared. She looked around, “WHERE DID YOU GO?!” The wet mud by her feet froze and climbed up her leg. With a shrill scream of rage, she swiped them away and turned around, seeing red as spittle flew off her lips, “STOP HIDING, YOU COWARD! WAS THIS HOW UR TAUGHT YOU TO FIGHT?! OR IS THIS HOW THE MEMBERS OF FAIRY TAIL MANAGE TO SURVIVE FOR SO LONG! COME OUT HERE AND—”

      In her enraged state, Ultear didn’t notice the shadow slip in under her. And before she could look down a fist partially covered in red ice slammed up into her chin and sent her head flying back. The Dark Mage slammed back into the ground with a groan and a gasp. Gray stood over her while her crystal ball flew straight for the back of his head. She tried to evaporate the ice knuckles around his hands—

      He turned and destroyed the ball with a single devastating punch, “You can’t melt this ice, can you?” He clenched his fist tighter, showing the red ice around his knuckles more prominently, “And I know why.”

      He wiped the blood from his mouth and his head. And with a wave of his hand a red glacier formed around the broken pieces of the crystal ball before it could reform.

      “You can’t use your magic on living things, right? I guess my blood is enough for that to count.”

      Ultear bit down the bile building up in her throat, “You fucking—”

      “Get up!” He yelled, “I’m going to end this now!”

      Hunter

      “Sirs! The Lacrima is connected to the mainland! We just got the latest report!”

      Doranbolt and Lahar looked back at the soldier delivering the report, “And?”

      “They’re sorting the ships as we speak and will be here soon. But..”

      “What is it?”

      “Commander Senju caught wind of the plan and has joined in with Fairy Tail making their way here.”

      The two higher-ranked men sighed heavily, “I can’t say I’m surprised about that. It was only a matter of time before she caught wind of the operation.” Lahar shook his head, “I don’t think she’ll be cooperating with us.”

      “But if she comes here and helps with the fight that would be a huge help.” Doranbolt decided to stay pragmatic, seeing the boon an angry Mahiro would bring to the effort of suppressing Grimoire Heart before their machinations could be completed, “I say we wait for her to get here and join the fight.”

      “She might kill us.”

      “We can worry about that after we’ve made sure Zeref won’t be used by the Balam Alliance.”

      “I suppose—”

      “Sirs,” Another Rune Knight came running over and saluted, “We’ve spotted a bogey in the sea off the port side!”

      That got the two higher-ups looking back at him in confusion, “A bogey? What kind of bogey?”

      “W-We think it’s a man!” The soldier nervously answered, “A man in a dinghy!”

      “A dinghy?” Doranbolt and Lahar shared a look before following the soldier to the side of the boat. Though it was difficult to properly make out anything in the dark and with such wild waves, there was a faint silhouette of a small boat shifting in the water. And even more faint was the cloaked figure hunched over the side of the dinghy, “Why is there a rowboat out here?”

      “Why would they come out in the middle of a storm?” Doranbolt looked out and shook his head, “I could go over there.”

      “Don’t,” Lahar warned, “It could be a trap.”

      “It probably is. I mean it’s hard not to be suspicious rowing a boat out into the ocean during a storm.” Doranbolt shrugged, “But I still need to check. If this is another enemy trying to make it onto the island then I need to do something about it.”

      Before Lahar could voice his rebuttal Doranbolt used Teleportation to make it onto the dinghy. It shifted under his added weight and its rower groaned in displeasure, “Hey, who are you?”

      “I should — urgh,” The figure, who Doranbolt now knew was a man based on his voice and his very muscular body, groused and gurgled. He covered his mouth under his hood and moaned, “I should be asking you that.”

      “Are you alright? You sound sick.”

      “I just — I don’t like the boat shifting so much.”

      “How did you even get out here?”

      “I had oars, but they slipped out and sank. So, I’ve — ugh,” He held his stomach, “I’ve just been drifting for the last few hours. Hoping to get where I was going.”

      “Where were you going?”

      “Dammit,” He cursed under his breath, forcing himself up to his hands and knees as he tried to keep his sickness down, “I’m not Natsu. I don’t force myself onto transportation and let myself look like an idiot.”

      “Natsu?” Doranbolt looked surprised that the stranger spoke the Dragon Slayer’s name. And then when the hooded figure looked at him he noticed the faint yellow hair sticking out from under the hood, “You’re—”

      “Oh,” The man’s deep voice groaned out as he looked up and saw Tenrou Island, ‘When did we get so close?’ He pushed himself up to his feet and raised his fist to the sky, “If we’re this close I don’t need to fuck around in the boat anymore.”

      “W-Wait! What are you doing here?! Weren’t you—”

      A bolt of lightning shot down from the sky and hit the man’s arm like a lightning rod. There was a blinding flash that forced Doranbolt to cover his eyes to protect himself. But after the light disappeared he lowered his arms to look back up.

      The man in the hood was nowhere to be seen. And Doranbolt was the only one left standing on the dinghy as thunder crashed.

      Hunter

      “Too slow!”

      “AGH!” Lucy screamed as a Bullet hit her hip and made her fall to the ground.

      “Too weak!”

      “AHH!” Wendy screamed when she was shot in the shoulder.

      “WRAH!” Hades stepped back, narrowly avoiding Natsu’s flaming foot flying down and slamming into the ground. The young Dragon Slayer didn’t stop and chased after Hades with vicious punches, “YOU’LL PAY FOR THAT, BASTARD!”

      “I doubt it!” Hades stepped in during one of Natsu’s wide punches, getting into the Dragon Slayer’s guard and slamming his elbow into Natsu’s nose. With him stunned Hades grabbed his neck and created a Chain around it. Before the Fairy Mage could react Hades lifted him off his feet, spinning the pink-haired man violently over his head with the rest of the Chain in his hand. He was planning to choke the Dragon Slayer out—

      But Erza dropped down and cut the chain, freeing Natsu and letting him fly off to the side as she turned to Hades. With a cold look in her eyes, she rushed towards the old man, forcing him to step out of the range of her blade as she rapidly swiped at him. The Titania didn’t give the Dark Mage a moment to catch his breath or think.

      He punched up to parry her swing and knock her off balance. His hand reached out to grab her but Erza summoned another sword behind her, moving her head aside in time for it to sail by her cheek. Hades’ eye widened and he had to catch the blade between his hands. But that momentary pause was all Erza needed to land a long cut along the elder’s stomach.

      Hades retreated, tossing the blade aside and running his hand along the long cut Erza left on him. Even though his palm came back stained in blood it was clear that his organs were still in one piece. But when he looked up and saw the fierce, focused expression on the young Titania’s face he realized he had narrowly avoided getting disemboweled. She was still in her stance but was not rushing into attack — merely waiting for the moment his guard was lowered.

      And even though he had floored the other Fairies, they were picking themselves up and preparing to rejoin the fight.

      “Makarov has raised some particularly persistent kids. I’ll commemorate that at least.” Hades lowered his hand, the cut and blood on his stomach an afterthought as he stepped forward. The intensity coming off the old man left them on edge, causing Lucy and Wendy to tremble in fear. Hades’ eye hardened, “But all you have is tenacity. There is no power, skill, or drive to finish me off. That’s where we differ…”

      Hades raised his fist and clutched so tightly his gauntlets creaked, “I have the drive to see this ambition through to the end — no matter what. Your simple desire to protect your guild and save your friends could never hope to match it.”

      The Fairies looked perturbed and annoyed by the Dark Mage’s mocking before he burst forward in a sprint. He charged towards Erza with Natsu running up behind her ready to intercept. She was about to meet him head-on—

      But the flash of light over their heads and a lightning bolt suddenly striking the ground between them made everyone freeze. They looked on in shock as a shadow appeared in the center of the bolt of lightning.

      “You think there’s no drive to save the guild?” The figure inside the lightning asked, “You wanna test that?”

      “You—”

      “LIGHTNING DRAGON’S BREAKDOWN FIST!”

      His fist slammed into Hades’ chest with bolts of lightning shooting out in every direction. Hades’ mouth shot open with a silent scream from the force behind his punch. And the giant blast of lightning that shot straight out of his back only made the hit more devastating. The powerful old Dark Mage was blown off his feet and sent flying back into the wall hard enough to put a dent in it.

      As the old man fell to the ground with sparks coming off his twitching body, the Fairy Mages stared at the large hooded man in shock. As his lightning magic sparked off his fist he turned back to the others stone-faced and silent.

      “A lightning Dragon Slayer?” Wendy whispered in surprise, “Naruto-San told me that there was another Dragon Slayer in Fairy Tail before I joined. Is this—”

      “Laxus.”

      The man himself didn’t say anything as he grabbed his hood and pulled it down. And with it down it was exactly who they thought it was. The same spiky blond hair, sharp eyes, and distinct lightning bolt-shaped scar down his eye.

      Erza stepped forward, “How—”

      “LAXUS!” Erza was knocked out of the way as Natsu ran through like a flaming wrecking ball. He slid to a stop with clenched fists as he looked up at the former S-Class, ‘WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?! HOW DID YOU GET HERE?! THAT PUNCH LOOKED STRONG! HAVE YOU BEEN TRAINING SINCE YOU LEFT?! I HAVE! I’VE GOTTEN EVEN STRONGER! I’M EVEN TAKING THE S-CLASS EXAM BEFORE THESE ASSHOLES STORMED IN AND RUINED EVERYTHING! YOU KNOW WHAT THAT MEANS?!’ A powerful burst of flames came from Natsu’s body as he grinned, “I’LL BE THE SAME RANK AS YOU! AND BEFORE YOU KNOW IT I’LL BE THE WINNER, KNOCKING YOU AROUND AND KICKING YOUR ASS—”

      A foot struck the back of Natsu’s head and bodily sent him to the ground. None of the Fairies made any reaction as Natsu’s steaming head was left buried in the wood and Erza nonchalantly fixed her hair. As if she hadn’t been knocked aside she looked up at Laxus and continued, “How did you get here? How did you even know what was happening?”

      “S-She’s continuing like she didn’t just plant Natsu in the ground.” Lucy trembled a few feet back.

      Wendy shuddered, “Erza-San is unflappable.”

      Laxus shrugged, “Don’t know what to tell you. I was just out enjoying my day when suddenly I felt like something was wrong.” His hand patted his left shoulder where his Fairy Tail mark remained, “It was like faintly hearing Jiji call out to me. I felt like something was off…” The blond man looked back at where Hades was slumped over, “And I guess I was right.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.” Erza exhaustedly groaned, ‘Grimoire Heart attacked. We’ve been fighting them off for hours. Apparently, the Black Mage Zeref is somewhere on this island and they’ve come to claim him in their efforts to create a new magical world.’ At Luxus’ quizzical expression she nodded, “Yes, that’s all real.”

      “Okay…” He nodded stiffly, “And Jiji? Is he—”

      “Alive,” She reassured him, “He was injured rather badly fighting that man, but he’s still alive.”

      Laxus looked over at Hades in disbelief, “This geezer? He got the better of Jiji? There’s no way.”

      “And Gildarts.” At Laxus’ baffled expression, she nodded again, “He did something and managed to overwhelm him in battle. He’s not to be underestimated.”

      “Then I’m glad he isn’t down yet.” With a pull Laxus yanked his cloak off and tossed it aside, ‘I gotta pay him back a hundred-fold for hurting the old man.’ He made to take a step forward but got the tip of a blade blocking his way, “What are you doing?”

      Erza didn’t look his way, “That’s what I should be asking. This is a matter that Fairy Tail is dealing with. We don’t need your help right now.”

      “Um, Erza!” Lucy quickly rushed in with sweat running down her face, ‘I don’t know if we should be so hasty! I-If Laxus has come to help and he’s changed then we should embrace him for that!’ In a frenzy, Lucy looked up at Laxus and pleaded, “You’ve changed, right?! You must’ve changed!”

      “I don’t think I’ve changed.”

      “HE’S CHANGED!” She cried out desperately to Erza’s stone-faced, unchanging look.

      Wendy stepped up to Erza’s side, “Erza-San, I think we should take him up on his help. Considering what’s at risk here more manpower would—”

      “No!” Natsu burst out of the ground, ‘Erza’s right! We don’t need Laxus’ help! I’m here!’ He grinned and released a plume of fire when his fists met, “I’m all the manpower we need!”

      “I see you’re still as delusional as the day I was banished.” Laxus ignored Natsu’s furious expression, “And I don’t care that this is a guild matter. If this guy fucked around with my grandpa then it’s personal for me.”

      “And I don’t care if it’s personal for you. You’re not supposed to be on this island so leave.”

      “I won’t leave so live with it.”

      “I’ll throw you out myself.”

      “I’d love to see you—”

      “Amaterasu: Formula 75!”

      In the middle of the arguments and de-escalations, a giant magical formation appeared around all of the Faires. The two S-Class Mages immediately reacted, Erza cutting the formation apart with Kusanagi and Excalibur as Laxus dashed forward with lightning covering his body.

      Hades acted quicker, closing the gap before Laxus expected and slamming his elbow into the bruiser’s face. He followed through with a kick and sent Laxus back several feet as Hades wiped the blood from his mouth, “I can tell with one look you’re Makarov’s kin. You’ve got the same glare and scowl Yumi had in his youth.”

      “And you’re as big a pain in the ass as he used to groan about.” Laxus wiped the blood from his nose and stood up. Erza and Natsu stepped up to join his side, ‘I’m not a member of the guild anymore, but I’m not leaving.’ Electricity built up his arms, “You think you can stomach that long enough before you sic Jiji on me like a wild dog?”

      “I’ll do the siccing.” Erza said confidently as she raised her blades, “As if Master has the stomach to hurt you.”

      “Heh, if you say so.”

      “ALRIGHT!” Natsu roared with excitement as the temperature rose several degrees. He charged towards Hades with flames flying off him, “LET’S GO!”

      Hunter

      Their bodies were running ragged from the fighting. Their joints creaked trying to keep up with their opponent and the taste of blood was fresh in their mouths. If they were anyone else then they would succumb to the exhaustion, fall back, and pass out for a day.

      But they couldn’t. Because this was a fight they had to win.

      “HAA!” Azuma punched up into Naruto’s ribs while his arms were raised.

      “WRAH!” Naruto brought his hands down like a hammer on Azuma’s shoulder.

      Multiple cut-down and burst trees littered the battle grounds around them.

      The black blade’s tip was stabbed into the ground after Naruto had been disarmed during their bout.

      Neither Naruto nor Azuma cared as they relentlessly battered each other in the heat of battle.

      Azuma’s knee dug into Naruto’s stomach as his fist came flying into his cheek. The moment his head snapped aside he grabbed Naruto’s collar and dragged him to the ground. They fell into the mud, Azuma mounting Naruto and landing punch after punch while the blond was pinned. His blood splashed out with each hit and mixed with the mud. Azuma sharpened the knuckles of his wooden fist and drove it down for Naruto’s nose.

      It met his palm instead, blood seeping out as the sharpened knuckles pierced into the blond’s hand. But Naruto’s fingers tightened into the wood so hard they cracked it, refusing to let go as he shifted around and knocked Azuma off balance. Suddenly the Dark Mage was forced to the ground, Naruto’s fist dropping down to brutally crash against Azuma’s nose. He tried to grab the Fairy’s hand and Naruto brought his head down on the Seven Kin’s face instead. A burst of blood erupted from Azuma’s nose and his consciousness flickered for a moment as Naruto prepared to attack again.

      “GET OFF!” Wood tendrils snagged Naruto’s hand and pushed him off enough for Azuma to move again. He roared and twisted around, dragging Naruto through the air and slamming him into the ground with a mighty thud. He tried to pull him again but the tendrils around the blond’s hand shredded apart with his wind chakra. Naruto quickly scrambled to his feet, running towards the black blade stuck in the ground, “NO YOU DON’T!”

      A tree started to sprout from the ground and tried to coil around the black blade before Naruto could reach it. But the whiskered blond acted first, kicking the hilt of the sword and tearing it out of the trunk building around it. The blade flew high up into the air and too far for Naruto to use. With a click of his teeth, he turned back to Azuma charging towards him and took a fighting stance with Armor coating his fists.

      Naruto and Azuma engaged in combat again. They punched and jabbed at each other fast enough that their fists became nothing but blurs. They stepped in, parried, and pressed on against each other as every glancing blow and scrape started to build up over their bodies. Naruto gritted his teeth and stepped in, letting a punch drag against his cheek as he punched into Azuma’s stomach.

      The Kin of Pride nearly doubled over, feeling something rush into his mouth while his eyes shook. But he remained on his feet and pressed forward, forcing Naruto back as he charged. As Azuma rushed forward with a flurry of punches, Naruto kept stepping back and retreating.

      With only one hand he warded off Azuma’s brutal punches while keeping his fist chambered at his side. He kept retreating as the Dark Mage pressed forward and tried to kill him.

      Azuma’s eyes shot down and he noticed his chambered fist.

      Why was he keeping his fist down?

      Why was he gathering his magic into it while being pressed?

      Did he think he could turn the tide of the fight with one devastating attack?

      But he was on the back foot, and Azuma was not going to let up. This fight was exhilarating, but it was time for it to come to an end. Azuma stepped in before Naruto could back away, the wood of his arm sharpening into a point as he aimed to end this fight. As Naruto stepped back, Azuma closed the distance and stabbed for his heart—

      A black blur dropped by Azuma’s peripheral and landed on the ground beside them. And something else landed as well.

      When Azuma followed through and pierced his hand forward… it was to find his wooden arm cut off cleanly at the elbow before it could reach Naruto. Azuma looked down at it in confusion before he looked to the ground…

      The severed spike of his arm… and the black blade.

      “Wha—”

      Naruto’s foot slammed into the ground between them and Azuma barely had time to look up before the Armor-clad fist sailed for his face.

      “HHHHHHAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”

      The knuckles of his enhanced fist were buried between the Seven Kin’s cheek and nose. Azuma’s eyes immediately went white as the pressure of Naruto’s punch pressed further in. The magic power building around his fist swelled with intensity before it finally burst when Naruto followed through. He launched Azuma off his feet, a stream of blood spewing out of his mouth and nose as the burly man was sent flying through the trees.

      The magic around Naruto’s hand faded and he steadily started to pant before he heard the loud thud of trees falling in front of him. With sweat and rain mixing on his face Naruto started to feel the fatigue weigh on his body. The multiple strenuous fights he had all day were starting to weigh on him. He was confident in his stamina and strength but after fending off so many Grimoire Heart members, several consecutive fights with their strongest forces, and a duel with Azuma he was feeling the exhaustion.

      It didn’t matter. He knew the others were still fighting so he couldn’t do anything less than give his all.

      Reaching down with a groan he scooped up the black blade while the severed wooden arm withered into bits under the rain. Taking a deep breath to ease the pain Naruto started walking along the line of the destroyed trees he had sent Azuma through. He hopped over a toppled tree in his way before finally finding the figure of Azuma flying prone in the forest.

      “T-The,” Azuma was still awake, managing to gargle out a few words through his broken nose and shattered jaw, “The blade… w-was that planned? O-Or just luck?”

      “I thought I could use it to help,” Naruto admitted, “But it was luck that it worked out.”

      “I-I find that hard to believe.”

      “You can believe what you want.” Naruto summoned his sheath from his Requip, sliding the black blade inside and storing it away again, “Hey, did you enjoy that fight?”

      “I did,” Azuma nodded, “It was marvelous.”

      “Yeah, it was intense. Hope you’re satisfied.” The whiskered blond walked away, “Now don’t cause trouble for anyone else on the island.”

      “W-Wait,” He stopped and looked back as Azuma weakly spoke, “Aren’t you going to kill me?”

      “No. Don’t think I need to.” Naruto looked down at Azuma, “People wanna get stronger when they lose. It’s the only reason I’ve gotten as strong as I have. And if you stopped being as bloodthirsty as you are, you might find a chance to enjoy more fights in the future.”

      “That’s… ridiculous.”

      “Just my opinion. See ya.” Naruto waved goodbye as he made his way out of the forest and towards the greatest swell of magic on the island.

      …

      Azuma lay on his back staring up at the darkened sky, “The future?” He slowly raised his stump, watching the wood regenerate into the form of his arm. And after it did the subtle pain of the trunk digging deeper into his flesh made itself known again, “Pfft, as if we all have such a chance.”

      Hunter

      Blood.

      “Ice Make: Hammer!”

      It was the deciding factor.

      “Ice Make: Cannon!”

      It was the only thing she couldn’t control.

      “Ice Make: Spears!”

      And now it was turning the tide of battle.

      “GAH!” Ultear cried out in pain as she was blown back by the force of the red ice spear. She tumbled through the mud and muck before quickly picking herself up. When she did it was just in time to see Gray vaulting himself towards her, using a spire of ice to launch himself and slam his knee into her breasts, “A-AAHH!”

      “Ready to give up?!” Gray roared as he chased after the downed Seven Kin. He roughly kicked her shoulder and sent her back to the ground, ‘I’m using your weakness against you! I can hold off your damn crystal ball! And you’re running yourself ragged using this form or whatever!’ Gray gripped his fists tightly and roared, “COME TO YOUR DAMN SENSES AND STOP THIS! BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE!”

      “…” Ultear’s hair covered her eyes. Her mouth barely moved, “Too late? You think it’s not too late?” Slowly Ultear picked herself up, her hands slipping through the wet ground, ‘You talk like there’s still time. Like things can change.’ She stood up, back hunched and head hung dejectedly, “But it is too late. It’s years too late. So don’t… don’t…”

      “DON’T FUCKING PATRONIZE ME!” Ultear shrieked as she slammed her hand into her palm, “ICE MAKE:—”

      “You—”

      “ROSEN KRONE!”

      Ultear sent a shockwave of magic and ice through the ground. Many roots and vines of ice sprouted in every direction. They molded into thorns and sharp petals that shredded through the trees around them. Gray was so stunned to see her use something like Ur’s technique that he couldn’t react in time. He jumped off one icy vine and vaulted off another but couldn’t move fast enough. A thorn rushed by, slicing up his arms and side enough to draw a huge wave of blood, “AAAGGGHHHHH!”

      Gray immediately froze the blood and wounds he had just gotten. Panting in pain he stood back up with some effort, “Y-You know Maker magic? I-I can’t believe how much like Ur you—”

      “This magic isn’t anything special!” Ultear yelled as she slammed her hands together again, ‘I could learn it in my sleep!’ She waved her hand out and sent a giant wave of ice at Gray. He created a pillar to split the ice she sent, “See how simple the magic she wasted her life perfecting truly is!”

      “Of course it’s easy!” Gray yelled with a sneer, ‘It had to be to teach dumbass kids like Lyon and me!’ He summoned a more complex rocket launcher and fired several ice rockets through the air, “Where it shines is with its variety! How you use it!” Ultear had to quickly jump aside to avoid getting hit, “It’s clear that even though you’ve got talent, you lack the imagination! Can’t expect anything else from someone who needs the Black Mage to change the world for her!”

      “WHAT DO YOU KNOW?!” Ultear attacked with an explosion of ice.

      “I DON’T KNOW! AND I KINDA DON’T CARE!” Gray countered with a wave of his own ice, “SEEING AS YOU’RE ATTACKING MY GUILD AND MY FRIENDS!”

      “THEN WHY—”

      “BECAUSE I’D BE SPITTING IN UR’S FACE IF I DIDN’T TRY TO HELP YOU!”

      “I! DON’T! WANT! YOUR! HELP! I JUST WANT YOU DEAD!”

      “YEAH, I CAN SEE THAT! AND I’M NOT GONNA LET THAT HAPPEN!”

      Ultear’s eyes went red from anger. She yelled and created several dozen balls of ice to replace her crystal ball. She sent them flying at him like arrows with her magic. Gray jumped and dodged, using his ice to block their path and shield him as he tried to retreat, “GET BACK HERE!”

      As Ultear chased the black-haired Fairy she sent her orbs flying at his back. He ducked and hid behind trees as he ran further in. The Kin of Lust was fuming at his cowardice and wanted to see him dead. As they ran down a hill one of the ice orbs shot towards his leg and blew away the ground beneath him. He lost his footing and started to tumble down the hill. Ultear was sure this was her chance to end him…

      But when they cleared the forest, she realized that the hill they’d been running down led to a cliff.

      Ultear’s eyes widened as her mind immediately put the pieces together. If he fell off that cliff then he could slip away and hide from her again.

      He was going to use this chance to escape from their fight.

      No! She wouldn’t let him!

      As he toppled over the edge Ultear yelled at the top of her lungs, sprinting down the hill and dispelling her array of ice orbs so she could focus on catching Gray. She dove off the edge and prepared to follow Gray into the forest.

      As she fell she realized they hadn’t reached a cliff overlooking another part of the island. They had reached its edge…

      They were falling into the ocean.

      Had he planned this?

      Did he know where they were in relation to the ocean?

      Was that why he ran?

      H-How did she not notice they were by the water?

      She was so focused on attacking him that she hadn’t paid attention. And now—

      “Ice Make:—”

      He turned through the air, looking up at her while putting his hands together. Ultear panicked and did the same but before she could create anything Gray slammed into the water and disappeared under its surface.

      “GUNGNIR!”

      The ocean exploded as a giant wave of ice launched out towards Ultear. She saw a mix of plain ice and red swallow the water and grow several times in size. The point didn’t pierce her but instead molded around her, freezing around her body and dragging her up until it stood at its full height.

      Ultear couldn’t find the strength to move anymore. The force of the spire raising and stopping with her inside had drained the air out of her lungs. All of a sudden the strain and exhaustion from fighting with the Demon Particles in her system started to take their toll. Her eyes struggled to stay open. The ice surrounding her cracked and popped before breaking apart, leaving Ultear falling through the air before she slammed into the water and her consciousness went black.

      “Help! Help me! Someone, help! M-My baby! My little girl!”

      Memories that were somehow hers and somehow not. They played through her mind like a haze she couldn’t see through.

      “What’s wrong with her?”

      “Her fever won’t stop rising! I don’t know what to do! Please help! She’s my daughter!”

      W-Was that—

      “Ma’am, I’m sorry, but her fever wouldn’t break.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “We did all we could.”

      “N-No.”

      “I’m sorry—”

      “NOOOOOOOOOO!”

      “It’s better for you not to see her body. Please, allow us to take care of her.”

      “B-But she was my — m-my—”

      Her mother. She was in anguish. She tried to save her when she was sick. But lost her all the same.

      Were these Ur’s memories? Was it because she melted into the ocean?

      What happened?

      If she hadn’t let her go then… why did things end up like this?

      Why…

      …

      Ultear slowly opened her eyes, wearily looking down at the dirt as she was carried over someone’s shoulder. When they stopped, Ultear was lifted and placed against a tree like a lifeless doll. She couldn’t move and she was teetering on the edge of passing out again. If she had been left in the water then she most certainly would have drowned.

      Which made it all the stranger that Gray, who was considerably more beaten than her, had fished her out and carried her back. Ultear looked up and watched him hiss in pain as he stood up. The ice that was covering his new cuts had started to melt leaving him suffering the sting. Even so, he cradled his ribs and prepared to move.

      “Why?” He looked back when she weakly muttered, “I tried to kill your friends. I tried to destroy your guild. So… why?”

      “Ur talked about how much she missed her daughter when she got wistful. Holding you in her arms when you were a baby was the most fulfilling moment of her life. She was so happy. It was as if… her entire life had been just to brighten the world by bringing that child into it.” He looked down at her, “Please believe me… I don’t know how you got separated… but she loved you more than anything. She loved Lyon and I… but I know losing you was the worst moment of her life.”

      …

      “When I got Arc of Time… I thought I could learn to travel through time if I mastered it well enough…” Ultear’s eyes started to well up as she hung her head, “I thought some day… I could… maybe… see…”

      “She would have loved that. I know it.”

      Gray walked away and left Ultear unconscious against the tree as he made his way to the next fight.

      Hunter

      “Ile Vernier! Ile Arms! Ile Armor!” Wendy cast her enchantments on Erza, Natsu, and Laxus. They glowed as their speed, strength, and defense were suddenly bolstered. They charged Hades while he raised his fingers to shoot—

      “Go, Aries!”

      Lucy’s Spirit conjured a pillow of pink fluff, which she threw out in front of the others. The fluff took the brunt of Hades’ Bullet magic in quick succession. With his barrage canceled, the Fairies jumped around the pink fluff and swarmed Hades from different directions.

      Laxus charged the old man from the right as Natsu rushed him from the left. Hades raised his arms and blocked the Dragon Slayers’ attacks. But from the front Erza flipped over Aries’ fluff, dropping towards him with her sword raised as she aimed to cleave him in two. Before she could fully swing, he pushed them back and stepped away to avoid the path of the sword.

      Erza immediately sprang forward while swinging her sword. Hades already felt the burden of one gash across his chest and did not want to risk a second. The redhead’s body glowed as she donned her Speed Armor, getting an even greater boost of speed that let her rush at Hades faster than he could anticipate. The old man leaned back to avoid the cut for his eye, kicking up into Erza’s breastplate and sending the Titania flying towards the ceiling.

      “HA!” But while he was distracted fending off Erza, Laxus cleared the distance between them with lightning around his whole body. The burly blond wasted no time taking advantage of Hades’ divided attention. Before the one-eyed man could react Laxus threw haymaker after haymaker into his ribs and chest. Hades’ mouth flew open to spew blood and Laxus quickly moved to attack again.

      Hades grit his teeth, “You little—”

      “LAXUS, MOVE!” He immediately dashed aside as Natsu clasped his flaming hands together and thrusted them forward, “FIRE DRAGON’S BRILLIANT FLAME!”

      A giant ball of flame enveloped Hades completely and exploded in a rush of intense heat. Laxus and Erza stopped by Natsu’s side as they stared at the result of his finishing attack. Only for Natsu to click his tongue, “Shit.”

      When the smoke and dust cleared it was to find a sphere of chains sitting in the center. The Fairies watched in shock as the chains loosened and separated from each other. And once they disappeared entirely it revealed the unscathed form of Hades hidden inside. He stood back up to his full height, rotating his neck enough to crack it before staring the Fairy Mages down coldly.

      “Holy shit,” Laxus scoffed, “I kinda see how Jiji could struggle against a guy like this. He’s one hardy bastard.”

      Erza nodded, “I understand why Naruto was always so tense about the idea of facing him again. Even like this… I can tell he hasn’t given his all yet.”

      “Speaking of which where is Naruto? I thought he’d be front and center here.”

      “He’s handling another battle right now. He won’t be able to join us until he’s done.”

      “That’s fine!” Natsu announced, “We can handle this dusty jerk ourselves!”

      “If that was true I’m sure you would have done more than this by now.” Hades dusted his shoulder as he took a step forward, “It’s clear I just have to run you all ragged before I can finally—”

      “SPEARS!”

      Hades’ head snapped up in time to see a flurry of ice spears dropping through the ceiling. He jumped back and avoided the falling weapons as they littered the ground and stabbed through the wood. The Grimoire Heart master looked up and saw a figure standing atop the hole in the roof of the ship, “Another one?”

      “Gray!”

      “Gray-San, you’re okay!”

      Hades looked up at the shirtless man standing over all of them. He wiped some rainwater from his face, “I’m surprised Ultear hasn’t killed you yet. I’m certain she was looking forward to it.”

      “I don’t know what you did to get in her head… but I’m putting an end to it now.”

      “I didn’t need to do anything. That girl’s hatred is all her own.”

      “Shut up!” Gray jumped down from the hole, falling towards the ground as he clasped his hands again, “Ice Make: Ice Geyser!” The moment he landed a giant wave of ice rushed along the ground and tried to engulf Hades. The old man jumped and avoided getting caught as it sprang up from the ground. It climbed up and tried to snag Hades in place. He jumped through the air—

      “Ice Make: Super Freeze Arrow!”

      The old Dark Mage looked up in time as Gray fired a giant arrow at him. His hands swung in and caught the icy bolt by the shaft before it could pierce him, even though the force behind it was still enough to send him into the air. Hades grit his teeth and bared with it as he stopped the arrow completely, “You won’t get me with just—”

      There was a flash of lightning above and Hades realized that a shadow was dropping toward him. His head snapped up and looked to the sky.

      Naruto’s eyes were sharp and hardened, his hands clasped in a hammer fist glowing with magic before he brought it down on Hades. The one-eyed man felt blood rush up his throat before he was sent flying into the ground and slammed through the layer of ice beneath them.

      “DON’T LET UP! GET HIM!”

      While Hades tried to pick himself up Naruto called out to the rest of his guildmates. Wendy immediately acted, channeling her magic over her arms before whipping them out like blades, “Sky Dragon’s Rising Gale!”

      Lucy raised a golden key, “Taurus!”

      “MOOOOOO!”

      Wendy’s long-ranged slashes impacted against Hades and forced him to raise his guard. As shallow cuts left themselves all over his body, Taurus charged in and swung his mighty ax into the old man’s chest. Hades’ eye widened in pain as he was sent bouncing off the floor.

      As Hades was sent flying Gray, Erza, and Naruto chased after him. Gray immediately created a bazooka and aimed, “Ice Make: Ice Cannon!” A giant snowball slammed into Hades’ chest and broke against it with enough force to leave him winded, “GO!”

      In a flash a yellow and red blur rushed past the Maker Mage, speeding towards Hades before he could recover. Erza took off ahead, still donning her Speed Armor as she approached. In a flash, she changed into her Heaven’s Wheel Armor and swung five swords in unison, “Pentagram Sword!”

      “GAAAHHH!” Hades screamed when the five slashes cut across his body.

      Erza jumped and cleared the way for her lover. Naruto, bolstered with magic and swirling with wind chakra, took off like a bullet to slam his shoulder into Hades’ bloody chest, “GRAND MAELSTROM CHARGE!” His blow sent Hades flying off his feet as Naruto stopped at once, “NOW!”

      “FIRE DRAGON’S—”

      “LIGHTNING DRAGON’S—”

      “ROAAAAAARRRRR!”

      Together Natsu and Laxus’ chests grew before their elements burst out of their mouths and flew at the one-eyed man. Hades looked up and tried to protect himself before the attacks overwhelmed him. The old Dark Mage screamed in agony before he was blown away by their combined attack, fire and lightning breath blowing through the hull of the ship and into the beach surrounding it.

      The Fairies all waited with bated breath, staring at the hole created by the two Dragon Slayers and waiting for some kind of indication that Hades had finally been taken out. If it were any other person in the world they’d be certain that the two breath attacks had finished them. But this was Hades…

      “I can’t believe I’ve been forced to do this twice in the same day. You Fairy Mages are truly something else…”

      From the smoke and embers, an eyepatch was tossed as it flittered to the ground.

      “I guess I just have to raze the whole board with this.”

      The smoke exploded out as an intense, black miasma spread out with Hades at its center. The ship’s floor creaked underneath them as it strained with the wave of black energy. A chilling cold ran up their backs feeling the unnatural energy touch them before it started retreating to its source.

      Hades looked almost unnatural, the scarred eye hidden beneath his eyepatch glowing with horrible intensity as his beard shifted and his hair raised in the air. Despite the numerous injuries he had suffered from multiple battles the elderly man stood strong and unfazed with this influx of stifling energy.

      “T-This power is so cold.”

      “It’s awful.” Lucy rubbed her arms as she felt goosebumps rise over her skin, “How can a human feel like this?”

      “Steady,” Naruto warned his friends, standing unwavering in front of the intense but familiar presence once again. His eyes narrowed on the vicious old man, “It’s only going to get worse so prepare yourselves.”

      “Oh good, you still remember this. I thought that little emotional burst you had the last time we fought might have clouded your memories.”

      “Nope. I remember it all, you wrinkly dick.”

      “Do you?” Hades raised his hand, “Then I guess you remember this too?”

      From the dark miasma, several purple lights popped out and began swirling around. And as those purple lights started to rise off the floor, the miasma followed them up. The darkness took shape like shadows being cast on thin air. Some were small and hunched over so they only reached their knees. Others were giant and towered over them, with multiple glowing spots on their bodies that focused on the Fairies like eyes.

      It was the monsters summoned by the Demon’s Eye.

      Naruto kept staring the old man down even as a cold sweat ran down his cheek. Remembering the small but fierce creature he had fought before when he faced Hades, he knew these were much stronger and far deadlier. He nodded, “Yeah, I remember.”

      For the others, it was the first time feeling this oppressive power and the frightening monsters the old man had summoned. Wendy trembled, feeling like she was being crushed by the darkness and killing intent, “I-Is this the power Gildarts-San warned us about?”

      Erza steeled her nerves and tightened her grip, “Naruto, what do we do?”

      “Those monsters won’t go down easy. But they do have a weakness,” Naruto pointed across the room and they all followed his finger to Hades’ glowing eye, “He summoned them with his eye. If we destroy it then he’ll lose all that power.”

      “You did that before, didn’t you?”

      “Yep, and I nearly died. But it’s our best chance.”

      “He’s right,” Hades spoke up between his summoned monsters, “Should my eye be damaged then my control of this darkness will wane and these monsters I’ve made with Nemesis will disperse.”

      “You would just admit that?”

      “He’s already laid bare the weakness. There’s no point trying to play around and act like that isn’t what will happen.” Hades pointed to the scars over his glowing eye, “Destroy this eye and I won’t be able to fight.”

      “But… tell me, boy…” Hades’ voice dropped into a heavy, intimidating octave. The darkness and miasma around him started to swirl intensely as all the Fairies felt themselves getting pulled into the spiraling energy, “Did you think I wouldn’t have more tricks up my sleeve since last time? That I didn’t prepare for something like this?”

      The black miasma pulled in towards him. Some of the smaller demons melded back into the shadows and into Hades’ boots. Then those shadows started to climb up Hades’ boots to cover his legs. Then further up to his stomach and abs. The Fairies watched in horror as the inky blackness crawled up Hades’ chest, running down his arms as it wrapped around his throat. And the last thing they saw of the old man was his eye narrowing sharply before the miasma spread over his head.

      “W-What the hell is that?”

      “Get him!” Laxus yelled as the frontline fighters rushed to attack. But the huge monsters blocked their paths, opening their mouths and firing concentrated magic to cut a line in the floor that they couldn’t pass without risk. That threat wasn’t enough to deter the Fairies fromtrying to rush in and fight.

      But it was long enough for Hades to finish his transformation.

      A wave of killing intent and malice spread over them like knives. The cold air almost made them freeze in fear and apprehension. They understood just how much the old man had changed with this pseudo-possession now taking place.

      “Everyone, get back!”

      “Huh?”

      “Naruto-San?”

      “Get back!” The blond Mage yelled and urged them all to get back. Erza summoned her Benizakura and took a defensive stance while Laxus channeled lightning into his hands. Natsu stood to partially cover Lucy as Gray did the same for Wendy. As the black shadows and strange creatures surrounded Hades Naruto stepped forward and raised his guard.

      He didn’t know what would happen next but he just had to make sure that he and the others were prepared for it. If he could react in time then he could give them all a chance to counter and change the course of battle. So that’s what he would do.

      On his life as an S-Class Mage and a member of Fairy Tail, he was going to protect his friends from Hades’

      A single glowing, piercing red eye in the black muck of darkness appeared in front of Naruto’s face. And before he could react he felt a fist slowly push into his sternum.

      Instantly a blast of magic shot through his body and sent Naruto flying through the ship, sending him past his friends and through the wall of the ship.

      Erza and the others froze in place as the wind kicked up by Naruto’s body rushed over them. As her hair billowed over her eyes Erza looked back and saw the hole Naruto had been sent through. Every urge in her body wanted to rush out to see to him.

      Her attention turned to the shadowy figure that struck the blow. Hades’ large, bulky frame had been covered in a miasma of goo and shadow that clung to his body like a membrane. His features slowly formed in the blank black space to include a piercing red eye and shadowy fangs. Where once he stood tall and straight he was now crooked and hunched over.

      And the feeling was sickening.

      Each of the Fairies felt a cold, primal chill run through their bones that dwarfed the fear they felt a moment ago.

      “KEEEYYYYYYYAAAAAAAARRRRRRRRHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      The ship creaked and shuddered as the possessed Dark Mage bent back unnaturally and let out a screech that shook the air.

      This was Hades, master of Grimoire Heart, seeker of the truth of magic… possessed and warped by the power of darkness.

      “You bastard!” Natsu roared at the top of his lungs as he charged towards Hades. At his side, Gray ran alongside the Dragon Slayer as they both jumped to attack the dark figure, “FIRE DRAGON’S—”

      “ICE MAKE—”

      Before they could follow through with their attacks, two Chains caught their legs and suddenly yanked them out of the air. Both men slammed into the ground with enough force to crater the floor. And then before they could get back up several of the monsters jumped them and viciously started to beat them while they were down.

      “H-He can still use his magic?!” Lucy gawked in horror as the dark figure shuffled in place and looked their way, “W-What do we—”

      “Wendy! Get out there and help Naruto!” Erza and Laxus took up stances as Hades stalked towards them, “Lucy, go find Master and the others! Let them know what’s happening!”

      “What about you?!”

      “JUST GO!”

      With Erza’s roar, the two girls moved out. In turn, Erza and Laxus charged forward, steel and lightning brandished as they leapt towards the walking shadow. Even though they charged him with relentless fury, the black figure simply dropped down to the ground limply to avoid the sword and sparking fist aimed for his head. Hades’ foot shot out and slammed into Laxus’ knee, making him topple over long enough for Hades to jump up to his feet and rush at Erza.

      The redhead Mage saw the demonic figure charging at her and stepped back. As he reached out to tear into her flesh, Erza knocked his hands aside with her blade to keep him at bay. But the shadowy Dark Mage was unyielding, pushing more and more while forcing Erza to retreat. The Titania narrowed her eyes in anger before she took a step in, narrowly avoiding getting grabbed by the possessed Dark Mage and stabbing her sword through his sternum. The black figure remained motionless as Erza’s sword tore through his back and seemed to go limp.

      “KKKKKKKKKKAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!”

      Suddenly his hand shot out and snagged Erza by the throat. Before she had a chance to pry his fingers off she was dragged in, forced to stare at the burning holes that dotted the darkness of Hades’ face. And then just as quickly she was lifted and tossed with immense power, flying across the broken remains of the ship’s interior and slamming through the already shattered front of the ship.

      “Erza!” Laxus’ whole body was steeped with his lightning as he darted off the ground and rounded on Hades faster than the monstrosity could react. He punched Hades in the head hard enough to slam him into the floor and immediately followed up with a kick that sent him flying. Laxus followed after him with lightning around his body, knocking Hades around like a pinball in retribution for what he had done to all his friends.

      He slammed his hands together and pulled them apart as a giant halberd of lightning formed between them, “LIGHTNING DRAGON’S HAL—”

      Before Laxus could attack a flood of darkness rushed from Hades’ feet and locked Laxus’ legs. And while he was surprised, Hades whipped his hands out and used Chain to snag the Dragon Slayer’s arms. Hades caught the chains on pieces of the ship, pulling Laxus’ arms out and dispelling his attack entirely, “Shit! Lightning Dragon’s—”

      Hades charged and in a flash was in front of Laxus, punching the blond man across the face as hard as possible before he could release his roar. And again while Laxus was still reeling from the first punch.

      Again and again, the possessed form of Hades rapidly punched the bound Laxus, blood splashing out of his nose and mouth to spill along the floor with every hit. The former S-Class Mage tried to pull his way out but with Hades’ ruthless assault, any hope of escaping was failing. The huge Mage was left reeling from every blow as Hades prepared to land one more devastating blow.

      A sword flew through the air and pierced through Hades’ arm before he could throw his punch.

      As Laxus’ head hung from the damage he sustained, Hades raised his arm and examined the blade sticking through it. All the shadow’s eyes shifted over to look past Laxus and to the source of the attack.

      Erza stood at the bow of the broken ship, lightning and thunder illuminating the dark clouds behind her. The redhead stood in the rain, her piercing glare on the darkened Grimoire master as he slowly walked around the beaten Laxus. Without saying a word she raised her hand, summoned another sword, and pointed the tip of it at Hades as if challenging him to come for her instead.

      He wholeheartedly agreed.

      Speeding across the broken ship like an animal, Hades beelined straight for Erza. She immediately jumped back and dropped off the ship to land on the beach, not wasting a moment to run as she knew Hades would follow after her. She charged off the sand, into the forest, and through the woods as quickly as her legs could carry her.

      The toppling of trees behind her let her know that her foe was quickly on her tail.

      As she ran through the forest Erza spotted a yellow, blue, and white figure in the darkness. Gritting her teeth she sped up and called out, “LUCY! HAPPY! CARLA!”

      The blonde Fairy and two Exceeds looked back when they heard her voice, “Erza?! We’re going to find Master! What are — OH CRAP!”

      “W-What the heck is that?!”

      “Is that—”

      “NO TIME! MOVE!”

      Happy quickly picked Lucy up and jetted through the trees as fast as he could go. Carla swooped over, grabbing Erza as well to fly after their friends as Hades plowed through all the trees in his way chasing after them.

      Hunter

      “Huh?”

      “Do you see that, or am I going crazy?”

      Elfman and Evergreen stood atop a hill and watched something cleave through the trees in the forest below like a knife.

      Hunter

      “What is that?”

      “Nothing good, that’s for sure.”

      “C’mon!” Cana yelled to Freed and Bickslow as they saw the destruction occur. They secured Juvia and Meredy in their arms as they rushed after her.

      Hunter

      Everyone in the base camp looked over when they saw the trees start to topple over as clouds of dust kicked up in their path. Gajeel stepped in front of Levy defensively as Mirajane did the same for Lisanna — her little sister urging her to sit back down so she could recover. And in front of all of them, Makarov stood watching the destruction approach.

      “Master? Do you know what that is?”

      “No idea,” The old Wizard Saint said tensely. And even though he had no idea what was responsible for tearing through the forest, the way his wounds ached as it approached was enough of an answer for him, “But I know we need to prepare to fight.”

      “KKKKKRRRRRRYYYYYYYYYAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Hunter

      After their summoner had left, the monsters knew all that was left was for them to destroy everything in their path. Their murky eyes shifted to the beaten Dragon Slayer bound up by the Chain magic and darkness at his feet. They moved in closer, ready to continue their assault—

      “HAAAAAAAA!”

      “WRRRAAAHHHH!”

      Attacks of ice and fire slammed against the monsters’ backs and dispelled them while they were distracted. Through the broken darkness, Natsu and Gray landed on the ground in exhaustion. Both men were huddled over, bruised and battered after their beating with blood dripping out of their mouths. Through the pain they pushed themselves to Laxus, burning and freezing through the Chain so he could be free, “Laxus, are you okay?”

      “I’m alive, if that means anything.” Laxus weakly muttered as they each grabbed an arm to support him until he could sit down. With his beating finally over he concentrated a rush of lightning through his feet to destroy the darkness tying him down. Even after he was freed Laxus fell to his knees as his vision grew hazy for a moment, ‘Fuck, that geezer’s packs a crazy punch. I feel like I’m gonna throw up.’ On cue he heaved, and a rush of blood spilled out of his mouth and over the floor, “Son of a bitch.”

      “What should we do?” Gray wiped the blood and sweat from his face, “We need to follow after him but we’re all beat to shit. We’d slow Erza and the others down. I’d ask Wendy to heal us but if she did all of us—”

      “Doesn’t matter!” Despite his injuries, Natsu wasn’t deterred by the idea of following Hades even in their current state, ‘If that guy finds any of our friends they’ll be in just as much danger!’ The Dragon Slayer grit his teeth, “We might be beat, but if we take him on together, he won’t be able to handle us!” He lifted Laxus by himself and stomped forward, “So get up on your feet! No Fairy Mage would give up now when we’re needed like this!”

      Laxus looked down at the rowdy pink-haired brat that had always been a pain in his ass. He scoffed, “You know I’m not a Fairy Tail Mage anymore, right?”

      “Screw that! You’re here! You’re fighting with us! Of course you are! I know it, and you do too deep down!”

      “Yeah, well, whatever you’re feeling I still need a moment to catch my breath.”

      “But—”

      “So here,” Laxus raised his hand so it was directly in front of Natsu’s face. And in the center of his palm, a small orb of his magic materialized. But then lightning started to intensify and gather around that central orb. Crackling as sparks shot out in every direction, Laxus smirked, “Try taking this.”

      “Huh? Take it?”

      “I’m not sure how effective it will be, but you’ve always been a freak who makes things work for you.” Laxus shrugged, “You can take my strength until I can catch up with the rest of you.”

      Natsu and Gray looked at the magic Laxus was offering. When Natsu looked up at Gray the Maker Mage shrugged and shook his head, “I’ve seen you eat tons of things. I’m not sure if other magic is possible but you Dragon Slayers eat things you’re not supposed to all the time.” He turned and ran for the edge of the ship, “I’ll go ahead! If taking that doesn’t floor you, try to keep up!”

      “Heh, like I’ll let it.” Natsu grinned as his eyes focused on the sparkling lightning in Laxus’ hands, “I bet it tingles when you eat it.”

      “Enjoy it, Natsu. And go save our guild.”

      Natsu’s maw widened and bit down on Laxus’ offering.

      Hunter

      There was another giant lightning bolt and thunderclap that left Wendy flinching in fear. She had heard the rest of her friends fighting up on the ship while she was out here trying to heal Naruto. They were fighting fiercely and doing their best to stop the Dark Mage before it was too late.

      And she had a job to complete too.

      Wendy looked down at her dear friend, lying out on the edge of the beach with a singe mark on his chest where Hades nearly broke through his sternum. The gentle green glow of her hands was easing the worst of the injury but Naruto was still unconscious, a faint line of blood coming out of his nose and mouth, “Naruto-San! Please wake up! W-We need your help!”

      He got hurt trying to defend them from Hades. Took point in the fight long enough for the others to comprehend just what they were dealing with. He must have been exhausted from fighting all day… but still he protected them…

      “P-Please,” Wendy pleaded in a desperate voice with tears in her eyes, waiting for some kind of response from him, “Please wake up.”

      Nothing.

      “Please, Naruto-San,” Her tears fell over her hands covering his wound, “We need you. Wake up.”

      …

      “U-Ugh…”

      “N-Naruto-San?” She raised her head and looked at the whiskered blond, watching him shift uncomfortably in the sand under her healing glow. His face was tight and strained as he shifted around, ‘Naruto-San!’ Even then Wendy couldn’t hide her relief seeing him react again, “I-I’m so glad you’re awake! Hold still! I just need a little longer to—”

      “GGGGGGAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

      Suddenly Wendy reeled back as Naruto’s chest arched upward and he let out a bloodcurdling scream. The young Dragon Slayer watched in fright as he writhed and twisted around in pain, gasping and gagging on his own spittle as he struggled with something, “H-Hold on, Naruto-San,” Despite her panic Wendy tried to ease his pain, “I-I don’t know what’s wrong but let me—”

      That’s when she saw it.

      Despite the darkness of the beach under the thunderclouds, Wendy saw what looked like an orange bubble form on Naruto’s stomach. And before she could question what it was, there were more than a dozen other bubbles. Wendy watched in shock as that strange orange energy started to build and spread from his stomach over his whole body.

      It surrounded his arms and legs.

      It covered his head, taking the shape of two long ears that pushed through the sand in their path.

      And from his back, the energy took on the shape of several tails.

      “AAAAHHHHHH!” Naruto screamed as he lurched up and jumped to his feet. Wendy flinched and scrambled back as she looked up at her friend, slightly hunched over and panting rapidly as the orange energy around him settled like a bubble surrounding his body. His blue eye was red, his teeth were sharp, and the little whiskers on his face became rougher.

      He looked feral. He was eager to attack anything in his way. And when he looked down at her, she was frightened for a moment that it would be her.

      “Wendy…” But he spoke her name, roughly and as if he was struggling to hold on to his senses, “Are you okay?”

      She caught her breath, trying to quell the fear that had overtaken her as she nodded, “I-I’m alright.”

      “Hades?”

      “H-He’s still fighting.”

      “The others?”

      “They’re holding him off.”

      Naruto took a shaky breath, rolling his neck as the orange tails shifted behind him, “Where?”

      Realizing that whatever control he had in this strange form he was going to use to fight for their guild, Wendy pointed in the direction she saw Erza run off to with Hades following after. Naruto shifted in the sand, bending down and scooping Wendy up. The little Dragon Slayer was surprised but as he bent down and stood on his hands and feet, she realized what he wanted. She sat on his back, feeling a tail wrap around her stomach to help brace her for what came next.

      Like a cannon, they shot off the beach and into the forest. Wendy was nearly blown away by the force of their launch, but watched as the trees blurred around them at blinding speeds. She held onto Naruto tighter as he rushed forward.

      Looking for the enemy of their guild and seeking to end the fight once and for all.

      Hunter

      Done

      Man, we covered a lot. Naruto vs Azuma. Gray vs Ultear. Laxus is back! And Hades was so inspired by Naruto’s rage years back that he’s trying something similar.

      Only to let Naruto prove that he was the OG by pulling out the Kyūbi cloak.

      I’m so excited for what comes next! But I need a break so I might take May off. I’ll see how it goes.

      ReadxReview

      Thank You and Bye
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